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SHAVUOS 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will say Yizkor. We will remember the past, remember why we are Jews and what the Jewish tradition demands of us. On this second day of Shavuos we also read the Book of Ruth. Ruth was the epitome of kindness. She came from a people who were notorious for their inhospitality and their cruelty to strangers yet she was the epitome of loving kindness. She gave up everything to help her mother-in-law. From her King David is descended. King David who was a redhead and short and did not even look like a Jew. King David who became a symbol of Jewish survival. As we sing all the time, Doveed Melech Yisroel Chai Chai V’Kayom. David, King of Israel lives forever and ever. Why should we say this about King David? Why don’t we say this about his son, Solomon, who built the Temple and who presided over an era of 40 years of uninterrupted peace and prosperity but yet we say it about King David who had so many troubles. Even his own father when Samuel came to tell him that one of his sons would be King of Israel thought of all his other seven sons before he thought of David. David who was pursued by Saul as a threat and who was hounded. David who even had to go over to the Philistines and pretend he was fighting for them, and David who had a wandering eye who was attracted to Bathsheba and arranged for her husband to be put in the front ranks. David whose two sons rebelled against him. David was a passionate man who had faults. Why should the symbol of Jewish survival and continuity be David? David wrote 150 Psalms which still touch the hearts of the hearts of the whole world because they are a cry for help. We learn that three times G‑d speaks about a precious treasure that He has found. He says that Abraham “Motzoso Lev Neeman, Abraham was a faithful heart”. He also says about Israel “Motzosi Ka Anoveem Bamidbar, I found him like grapes in the desert”. It says about David “Motzosi Doveed Avdi, I found David My servant”. There are three things necessary in order for Jewish survival. We must first have deeds of kindness. Our whole religion is based upon deeds of kindness. Abraham is the pillar of our faith. Without deeds of kindness nothing else counts. We also must be attached to our people. People Israel is like grapes in the desert. They are very precious. We must want to be part of them, to cleave to them. Also, like with David we must have hope. All these things are necessary if the Jewish people are to continue. Those who tell us that it is their money and they made it and they do not have to share with anybody else are not only liars but they bring about the death of the Jewish people. Jews must help each other, help everyone. One of the reasons many more Jews did not run away and join the partisans in the forests in Europe was because they knew if they ran away the Germans would kill their whole family. The Nazis wanted to do more than kill Jews. They wanted to degrade them and humiliate them and make them sub‑human. We, though, did not allow it. One of the great facts to come out of the Holocaust was that no Rabbi ever served as a Kap. You know what was the most precious item in Auschwitz? Jewish religious objects. 200 cigarettes were traded for a Shofar and after the Shofar was blown the people were beaten and beaten and beaten. You know how much food it took to obtain those cigarettes? People who were starving to death but their religion was as precious to them as grapes in the desert. Judaism survived because the Jewish people had hope even in such desperate circumstances and they were devoted to each other and even there were willing to do deeds of kindness. 
The story is told of Sholomo Shmuel Leneer, the grandson of a Chassidic leader who said he found the correct dye to make the blue string in the Tzitzis of the Tallis. When the Nazis came he was not fooled by their statements of work camps and just temporary detention center, etc. He knew what they were up to and he told his Chassidim to fight, to burn the barracks, to sabotage and to escape to the woods. When the Germans found out that the Chassidim were following the orders of their Rabbi they searched for him. The Rabbi did not know this and the Gabbai stepped forward saying he was the Rabbi. He was immediately shot. When the acts of resistance and sabotage did not cease the Germans knew they had wrong man. They then surrounded the city of Vladavova and said they would kill of the thousands of Chassidim in there unless the Rabbi stepped forward. The Rabbi said how can I sacrifice all my people. He came forward. After many days of torture of he was killed. This was the type of devotion to the Jewish people which has always allowed the Jewish people to survive. We are Jews today because our parents had these qualities. They would do anything for us. They were filled with deeds of kindness and they were totally devoted to their families and they also had hope. No matter how rough times were they always had hope. Because of them we are here today. Unfortunately, many people today do not have these qualities. They do not have this devotion and this feeling of hope which translates into deeds of kindness. We will survive only if we have them. David had it. We will survive. Doveed Melech Yisroel Chai Chai V’Kayom.
SHAVUOS - YIZKOR 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky 
In a few moments we will say Yizkor. During Yizkor we remember the past, those who went before us even though the word “Yizkor”, itself, is in the future. It is very appropriate that we say Yizkor on Shavuos because Shavuos is the holiday on which we received the Torah. The Rabbis tell us that when G‑d was about to give the Torah to the Jewish people He asked the Jewish people for guarantors who would assure that the Jewish people would keep the Torah. Our ancestors said that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob will be our guarantors. G‑d said that that is not good enough. He could not accept them as guarantors. The people said they would be guarantors. G‑d said He could not accept them as guarantors. The people said then our children will be the guarantors. G‑d accepted the children as the guarantors of the Jewish people. This statement has great meaning because it means that education must be the center of every Jewish community, that we must just not be concerned with educating our own children, but in educating all the children of the community even after ours have grown up. Public school education is only 120 years old in this country. It has always marked the Jewish community. In fact, studies were made to find out why Jewish students did so well in school. In this study they found that Jewish parents do not by and large harangue and hector their children to study as much as other groups. The difference is that in the Jewish home there are books and magazines and the parents read and study so the children do, too. The best and really the only way to teach is by example. Telling a child to stop smoking as you are puffing away on a cigarette will have no effect. In fact, children rebel to parents generally, not against parents. Most children rebel to what their parents do. That shows they are grownups. A child who sees his parent smoking will smoke as soon as he is able to. Some children rebel to what their parents say and not what they do. Therefore, they delight in calling their parents hypocrites, but these children are few. On Shavuos we spread greens in the Synagogue. This, our Rabbis teach us, reminds us of the fact that Moshe Rabbeinu was placed in the bullrushes on this date on the edge of the Nile. His mother had been able to conceal him for three months, but it was impossible for her to conceal him anymore. The overseers knew that she should have had to have given birth. The Torah teaches us that Moshe would not nurse from anyone but a Jewish, mother and his sister, Miriam, who was watching on the banks ran to the princess and suggested a Hebrew mother who would nurse Moshe. This woman was Moshe’s mother. Moshe would not have been worthy to receive the Torah if he had not been nursed by his mother. He was also raised by the only woman whose name means in Hebrew the daughter of G‑d, Batia. She was so‑called because of her great kindness. She even went against her father’s decree to save a little boy. Moshe was surrounded by his mother and the wonderful example of this woman. That’s why the Rabbis teach that G‑d first gave the Torah to the women before He gave it to the men. That’s why it says the Tomer Leveish Yaacov P’sagei V’nei Israel, and you should say to the house of Jacob and tell to the sons of Israel. The Rabbis tell us that Beis Yaacov are the women and Beis Israel are the men. G‑d first had to tell the women about the Torah before the men because if they would accept it then Jewish life would continue, but if they would not accept it then it was no use to give it to the men. The example that the mother sets for the children determines whether the children are going to be Jews. No matter what group of Rabbis or people say it will always be the mother which will determine whether a child is Jewish because the mother sets the tone in the home. It is the mother who encourages the child to learn and learns with the child in his first years. We are all today remembering the homes we had. We are Jews today because of them. Unfortunately, there are many grandchildren and great-grandchildren of Jews today who no longer will be Jews because they have not been given the memories and the instruction which will allow them to continue. We are all links in a chain. That’s why the Rabbis say this holiday is known as the time of the giving of the Torah and not the time of the receiving of the Torah because it is our obligation to give the Torah to our children and grandchildren. Just as we have received it we are to give it on. I remember talking to a very warm hearted Jew who told me how the memories of the Shabbos in his home molded and shaped him, but that he was sorry that his grandchildren do not know anything about it. I asked him if he ever made a Shabbos in his own home and he said he didn’t have the time. It was no wonder then that his children and especially his grandchildren have no memory at all or even desire to continue in the chain of Judaism. Today we remember those who have gone on, those who are a firm link to the past and also a link to the future. We do not understand why G‑d had to take from us those whom we loved and who were doing their best. We do not understand why G‑d had to create this. Perhaps someday we will. G‑d never promised us that if we keep the Torah that we will have no problems or questions, only that we will have the strength to overcome our problems. The story is told of Brania Koritchki, who had been raised in Berlin, who was blonde and blue-eyed and spoke with a perfect Berlin accent. In 1938 she was deported to Poland because of her Polish ancestry. She managed in 1941 to get fake Aryan papers to take her and her son to a safe location. She took her little son, Yitzchok, put him on her lap and she took the train out of the ghetto in which she was placed. Sitting next to her were two German soldiers. They started to tease and laugh with her. She spoke beautiful German and they never suspected her. They told how on this train the day before they caught a man with fake Aryan papers. They made him take his pants down proving he was a Jew and how they snuffed out his life. She heard this noting all the while that her son, Yitzchok, was circumcised and that he did not speak a perfect German. He spoke Yiddish. All the while she was laughing with the German soldiers she was praying that her little boy would not wake up. She mustered all her courage to continue talking to these soldiers. She even told them, “Speak soft, you don’t want to wake up a future soldier”. At the last possible moment she departed the train waving to the soldiers. This was her strength making sure her child would stay alive and that her child would still be a Jew, but this was not all. She even assumed the identity of her sister to save her two nieces, even walking into Gestapo headquarters, itself, to save them. This was the strength of the Jewish mother who allowed a religion to continue throughout the generations. May we all be granted this strength to make sure that our religion and our people never die. Amen.

SECOND DAY SHAVUOS 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On Shavuos we have very little symbolism. The only two things we do on Shavuos is eat milk foods and put a little greenery in the synagogue. There are many reasons given for this: how the Torah is considered like milk and honey; how when the Torah was given to us Mount Sinai was green; how when the Jewish people received the Torah they also received the laws of kashruth and since they received the Torah on Shabbos they could not kosher any pots and had to eat milk foods. We also learn how on Shabbos they brought a “Mincha Hadosha L’Adoshem” whose initials spell out the word “Halov” or milk. 

The reason, though, that I like the best is the one which tells us that we eat milk foods and decorate the synagogue with greenery to remember Moshe Rabbeinu. Moshe was born on the 7th day of Adar. When he was 3 months old his mother put him in a flimsy reed basket and set him among the reed grass along the Nile. His mother, Yecheved, was able to hide him for 3 months because either as some say Moshe was born in the 6th month, or she hid the first 3 months of her pregnancy from the Egyptians and was able to fake an additional 3 months of her pregnancy. She, though, could not fake any more because the Egyptians could count, so she was forced to put her baby Moshe in a reed basket and send him down the Nile. 
It had been decreed by Pharaoh that all Jewish boys should be drowned in the Nile, but a wonderful thing happened. Batya, the daughter of Pharaoh, stretched out her hand and rescued Moshe. Moshe had been put afloat on the day which later was to become Shavuos. Batya defied her father’s decree, and she displayed great compassion.  She took in this little Jewish boy. She tried to find a woman who would nurse the little baby, but Moshe would not suck from any of their breasts. It was then that Miriam approached the princess and told her about a Jewish woman who would nurse Moshe. She, of course, was referring to Yecheved, Moshe’s mother. Moshe then nursed from his mother until he was weaned.
We remember these things on Shavuos, and we eat milk foods and we put greenery in the synagogue to remind us of the banks of the Nile. Many Jews are named after Batya. The name Bashia, Basha, Batia, are all named after the Egyptian princess that we know in English as Bithia. Batya means the daughter of g-d. She, because of her great compassion, is the only one in the whole Torah who has the name of G‑d as part of her name. Ya means G‑d. Haleluya means praise G‑d. Batya means the daughter of G‑d. Because she was such a compassionate woman the rabbis tell us that Moshe was called. by the name she gave him and not by the name his own mother gave him.
Mases in Egyptian means the son of. Most of the Egyptian pharaohs’ names end in Mases, like Ramoses, Tutmases. Moshe in Hebrew also means to be drawn out because Moshe was drawn out of the water. Moshe’s Hebrew name, the rabbis say, was Tov, but G‑d chose to call him by the name given to him by an Egyptian princess because she was such a compassionate woman. This, too, is the reason we read the Book of Ruth on this holiday, because Ruth was a compassionate woman. She came from a people who did not know anything about compassion, but she, herself, was a very compassionate person.

Compassion is the basis of Judaism. It even precedes the Torah. The rabbis tell us that if you find a person who is not compassionate, then you should doubt whether or not he is even Jewish. Today we remember those who have gone before us, those who have sacrificed for us, those who taught us how to live. They inculcated their values in us. Today we are still molded and shaped by them. It is not only the Shabbos candles and the Pesach Seders and getting ready for Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur and the lulav and esrog that we remember.  We remember also their dedication to compassion. Compassion understanding prepares life. Cruelty shortens and ends it. Judaism is a religion whose main toast is L’Chayim, to life. Our emphasis is on the good and the beauty that potentially can be in life. 
I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe, a young Bobover Chosid, who loved to go every Sholosh Seudos to the table of the Bobover Rebbe, Rabbi Ben Tzion Halbershtan who would sing a melody based upon the holy Zohar. They would all sing and dance. Rabbi Halbershtan loved young people especially and he took a special delight in singing together with Moshe, when they would sing this wonderful melody from the Zohar:
Moshe was taken by the Nazis and sent to Malthausen, a terrible concentration camp. Almost nobody survived from Malthausen.  There one morning all the young men were ordered into the showers. This time they really were showers, not gas. Immediately after the showers while they were still wet and naked, they were ordered outside for a roll call. There they were counted once, twice, three times until slowly one by one they all fell to the ground frozen from head to toe. Moshe felt his own body freezing in the sub‑freezing temperature of an Austrian winter.
Slowly, though, importantly, the tune of the Bobover Rebbe filled his mind. Slowly his lips started to move and he started to lift his feet to the rhythm of the music. As he did, the ground turned red where he picked up his feet leaving part of his skin on the ground. Gradually the ice on his body cracked, and he felt himself moving up and down in place to the Bobover’s melody. The melody transfixed him and gave him courage to go on. He did not fall. He lived. 

It is the melody which has allowed us to continue to live. It is the melody of the warmth, of the love we have known.  It has given us a promise for the future. We believe life can be better, that human beings can become compassionate, that we can bring the Mashiach. Now when Moshe sits with his family on Sholosh Seudos and sings the Bobover melody he remembers how it saved his life. We are a religion of life, not death. It is love and mercy which bring life. Cruelty and hardness bring only death. Hitler said we are a sentimental people and we are because we believe life can be good.

That’s what happened to Stella. She had 34 uncles and aunts and countless cousins. She was the daughter of a well‑to‑do family living in the Carpathian Mountains. All her family was wiped out in front of her eyes and she just managed to escape by living for over a year with four other people in a six by four hole under a barn. When she was liberated she no longer wanted to be Jewish, and she yearned for the day of revenge. When she heard that some local Nazis were going to be hung in a town a short distance away, she went to the town and stood in the front row. When the trap door opened and the nooses tightened around the necks of these criminals, she screamed, “What am I doing here? What good will this do? It will not bring back my family.” She tore off the cross on her neck, threw it on the ground, and said, “I choose life, not death.” All of us should choose life. The compassion, the love, and the warmth we learned at our parents and grandparents home produces life. May we all be worthy of their memory, and the memory of Batya _____ . May we always show compassion and choose life.
SHAVUOS YIZKOR 1987
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky 
On Shavuos we learn that the whole Jewish people received the Ten Commandments. According to all authorities, all the people heard at least the first two of the Ten Commandments. The Torah and the Ten Commandments, of course, is what distinguishes the Jewish people from all the peoples of the world. That is why the rabbis tell us that the word “Sinai”, itself, is the cause for Jewish hatred throughout the world, that the word “Sine — hatred” is what the Jewish people received at Sinai by accepting the Torah, that all the peoples of the world hate the Jewish people because we gave the world a conscience, that because we accepted the Torah the peoples of the world can no longer do what they want to do, that the peoples of the world must now follow a moray order. That is why Hitler hated the Jewish people so much. He hated us because he said we gave the world a conscience. We would not let the strong do what they wanted to do, that we, in effect, were sentimental people. We were concerned about the weak and the helpless and the afflicted and the poor and this was not the way nature ordained things to be. After all, in nature the strong take what they went and the weak must submit and die. Not all Jews, of course, are willing to be bearers of this message. Not all Jews want this task or are worthy of this task, but the peoples of the world have regarded us since the time of Sinai as the bearers of this message, and, of course, those who do not want to accept this message then hate us for bearing this message.
It used to be thought in the last century that morality could spring from man, itself, that we needed no revelation of the Ten Commandments or the Torah at Mount Sinai, that man, unaided, could arrive at morality. All man had to do was think rationally and logically and man, himself, would come up with the correct principles of living. This is, of course, the basis of Kent and many other philosophers. This view, of course, has proved to be erroneous. Man, unaided, will always come up with different conceptions of morality, not the same conception of morality. Morality is dependent upon the kind of assumptions you make. If you make certain types of assumptions your morality will come out in a certain way, in a different way from the Jewish view of morality. After all, the German people were the most educated people in the world, the most literate and culture, and, yet, they produced Naziism. They produced a Hitler, because, based upon their assumptions, they were 100% right. If you believed that the Jews were cockroaches, that Jews were the vermin of the world and that if you could eliminate the Jews you would eliminate all plague and social disease, that you could perfect all mankind, then, of course, it was very logical to exterminate the Jews. If you believed the Jews were a sub‑human species, that they did not deserve to be considered in the same way as other human beings, then, of course, Naziism makes sense and it is even a moral imperative then to eradicate the Jews, just as it is a moral imperative to eradicate vermin and cockroaches and all other types of disease bearing insects from your home. It is a logical proposition. We all know that education, alone, could not prevent people from believing in this, because all of Hitler’s cabinet members were Ph.D.s except one. Everyone in his cabinet had a genius I.Q. except for one. It is not true that if man thinks logically and clearly that he will come up with the same principles of morality that are enunciated in the Torah. After all, even cannibals have morality. They will not eat everyone. They have certain rules and procedures based upon thought and consideration. What sets Jewish morality apart is that we believe that all men art created equal, that all men bear within themselves a spark of G‑d, and, therefore, you must treat all men with dignity end respect. You cannot exterminate groups of people because you consider them sub‑human. This belief in man’s equality is only based on faith. You cannot prove that all men are equal. In fact, if you fill a room with a thousand people you will see that each one is different and none of them are equal. The Ten Commandments proclaim the Jewish view of what is moral and right.
The rabbis ask why the Ten Commandments were given on two tablets and not just on one tablet. If we look at the first five commandments we see they all have the name of G‑d in them. G‑d’s name is mentioned in the first five commandments, but G‑d’s name is not mentioned in the second group of Ten Commandments. Why is it that they are divided in two? Many answers are given but the most compelling one, to me, is the answer which states that because people might feel that the last five commandments are logical commandments which man could arrive at unaided, we do not need to include them in the Ten Commandments, but this is not true. When it comes to even “Don’t kill” it depends. Even we would say if we were attacked we should defend ourselves and kill our assailants. When people say, “Don’t kill”, how do they qualify it? Even the Nazis believed not to kill, not to kill human beings, but sub‑human beings it was a moral imperative to kill. To kill Jews who were the purveyors of vermin and filth, that was all right. How do you apply these principles? Cannibals will not eat everyone.
The rabbis say these five commandments are paralleled by the first five commandments, that the first defines the sixth, the second defines the seventh, the third defines the eighth, the fourth defines the ninth, and the fifth defines the tenth. The first is, “I am the Lord Your G‑d” parallels “Don’t kill”. Because I am the Lord Your G‑d, then you have to remember I have created every human being. and you cannot kill them. “You shall not have any gods before Me” parallels “Don’t commit adultery.” You have to be faithful. You cannot say, “I believe in G‑d but there are other forces and powers I have to listen to, too, so once in a while if I take advantage of others, if I don’t act correctly, well, there are other forces I have to listen to in life, too.” That is not being faithful to G‑d. It is also true that if you went to have a strong family life You have to be faithful, husband and wife, to each other. If you are not faithful you will destroy the whole family. “You should not bear G‑d’s name in vain” parallels “Don’t steal.” People feel they can swear falsely if it is for a good cause. They feel they can take G‑d’s name in vain and rip off others and harm others because, after all, they are serving a good cause. They can twist the truth and pervert it and scheme and tell lies, not only about individuals, but also about principles as Communism did where they told the Communist leaders that were put in jail and purged by Stalin, “Confess to sins you did not commit because it is for the good of Communism. Swear falsely, even against yourself.” This, of course, is not allowed. When people use G‑d’s name to take advantage of other people they always justify themselves by saying the ends justify the means. This is wrong. And then we have “Honor the Sabbath day — Keep it holy” which parallels “You should not bear false witness”. The Sabbath, of course, proclaims that G‑d created the world, and if we do not live by moral principles we bear false witness that G‑d did not create the world. Some people say they cannot live by moral principles because it costs too much. They have to make a living. They have to help their family. If you believe in a G‑d then we have to say that G‑d rules in the world and that G‑d eventually will make right might and not might is right. Sometimes we have to stand up to the forces of oppression and evil and bear witness to the fact that there is a G‑d in the world. After all, if good people do nothing then evil will triumph by itself. We must stand up and bear witness that we believe there is a G‑d in the world and have faith and confidence that G‑d will help us and come to our aid. Even though we, ourselves, may suffer our struggle was not in vain because G‑d will surely help, if not now then later. “Honor your father and mother” is parallel to “You shall not covet.” Here the rabbis have trouble. What does honoring your father and mother have to do with coveting, wanting somebody else’s things? We all know that one of the greatest acts of ingratitude, of betrayal, is not to honor your parents. After all, your parents brought you into the world. They helped you. They nurtured you. They made you grow. Therefore, it is a great act of betrayal not to honor them and help them when they need your help. We do know that Judaism cannot survive unless there is honor for the experiences of the past, unless we realize that we human beings have not changed at all in the last 3000 years. Our technology has changed, our languages and literatures may have changed, but not our passions. You read the books 3000 years old from Greece or Egypt or Israel or India or China, and they all speak about the same human passions that we know today and that we suffer with today. The experiences of the past can be very useful, but what does this have to do with coveting? We all know that many times parents are not good parents. Sometimes they abuse their children (unfortunately, too much in our modern day), and when parents do not treat their children well the children will-look for other parents. They will covet and wish and hope that they had other parents, that they were raised differently. That is why parents must always make sure they treat their children well. The same thing, of course, applies for Jewish education. If you do not give your child a Jewish education and teach him who and what he is, then he will covet and want to be somebody else. He will want to assimilate. He will take no pride in his Judaism and his Jewish heritage. He will not identify with Israel and Israel’s struggles, All he will be interested in is escaping, coveting, wanting to be a W.A.S.P. or somebody else, but not himself. It is the duty of the parents to make sure their child teach a Jewish education because unless a child knows who he is and what he is, that child cannot continue to be a Jew. That child will break the chain of Judaism and will covet and want to be something he is not. He will want to become a goy.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Gina, who was only 11 years old when she and her mother were taken to Auschwitz. Her mother was told when they arrived to say the girl is not your daughter and make sure to say she is at least 16, because in Auschwitz they do not look on with favor on mothers and daughters being together or even both of them being alive. Children, of course, are thrown into the fires immediately. Make sure you daughter says she is your sister and that she says she is at least 16. This 11 year old girl and her mother came to Auschwitz and appeared before the Angel of Death, end Joseph Mengele asked the girl how old she was, and she said she was 16, and he asked her who the woman was, and she said it was her sister, and he waved them both to the side of life. There Gina had to work very hard. She was only 11 years old. Her mother was at her side always. Her mother was always there to support and help her. Her mother shared her meager rations with her. Her mother never finished her own rations but always left some for Gina so Gina could have more to eat. Her mother once went to the kappo in charge, of her barracks and asked for help, but the kappo said, “My daughter was killed. Why should your daughter live?” She never went to see that kappo again about Gina. One day a selection took place and both mother and daughter were selected to go to the showers. Miraculously, when the showerheads opened, water came out and not gas. After they finished their shower they were herded on trucks and then packed 150 to a boxcar and were shipped out to a work camp. There Gina had to work even harder than in Auschwitz. It took a toll on her. Diseases spread in the camp. The meager rations were not enough for a growing girl and she developed typhus. Her mother nursed her and every day made sure she stood in line at roll call propped between another woman. She dreaded, though, the roll call. One day her daughter was so weak she could not even get her out of the bunk. Her mother decided she would stay with her daughter. Miraculously, on that day there was no roll call. Her mother, though, had no medicine to give her daughter. She had no hot soup or blankets. All she had was her own body’s warmth. She held her daughter in her arms and fell asleep. Suddenly she heard, as if in a dream, her own father calling to her and saying, “My child, my child, I have appeared before the Almighty and have asked that He spare my only grandchild, your daughter.” The dream repeated itself twice and three times during the night. That morning when mother and daughter awoke, Gina asked for some bread. Gradually, she got better and a few months later they were liberated. Gina found out later her grandfather had gone up in smoke in the chimneys of Auschwitz, probably on the night that he appeared to her mother in a dream. It was thanks to the courage of her mother’s father that her mother had the courage to nurture her back to life and never give up hope.
It is because of the courage of the past generations that we Jewish people have been able to survive. It is only because of their love and care and consideration that we have been able to go on. Let us hope and pray that our traditions will always be handed down to the generations so that they will not covet and want to be other people and not Jews, that they will not be ashamed of who they are.  Let us hope and pray that the many memories of our warm Jewish home which was suffused with Jewish values and practices will not only envelope us all here today at yizkor but will also spur us to give the same values and education to our children and grandchildren. We must make sure they receive the tradition, both intellectually and emotionally. We must give them tradition intellectually by sending them to Jewish schools and emotionally by sharing our experiences with them. May we always have the strength as Gina’s mother and grandfather did to make sure that the Jewish people survive because the world needs us. Without the Ten Commandments, without the Torah the world will quickly disintegrate and degenerate into gas chambers of the horrors of concentration camps. We need to make sure that the morality which is enunciated in the Torah and the Ten Commandments is understood and accepted by all mankind so that the world may have peace and Justice and love, so that the world may be filled with compassion and harmony. May this day come soon. Amen.

SHAVUOS YIZKOR 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
We remember those who went before us, who helped mold and shape us and make us what we are. We always say Yizkor on Shavuor on the second day. Why is it that we should say Yizkor on the second day? What’s more, why is it that Shavuos always comes 50 days after Pesach? Why couldn’t G‑d have given us the Torah immediately after we left Egypt? Why did G‑d have to wait 50 days to give us the Torah? What’s more, why did we have to go down to Egypt at all? Why did the Jewish people go down to Egypt? Why did G‑d see fit to have us endure the Egyptian bondage? Why couldn’t we have just gotten the Torah at Mount Sinai after we had left Israel for a few weeks? Why did we have to endure the bondage of Egypt?
We all know that we have three fathers in our religion: we have Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. Abraham taught us that our religion had to be based on Chesed, kindness. He was a man who went out of his way to help people. Yitzchak, on the other hand, was a man who stressed his personal relationship with G‑d. He was an introspective man. He was a man who gained his inner strength to overcome his problems by his relationship with G‑d, and he taught us the importance of worship and the importance of our relationship with G‑d. Jacob, on the other hand, was a man who stressed truth. He knew that in this life we have to live by honesty and integrity. Many times he, himself, did not live up to his own standards, but he did fool himself by saying that he was living according to truth when he was not living according to truth. In order to have Judaism we need to have Chesed, kindness, we need to have worship, a relationship with G‑d, and we need to also stand for ideals, for integrity and truth.
Abraham’s vision of Judaism demanded that we have Chesed, kindness. Unfortunately, many times we can do deeds of kindness without being kind. We see that many times in our charitable institutions where they do help people, but they help people in such a mean‑spirited and demeaning way that the people leave broken from their experience with these charitable institutions. The Jewish people have not learned the importance of doing kindness with kindness. We can see that by the way they treated their brother, Joseph. It is true that maybe Joseph was a tattletale and a spoiled brat. Maybe he was a precocious child who always provoked the enmity of his brothers, but his brothers should not have sold him to Egypt. We had to go down to Egypt so that we should learn Rachmones, so that we should learn to love each other correctly and properly in spite of our faults.
We all know that the word “Rachmones” comes from the Hebrew word for “Rechem”, which means “womb”. In Hebrew the word for man and woman are different than the meaning for man and woman in English. In Hebrew the word for man and woman are identical. The only thing that is different is that Eesh is half the name of G‑d and Eesha is the other half of the name of G‑d. Men and women are each created in the image of G‑d and are completely holy. They share a common humanity. A man and woman when they are married have G‑d’s presence among them. In English the word for woman means a man who has a womb. In Hebrew the word mercy, Rachmones, comes from the word Rechem, because a woman has compassion and love for her own child, the product of her womb, unconditional love for the child of her womb. She does not say, “Maybe I’ll love him and maybe I won’t love him.” It is hers. It is part of her body, and a mother loves her children unconditionally.
It is the same thing that the Jewish people had to learn in Egypt: how to love each other unconditionally, how to do things for each other in spite of their faults. We had not done that before. Before we were in the capacity of all human beings who were Meracheem but not Arachum. What is the difference between Meracheem and Arachum? Meracheem is one who has the potentiality to be kind and compassionate and caring. Arachum is one who cannot help it. He has to be kind and compassionate and caring. That is why we call G‑d El Chanun Meracheem, G‑d Who is filled with favor and gracious and Who is filled with compassion. G‑d has no choice. He has to be compassionate. That is part of His being. We Jews, too, have to learn how to be compassionate. Throughout Jewish history this has been the main trait of the Jew: this compassion, this caring. That is why Hitler called us a sentimental people. He called this derogatorily because he thought we were too soft, too easy. We did not have the killer instinct. Thank G‑d, we do not have it, because we Jews have always, since the time of Egypt, been a people of Rachmones. Even today gentiles will tell you that when they have a cause that they want to support the first people they go to are the Jews because they have a soft heart. In Egypt we had to learn Rachmones, unconditional love. It is because of this unconditional love that a mother has for her child that we Jews have been able to produce the great amount of creativity that we have in the world. We have created way beyond our members. After all, there are 50 million Jews in the world. There are a lot of Jews. Look at all the Nobel Prize winner, all the composers, all the writers. Even in the comic books, most of the characters like Superman were created by Jews. Even in Disneyworld, and Disneyworld is now controlled by a Jew, most of those characters were invented by Jews. When it comes to creativity in music and the arts, we have always been in the forefront. The reason for this is that Jews have never had to worry who they are. We Jews have always, at least up to now, had the benefits of homes in which we were loved and appreciated and in which we knew that we had unconditional love. No matter what we did our parents would love us. Perhaps they wanted us to accomplish a lot, but we knew we were loved in spite of what we did. Even if we did not accomplish anything we would be loved so we never had any problems with self-identity. We knew that our parents loved us, and, because we knew that our parents loved us, we wanted to bring home good grades, accomplishments. We wanted to reciprocate this love to make them happy. We wanted to see the look in their eyes and the pride in their faces when we brought home great accomplishments. This, I think, explains a great deal about Jewish creativity.
When we think about our parents, our loved ones, we remember not only the love and the Shabbos candles and the smell of chulent and chicken, and we remember not only the new shoes and new clothes that we were given for yontif, and we remember not only the warm embraces we got and the overwhelming love we got when we did anything at all. We not only remember how they used to love to hear our stories and hear our accomplishments, but we also remember the pride in their eyes when we brought home these accomplishments. We remember how we were able to make them happy by anything that we did that was positive. We Jews are who we are today because of the undying love and Rachmones that parents were giving to children and children were reciprocating to parents. It is this Rachmones, this unreserved love, that causes us to be the people we are. That’s why we had to go through Egypt. We had to go through Egypt in order that we should learn the importance of Rachmones, the importance of caring, the importance of compassion. We should not be hard‑hearted and say, “It’s mine and only mine and I will not share it with anyone else.” We have to learn how to have Rachmones.
This, too, is why the Torah could not be given immediately after we left Egypt because we were still too filled with feelings of exultation at the destruction of the Egyptian army. We ourselves, too, may have become arrogant through our victory. We had to suffer a little bit in the desert and cleanse ourselves of any feelings of arrogance or overbearing, and we also had to shed ourselves of the Egyptian experience which stressed servitude and cruelty and did not stress Rachmones. We learned Rachmones in Egypt because we were persecuted and that had to come to the fore before we were able to be given the Torah. That, of course, is what has always sustained us this Jewish Rachmones.
I am reminded of the story they tell of Rabbi Israel Steiner, who was put in the Genofska work camp, and there in the Genofska work camp they had a ritual that they went through every day. When the Jewish workers would come back tired and exhausted from a hard day’s work at dusk after having eaten almost nothing, they were met by the SS and formed two lines. As this bedraggled, tired group passed through the two lines, the commandant of the concentration camp would take his bullhorn in hand and would shout, “Who is the most respected race in the whole world?” The Jews were expected to say, “The Germans of the Third Reich.” Then the commandant would say, “Who is the most despicable race in the whole world?” The Jews were supposed to say, “The Jew, the Jews.” He would ask these questions over and over again, and over and over again the Jews were required to say the Jews were the most despicable race in the world. This went on for quite a few minutes, and then they were all told to run into the camp as they were beaten by these two lines of SS. Rabbi Israel Steiner was in a work detail with Horowitz, a lawyer from Boroslav. Horowitz came to Rabbi Steiner one day and said, “When I first came to this camp I had $2,000 sewn into the lapel of my striped concentration camp coat. I thought that it would help me one day. I have taken this $2,000 and bought two cyanide capsules, one for me and one for you. How can you stand every day to have to say that the most accursed race in the world is the Jews?” Rabbi Israel Steiner looked at Horowitz and he said, “I can’t take it. I thank you for thinking of me, but I am a rebbe, son of a rebbe, the grandson of a Chassidic rebbe, the great-grandson of a Chassidic rebbe. How would I go to the world of truth, could I face my ancestors if I committed murder? Taking your own life is committing murder. I cannot do it. I understand what you are going to do, but I cannot do it.” The next day as the bedraggled group of Jewish workers came between the two lines of the SS again the commandant of the camp grabbed his bullhorn and said, “Who is the most respected race in the whole world?” All of a sudden a voice rang out, “The Jews, the Jews, the Jews.” He was shot. He asked this question again, “Who is the most respected race in the whole world?” The answer again was, “The Jew, the Jews, the Jews.” He immediately said as the voice of Horowitz was echoing among the hills, “Grab that man.” The SS went up to Horowitz. They found him lying on the ground dead from cyanide poisoning. The commandant immediately said, “Grab the people who work with him.” Rabbi Israel Steiner was grabbed with two other people. They were brought before the commandant and he said, “For this treasonous act you, too, will be hung.” He told the SS men to take these three to the gallows. There the officer in charge treated them like a gracious host and said, “Please be seated. I am sorry we have three other people on the gallows. You will have to wait your turn.” Three other Jews were being hung who still had not died, and the sadistic Nazis were feeding them water to prolong their agony so they would live longer. Immediately an SS man came to the gallows and said, “We need three Jews right now to bury some Jews at the other end of the camp. We need them right now. We are not ready for you anyway. You three go. The gallows can wait for an hour.” The three of them went with the other SS man. After an hour of hard work they buried the bodies of Jews who had died that day in camp. Then the officer turned to a 17 year old Nazi soldier and said, “Take these three back to the gallows.” The Nazi soldier yelled, “Run, run. Machschnell.” As they were running to the gallows he lagged behind. It was getting very dark. Rabbi Israel Steiner stopped and said, “Why are we running to the gallows? What can they do to us? Let’s stop and go into the Jewish barracks close by.” One of his companions was so dazed that he just kept running. Rabbi Israel Steiner and his companion turned to go into the Jewish barracks. His companion turned and said, “They won’t let us go in because the barracks is crowded with people. Everyone will be killed.” Rabbi Steiner said, “Let’s try.” They went to the barracks and entered it. The people wanted to throw them out. Rabbi Steiner said, “I am a Chassidic rebbe, the rebbe of Bluzoff. I demand that you let me stay here.” They all consulted and they said, “We will let you stay because you are a rebbe, but your friend has to go.” Israel Steiner said, “If you will not let him stay, I will not stay either, and Jewish blood will be on your conscience.” They relented and let them stay. That night there was no head count or inspection. The next morning Israel Steiner contacted a Jewish policeman. They were given new numbers, he and his companion, and they joined the new work detail. It was thanks to the Rachmones of the Jews in that barracks and Israel Steiner and his companion were saved. It is only because of the Rachmones that we have for each other that we Jews have been able to endure throughout the generations. It is only because of the unconditional love which parents give to their children and which we give to each other and try to give to the whole world which has caused Judaism to survive. May we always have that love and as we remember our parents, our relatives who have gone on, may we remember that it is only because of their love that we are here, and it is only because of the love we have for our children and our children’s children that others will say kaddish for us. Let us always hope the Jewish people will endure forever. We do not understand G‑d’s ways or why He created the world He had to create, but we do know that if we love each other unconditionally we will be able to survive.
SECOND DAY SHAVUOS - YIZKOR 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will say yizkor. We say yizkor 4 times a year in the Ashkenazic rite. We say it on Yom Kippur, on Shmini Atzeres, on the last day of Pesach, and on the second day of Shavuos. We can understand why we say it on Pesach. After all, that is a family holiday. We can understand why we say it on Yom Kippur because we are remembering the souls of both the living and the dead. We can understand it, too, why we say it on Shmini Atzeres because that is a holiday of great joy and we remember the joyful times we had with our parents and our loved ones before. But why do we say it on Shavuos?
Shavuos is the time of the giving of the Torah. It is also the time of the first fruits. What does this really have to do with parents and those who have gone on before? We can understand, too, that if we would say it either Pesach or Shavuos, but not both, because, after all, on Succos you do not say yizkor. You say it on Shmini Atzeres, which is the ending holiday of Succos. So, too, when it comes to Shavuos. Shavuos is the ending, holiday of Pesach. Therefore, if we bay it on Shavuos we should not say it on Pesach, but yet we do say it.
Shavuos is the holiday of first fruits, and Shavuos is also a holiday which is named “weeks”, which speaks about preparation before you arrive to this holiday. You must count for 49 days before you come to the holiday of Shavuos. Shavuos is a holiday of first fruits. It is a holiday which is a new year of the trees, in which the trees are judged on where we are going to get fruit, how the fruit crop is going to be. On Rosh Hashonn man, himself, is judged. On Succos the rain is judged, how much rainfall we are going to have. On Pesach the grain is judged, how much grain we are going to have, and on Shavuos the fruit is judged, how much fruit we are going to have. Grain and fruit are two different things. Grain is planted once and it grows and you harvest it. If you have worked hard and you have planted your grain the proper way and with G‑d’s help that there is not too much or too little rain or insects did not come, you will get your crop and you will enjoy it, but trees are different. When you plant a tree you do not get fruit immediately. It takes time. It takes effort. The first year, the second year, the third year, even if fruit does come on the tree according to Jewish law you are not allowed to use it. It is called “Orloh” and that fruit you are not allowed to us. On the fourth year you must take that fruit up to Jerusalem. Only in the fifth year can you use the fruit. In order to enjoy the fruit of a tree that you have planted you have to wait at least 5 years. Grain is different. Grain is planted and you harvest it a few months later and you enjoy it. There is another difference between grain and fruit. When it comes to grain you make the brocha, “Bareivfree Hagdoma”. Grain does not regenerate itself, but fruit does. Fruit trees last for year and years and although the initial effort is much greater, the tree produces every year fruit. Grain will not be produced unless you plant it every year, but fruit will keep coming and coming year after year. That’s why, according to Jewish law, you can tell if something is a fruit or vegetable by whether or not you have to replant it. A banana in Jewish law is considered a vegetable and not a fruit because a banana tree dies and has to be replanted every year, but a tree that you planted and nurtured will give fruit year after year. You have a bond with a tree. A tree not only gives fruit but also gives shade.- A tree also gives wood. From a tree you can make all sorts of objects, which, of course, is not the case with grain.
Shavuos is the holiday of the giving of the Torah but the Torah, in order to be ours, must be worked at day in and day out. That’s why this holiday is called Shavuos. There must be a great commitment to it, and you cannot just acquire it overnight, but you have to work at it for years and years. That is the same thing with the fruit trees. They have to be worked at and cared for and nurtured, and for five long years you are not even going to benefit from it. After you have nurtured it and cared for it the bond and the benefit from it will grow and grow and grow. That is the same way that we do with our parents and our children. We develop a bond through the love and care and devotion we give each other through the years. This bond is perennial and keeps coming back and back and back. Even when our loved ones are gone they still influence us and they still move us and they still challenge us by their very actions, by the very love that they gave us years before.
That’s why those who have been fortunate to have good parents still remember them when they come to make decisions in life. Sometimes when we are on the wrong path we, like Joseph, see the image of our father or mother and we do not take that bad path but instead veer back to the good path. They influence us. They challenge us. They motivate us even when they are not here with us because the bond that we have is continual. The fruit is continually being produced and we know that it is only because we cared for them and they cared for us and the relationship was nurtured for years and years. Unfortunately, in our modern society there are so many people who do not nurture these relationships. They do not really sit down and talk with each other. They do not help each other. They do not have a Friday night together. They do not have a yontif together. They do not do things together as a family. When the Jews first came to Houston they were very poor. They lived in the first ward and the fifth ward and sixth ward. Some of them hardly had food on the table. It was a struggle. They were fruit peddlers. The women maybe took in some sewing. The man had a very low paying job, a peddler, and they had chickens in their backyard and a cow in their backyard, but they had wonderful relationships which nurtured them and caused them to grow and gave them support, moral support, as well as financial support and other support, in all’ their dealings. It made a mentsch out of them. Today we have wonderful homes with swimming pools and fancy cars, but we do not give our children the support and love they need so they cannot develop these type of relationships, relationships which grow and continually give fruit. Establishing relationships is hard work. You must be there for the person. You must be ready to give of yourself and of your time, but people today are looking for shortcuts.
The Torah, too, can only be acquired with a great deal of effort. Of course, that is why it is called the tree of life because as a tree it has to be nurtured and be part of you. The tree gives shade and comfort but only after it grows and it takes years for it to grow in order to give you that shade and that comfort and to give you the fruit that you know eventually it will give. Sometimes the growth is not perceptible. We do not even know that this bond is growing. We do not really know how much we need our parents and our loved ones. We do not know how much our cousins mean to us. We do not know how much our spouse means to us. That is why the later years of marriage are so much better than the first because in the later years of marriage they resonate with all the years of love and devotion that went on before them, and they nurture us and help us and aid us and the relationship bears fruit continuously. That, of course, is what makes our relationships strong, the continual giving and caring. Without these types of relationships it is hard to resist the vicissitudes of life and overcome the problems of life.
I am reminded of the story about Chaim Halberstein, the founder of the Zionist dynasty, who lived in Prizano. He there was surrounded by his Chassidim. One day a chussid came to him and said, “Rebbe, I do not have any children. I want you to take this golden cup and I want you to use it at all your simchas. I want you to use it on Shabbos and at brises and all the holidays and at pidyon habens and the weddings and so, therefore, I will be part of your family. I will be part of your simchas. I will leave behind something which will allow me to be part of the future.” The rebbe agreed and he took the cup. A few months later a widow came to him and she had a daughter about to be married. There was no money for the dowry so the rebbe went and pawned the cup. The chussid came in a dream to his gabbai and told him, “What about my cup? What about my cup?” The next day the gabbai met the rabbi and as he met him before he could say a word he said, “I know all about the cup. Don’t worry. We’ll redeem it as soon as possible,” and they did as soon as he got the money. That cup was used at all his family celebrations. When he died it went down to his son David, and his son David used it for all his family celebrations. When he died it went to his son Naphtali, and when Naphtali died there was a cup who to give the cup to. They decided that since Mendel was still living in Prizano that they would give the cup to Mendel. Mendel had the cup. The year was 1943 and the Jews were herded together into a ghetto in Krana, and it became apparent that the Nazis were sending them away to a death camp, There were now just a few Jews left in the town. Mendel called together his 6 daughters and son and said, “It looks like the Germans are going to come for us pretty soon. I want to give you this cup, Rivka, my second daughter. You keep it and you cherish it.” The other children knew what that meant. It meant that Mendel, Chassidic rebbe, thought that only Rivka would survive the war, She took the cup and she cut a hole in the wall. She put the cup in the wall, replastered the wall, and the next day she painted it. The day after the Germans came and took Mendel, his wife, the oldest daughter, Naftali, the oldest daughter’s son and husband, and the remaining four girls and sent them to a work camp. No one ever heard of Mendel and his family again. They went up the chimneys of Auschwitz. How the girls suffered, Rivka especially. She was degraded. She was attacked. She was beaten. She had lice. She had typhus. Somehow she managed to stay alive, and when she was liberated she was half dead. She was taken by the soldiers who liberated the camp to a hospital. There after a recuperation all she could think about was that golden goblet. She went back to her house and what did she see? She saw that the house was bombed. Only one wall was standing. It was the wall in which she hid the goblet. She went and recovered the goblet and she smeared it with blackberry jam so the peasants would not think she had a valuable object and she made her way back to a d.p. camp. Later she settled. She found a cousin and another cousin, and she once again started life, and when she started her own family she reminded herself of the golden goblet and she took it out and used it at all her family celebrations. She married, had children, and at the bris of her own child she used that cup, a cup which reminded her of a bond which had cemented her to her people, a bond which went beyond the grave, which outlasted the Nazis, a bond which gave her the strength to continue and a strength to reaffirm her Jewishness. When she looked at that cup tears welled into her eyes, sadness filled her heart, but the joy of the moment overcame the sadness. She knew that through her tears the smile of the simcha could be seen. Yes, she suffered. Yes, her parents were no more, but the Jewish tradition was alive and the bond that she had with her parents would still bear fruit. The bond that we had with our parents and our loved ones is still bearing fruit. Let us hope and pray that through the tears the smile will show through, that the sadness of recall will be overcome by the joy of the bond, that bond which endures forever, the band which calls us time and again to live a life based on goodness and kindness, a bond which death cannot destroy. May we all, because we have this bond, be able to transfer to our children and our childrens’ children so that truly the joy that we feel will never die and the traditions of our people will live forever.

SECOND DAY SHAVUOS 1991
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In a little while we will be saying yizkor. We will remember those who came before us. We always say yizkor on the second day of Shavuos. On the second day also we say a very strange Haphtorah. It does not seem to have anything at all to do with the holiday of Shavuos. It seems to be a very terrifying and terrible Haphtorah. It speaks about an invasion of the land of Israel and it says how G‑d is going to appear to save His people. It says, “Before Him went pestilence and fire, bolts flashed forth from His step, and He took his stand and wiped the earth. He looked out and made the nations quake and the eternal mountains were shattered. The everlasting hills bowed low to make for Him pathways in the world. Then I saw the tents of Kushan in distress, the tent curtains of Midian’s lamp lapping in terror.” It continues by saying, “This I heard in my heart and I trembled. At the report of it my lips quivered. Weakness entered my bones, and I tottered to my feet, and I must wait for the day of trouble to arise when the people shall invade us for the fig tree shall not blossom and there shall be no fruit on the vines. The labor of the olive tree shall have failed, and the fields shall have yielded no food. The flocks shall be cut off from the foal and there shall be no cattle in the stalls, but I, I with my happiness in the Lord. I would exalt in the G‑d of my salvation. G‑d, the Lord, is my strength and He makes my feet as hinds and guides me in high places to the chief musician with my string music.” What a strange Haphtorah to read on the holiday which celebrates the giving of the Torah on Mount Sinai. Why do we read such a Haphtorah on Shavuos? It does not seem to have anything at all to do with Shavuos. It does not have anything to do with its agricultural aspects. It does not talk about the first fruits. It does not have anything at all to do with waving the two challahs on the altar. It does not seem to have anything at all to do with the giving of the Torah. Why is it that we should read this Haphtorah on the holiday of Shavuos?
What’s more, if we look carefully at the book of Ruth we can also have a similar question. We understand that we read the Book of Ruth because Ruth converted to Judaism, accepted the Torah, that Ruth was the great-grandmother of David, but the rabbis stress another issue. They stress that we read this Book of Ruth not just because it took place in the harvest season, but the Book of Ruth teaches that Torah can only be acquired through pain, that we learn about the poverty and hardships of Ruth in order to teach us that in spite of all these things Ruth gained Torah and not only gained Torah but her family produced a great life for Israel, David, and, what’s more, ultimately the Mashiach will come from this same family. Ruth is a very difficult book because in the book of Ruth we learn how Ruth came from a people who knew nothing at all about kindness. In fact, when the Jewish people left Egypt they would not even offer them bread and water. They were people who were known for their hardheartedness, for their cruelty, and, yet, out of this people came Ruth, who was the epitome of kindness. One never knows where talent and goodness are going to spring. We see that, too, throughout the world. Beethoven came from a family which was nothing but imbeciles and retarded people since both his parents were syphilitic, but Beethoven was a genius. It affected him because eventually he became deaf, but what a musical genius. We see this throughout all areas of life. One never knows from where genius will spring. One never knows from what tragedy goodness will grow.
We know that Shavuos is a holiday which really celebrates achievement, an achievement which came about because the Jewish people left Egypt and they strived hard to receive the Torah, to prepare themselves for 49 days, but whoever would have thought that a slave people would be the recipient of G‑d’s moral law, not a cultured or refined people but a slave people. One should never give up hope when he or she sees that his children seem to have taken a certain path or that circumstances seem to have damned a person to poverty or death or worse. We see in our own day the Holocaust and out of the Holocaust sprang the new Jewish life. We do not understand the Holocaust. We do not know why it happened, but, yet, from the Holocaust and the survivors of the Holocaust came the State of Israel and came the revitalization of Jewish life in America. Life is very difficult. We do not know exactly how things are going to turn out, but we should never give up hope.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Shimshon. Shimshon was a Holocaust survivor who lived in England for 40 years. He decided at the end of 40 years to make a pilgrimage, to go to Poland to Auschwitz where he had spent four years. He went to Auschwitz and he saw the bunks that he laid in and smelled the soil which still contained the rancid smell of human flesh. He remembered the beatings, but the hardest thing he had to go was go visit his father’s grave in Warsaw. His father had died before the war, and the old tombstone was crumbling and he had ordered a new tombstone, and on that tombstone he had not only his name but the name of his mother, Manya, who was also killed in Auschwitz, of his brother Mordechai, who was killed in Treblinka, and his brother Yankel, who was killed in Buchenwald along with his sister. As he looked at that tombstone he was filled with horror because all of a sudden he noticed that there was a black streak of paint on that tombstone, a black streak of paint which had crossed out the name of Mordechai and also in black letters it had been painted on the tombstone the name Shimshon. He looked at it in horror. How could anybody have desecrated the tombstone, especially now after the Holocaust? Why black paint? And why was his name put on that tombstone? He could not understand it. He turned around in horror and ran to the Polish guards to complain. Meanwhile in Israel a tourist bus filled with tourists from Switzerland had departed from the hotel, and one of the ladies decided to take a cab. She looked at the cab driver and said, “Do you have any relatives in Switzerland?” The cab driver said he had nobody in Switzerland. Meanwhile he heard a voice on his loud speaker say, “Jackie, go to the next stop. Pick up another passenger after you leave these tourists off.” The woman looked at him and said, “Jackie, are you sure you don’t have relatives in Switzerland?” He said, “I have no relatives in Switzerland. I am a Holocaust survivor. I was in Buchenwald and after the war I came to Israel. I made a new life for myself. My family all perished in the Holocaust.” Then he deposited his passenger at their appointed place and went on his way. Mordechai Pelianu Peliansky was on a vacation in Lugano, Switzerland. He had just taken a trip the week before to Poland to see Auschwitz and Buchenwald and Treblinka and to see the grave of his father. He was shook up by that experience. He was sitting resting and all of a sudden he heard a phone ring. He answered the phone and there was Mrs. Wild, one of his parishioners from Geneva. The rabbi, in a polite voice, said, “Mrs. Wild, what can I do for you? I thought you were in Jerusalem.” She said, “I am, but I just had to tell you that I saw somebody who is probably your relative.” He said, “How could you see my relative?” She said, “Well, this taxicab driver picked us up and he looks exactly like you.” Rabbi Poliansky quietly answered and said, “I know there are many people in the world who look like each other, but from all the information I have been able to gather my brothers are all dead, but thank you very much,” and he hung up the phone. Meanwhile, Shimshon looked at that Polish guard carefully up and down at the cemetery in Warsaw and he said, “How did it happen that my father’s tombstone was defaced this way? They told a story how last week a man had come and asked for some black paint but they did not have any black paint and did not think it was right to give him black paint, but the man insisted so he was able to round up some black paint, but he made him sign for it. The man took the black paint and did what he did to the tombstone. Shimshon looked the guard straight in the eye and said, “What does that man look like?” The guard said the man looked exactly like him. Rabbi Peliansky was thinking about that phone call from Mrs. Wild. All of a sudden a bellboy came in with a telegram. He looked over the telegram and read it and it said, “Mordechai, if it is really you, contact me.” At first he was going to dismiss the telegram. Mrs. Wild had sent another telegram, he thought, but this telegram did not come from Jerusalem; it came from London. It was erev Rosh Hashonna 5745. Shimshon got off the airplane and he went to the luggage rack. He was so nervous. He picked up his luggage and dropped his attaché case, making a terrible racket. Everyone in the huge auditorium looked at him, and then he saw the eyes of his brother, Rabbi Mordechai Peliansky, who had just flown in from Switzerland, and immediately from the corner of the huge hall he started running toward him. They embraced with tears in their eyes, and everybody around them cheered. The next day was Rosh Hashonna. It had been exactly 40 years since each of the Poliansky brothers had said kaddish for his two dead brothers. They will not have to say kaddish anymore.
Never give up hope. From the Iraqi soil of Moab came Ruth, the epitome of kindness, the progenitor of King David and ultimately of the Mashiach. You should never give up hope. Look at the miracles that are happening around us. Ethiopian Jewry is being saved. Russian Jewry is being saved. Jewish life is slowly reviving in America. If we look about and see our children are not doing everything they should be we should not give up hope. Our parents never gave up hope on us. Sometimes we did not always please them, too. We should always adopt a positive attitude, the holiday of Shavuos tells us. A slave people was given the Torah. Yes, it did not change them overnight, but there is hope. The Jewish people still live and the Jewish people will live. We just must never give up trying because the moment we give up trying then we are doomed. From the moment the Jewish people continues to try and continues to do its best G‑d said, “I will help you.” Eventually the Torah will be spread throughout the world. Eventually there will be peace and harmony and justice in the world. The Poliansky brothers will not have to say kaddish for each other anymore. Amen.

SHAVUOS 1993 - YIZKOR
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a little while we will be saying yizkor. We will remember those who went before us. We will remember how they are still influencing our lives, how every time we come to make a decision we think, “What would they have done? What would they have thought? Would they approve of what I am doing now?” It is strange that we recite yizkor on Shavuos. We can understand why we recite yizkor on Pesach. After all, it is a family holiday and we miss those who are not at our table and we understand how we say yizkor so we can bring them back a little bit anyway into the celebration of the holiday. We understand why on Succos we say yizkor. After all, there are many beautiful ceremonies connected with Succos, the shaking of the lulav, going out to the succah, and we remember how those who have gone before us used to do those things. Yes, it gives us some modicum of comfort to remember how they marched around the synagogue with the lulav and esrog, how they sat in our succah, but why should we say yizkor on Shavuos? On Shavuos there are no real ceremonies. On Shavuos all we do is eat blintzes, and, to tell you the truth, if you do not eat blintzes it is no big thing anyway. There is no commandment in the Torah to eat blintzes. Shavuos seems to be a holiday that is devoid of all symbolism whatsoever.
If we look carefully at Shavuos we will see that the number 2 and the number 3 predominate. Moshe brought down 2 tablets. In Akdomus is repeated twice. There are 2 yahrzeits that we remember on Shavuos: King David and the Baal Shem Tov. We also know that in the ancient Temple they used to bring an offering of 2 loaves of baked bread and wave it over the altar. Notice that this was different than during the holiday of Pesach. On the holiday of Pesach we brought raw barley to signify that now was the harvest season and we could use the new crops, but on the holiday of Shavuos we had to bring baked bread made from fine flour and we waved it over the altar. On Shavuos we, too, had to proclaim that we need each other because what is Shavuos basically? It is a holiday of relationships. In fact, the rabbis portray it as the day of the marriage of G‑d to Israel with the Torah being our ketubah. In fact, when they used to bring the 2 loaves on Shavuos it would mean that they could not eat from the holy things that they brought from the new crop. When they brought the barley on Pesach it meant that they could eat the new crop generally, but they could not eat any of the holy things they brought to the Tabernacle from the new crops until they offered the 2 loaves of bread. Why should that be?
According to Greek philosophy, the body is the prism of the soul. In fact, a person should try to free himself from all the needs of the body and in that way he will really be free. A person should have no need for anything and then he can sit and contemplate G‑d. That is, of course, why in a certain sense Greek philosophy led to monasteries and hermits and things like that. It also explains why the Greeks hated women. They did not have any place for woman at all. We got the bad rap but it was really the Greeks who did not like women, because women constituted a constant need. A man needs a woman and a woman needs a man, not just physically but spiritually, emotionally, and mentally. We bring 2 loaves of bread because 2 loaves of bread signify the fact that we need relationships. Two is the sign of relationships in Judaism. We believe that the body is the mentor of the soul, that just like the body needs thousands of people literally in order to exist to fulfill its needs, so does the soul, too. It needs relationships. It needs relationships with others in order to its spiritual heights that it can obtain, to reach its spiritual potential. We all know that to eat our food farmers had to plant the crops. They had to harvest them, transport them to market. They had to be milled and grained and packaged, sent to stores, processed. Literally it takes thousands of people to clothe us and to feed us, to give us heat and air conditioning and electricity, etc. The same thing is true in our spiritual life. As a hermit we are not going to grow spiritually. We are going to grow only when we come into contact Therefore, it is important that we say yizkor on Shavuos because it reminds us of our relationships, our relationships in the past and how they affected us and how they should be models for our relationships in the present, and in the future.
There is another number which also predominates on Shavuos and that is the number 3. Why do we talk about the Torah being given, the three-part Bible, that it was given on the 3rd month, in the month of Sivan, to the third child. Moshe was the third child after Miriam and Aaron. After 3 days of preparation. The number 3 predominates also on the holiday of Shavuos? Why should that be?
The answer is that in a relationship between two people should not just be exclusive to those 2 people. It must spill over to include others. That is why when a person gets married we hope and pray that they will have children, that it will result in 3, 4, 5 additional beneficiaries of this relationship, that when people have relationships with each other it should spill over for them and be willing to help the community and to help others. The same thing, too, about Shavuos. In this holiday of Shavuos we do not read anything about the giving of the Torah. Every time we read about Shavuos we read about giving to the poor, helping the poor, helping the widow and the orphan. Why is that? When we have a true relationship with G‑d it should spill over. It should make us want to help people, want to help the poor and the downtrodden and the misfortunate. If it does not something is wrong with our relationship, just like if a person has a loving and kind relationship with somebody but it is exclusive and the person does not allow that relationship to extend to others, then there is something wrong with that relationship and it can really become abusive. We all need relationships. It is relationships which allow us to spiritually grow. That is what the holiday of Shavuos is teaching us.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Max Tanenbaum, who bought a hotel called the Dairyland Hotel in the Catskills. The Dairyland Hotel had been a sort of an allceran hotel. It advertised that it had featured the biggest stars. That was true, but it had featured them only when they were children before they had become big stars. It was mainly known for mahjong and shuffleboard and bingo, but it had its own clientele until, of course, the Catskills started to decline and it was cheaper actually to go to Europe than it was to go to the Catskills, but Max Tanenbaum and his wife, whose maiden name was Weiss, Miriam Weiss, decided that that would be a nice hotel to buy. What they would do is live in the main house and they would rent out the bungalows in the spring and the summer and that would allow them enough money to live throughout the whole year. That is what they did. They bought the Dairyland Hotel and they changed its name to Weiss Acres. Everything was going fine. They had married late in life so they had no children. They had a special language between them. Miriam did not really have to say much. Max would know immediately when he would have to go paint a bungalow or repair the plumbing or go into town and buy the groceries. The same thing was true with Max. He would only have to wink at Miriam and already the food was on the table, etc. They had a wonderful relationship and it was not that they did not like to socialize but they felt unique and secure only with their own relationship. After 30 years, however, Miriam grew ill and died. She had first spent some time in the hospital. After that Max became a changed man, became surly and angry and filled with bad temper. His guests who kept coming year after year noticed it and they stopped coming. They did not like the atmosphere anymore at Weiss Acres. Other guests came as well for only one year and then the second year they would not come. Slowly at the end of two or three years nobody wanted to come to Weiss Acres. It had a bad reputation. Yosi Schneider and Avi Burck were touring the Catskills. They had come from the Yeshiva Beis Dovid trying to find a summer home for the yeshiva. They heard about the Dairyland Hotel, which was Weiss Acres, and they came to look at it. It seemed to suit their needs. They were warned about Max the maniac who was intent on mayhem. He used to walk the grounds at night. He had surly disposition, but they looked the place over and they saw it was not in bad repair and they were able to make a deal with Max. They would give him a certain sum of money and he was able to live there for life and during the winter he would keep an eye on it and during the summer he would have no duties. Max was pleased to be rid of the responsibility and consented to the deal. The yeshiva moved in and in the main big building there was enough room for the boys to stay upstairs as a dormitory. Two hundred and fifty people could fit in the dining room below as a Beis Medrash, and there was another big veranda that could be used as a dining area. The bungalows were used by the rebbes. Everything went well, but Max kept to himself. They used to go over to him and try to talk to him. “Come, come to the minyan at least. People like to see you.” He would just growl. One day when Yosi came he said, “You know, I would love to but I can’t. I miss my wife. I just can’t.” Yosi did not give up. He would see him every other day and he always got the same answer, but the man’s gruffness dissipated and he would talk to him a little bit about things. He never came to the minyan but he talked to Yosi. He liked Yosi. Yosi got married and invited Max to the wedding. Max did not come, but he was pleased to be invited. Yosi had a child. He invited him to the bris. He had another child and invited him to the baby naming. Max never came but he was pleased to be asked. He used to talk to Yosi more and more. One day when Yosi came to see him, as was his wont, he found Max on the floor. He quickly called an ambulance but it was too late. Max had died. Yosi then went to the funeral parlor to try to make arrangements. Max had asked them to please make sure he had a traditional funeral, just like he had given his wife, Miriam. He went to the funeral parlor and, of course, the man there tried to sell him a special casket, even a nautical casket with portholes in it so you could see the deceased during the funeral. Of course, Yosi would have nothing to do with things like that. He said he was a traditional man and he wanted a traditional funeral just like he had given his wife. The funeral director looked at him and said, “What do you mean, just like he gave his wife? You think he cared for his wife? He did not like his wife. He never even went to visit her in the hospital. He never went to her funeral. I bet he never even visited her grave.” Yosi could not believe his ears. What was the man telling him? Here he had known Max for 3 or 4 years and Max had always told him how much he loved his wife and how much he missed her. The funeral director saw his puzzlement and said, “If you don’t believe me, call Mrs. Schuman.” He went home. He did not know what to do, but he felt he should call Mrs. Schuman. After all, she was one of the last steady customers at Weiss Acres before Miriam died. He called her up and said, “I just want to inform you that Max Tanenbaum has died. His funeral will be 2:00 tomorrow.” She paused a moment and said, “Oh, I’m not going to go to that funeral. That man is no good.” He asked her what she meant. She said, “He never visited his wife once when she was in the hospital. He never even came to the funeral. I hope nobody comes to his funeral.” Then she hung up. Yosi was shattered. How was this possible? Was this Max’s antisocial behavior? He blamed it on his wife but was it really just antisocial behavior? Was it the result of his grief, or was it just an excuse? He was shaken in his consciousness of how you deal with people. He did not know anymore about Max. The next day he stayed in his room worried what he should do. How could he go to the funeral of a man who lied to him all this time? Avi burst in the room and said, “Yosi, get ready. It’s 1:00. The bus is leaving. We have to go to the funeral. It will take us that long to get to the cemetery.” Yosi said he could not go. Avi said, “What do you mean you can’t go? You are his mishpocha. You are the only one he has.” Yosi said, “What do you mean mishpocha? Did he ever adopt me? I never adopted him. Besides, I am sick. I cannot go.” Avi said, “What do you mean you are sick?” Yosi said, “I just don’t feel well. Go, go.” Avi turned around and left. He heard the bus go to the cemetery. He was sick, sick to his stomach. At 3:30 he heard the bus come back. Avi came into his room. He said, “Well, Avi, what happened?’ Avi said it was a small funeral. Yosi asked if anybody had come. Avi said a nephew and a niece had come from Cleveland. He asked if anybody talked. Avi said the nephew had talked. He talked about how Max loved his wife so very much. He loved her so much that the doctor forbade him to go to the hospital lest he, himself, have a heart attack, and he forbade him to go to the funeral lest he again drop dead. In fact, after the funeral Max was in the hospital for several weeks. Yosi asked if that was what he said and if he said anything else. Avi said, “Yes, he said that Max’s only friend these last few years was Yosi Schneider and he was sorry that Yosi was sick and he could not meet him.” Yosi asked if that was all. Avi said that was all and then Rabbi Levinson said the Kaiomolee and the Kaddish for him. Yosi did not know what to think. He did not attend the funeral of his friend. He had doubted his friend. He did not know what to do. He thought and thought. Finally he went down and borrowed one of the rebbe’s cars and he drove to the cemetery of the congregation the Sons of Abraham. The gate was locked. He scaled the fence, tore his pants, scratched his leg. He had a difficult time finding the grave. Finally he found it and over the grave he said, “Please forgive me, Max. I did not know. I am sorry, Max. I am sorry.” Then holding back his tears he went back to the fence and climbed it and this time the sun was setting and the glow of the sun was reflected off the tombstones. He made his way back to the yeshiva and he thought all the way, what happened? Why couldn’t Max relate to people? Why couldn’t he tell people things? What was the matter with him? Why did he doubt his respect and his love for this man? As he got to the yeshiva they were starting to daven Maariv. He quickly ran into the Beis Medrash and at the conclusion of the Oleynu he stood up and said, “Yiskadam, Yishgadash Shomaiya Rabonah” for his adopted father, Max Tanenbaum.
In life we must have relationships, relationships with those who are older than us, younger than us, or the same age. We must have a strong bond with G‑d and with our mate and with our family, but our relationships must spill over to help others, allow us to attach ourselves to others. We must grow spiritually. Shavuos is a spiritual holiday. It does not need physical symbols. It teaches us that real good relationships result in us wanting to reach out and help others. If we have a strong relationship with G‑d it will cause us to want to reach out and help the poor and the helpless and the downtrodden. If we have a good relationship with our spouse it will spill over in wanting us to help our children and other people’s children as well. If we have good relationships we will spread love and harmony throughout the world. Let us all hope and pray that we will all these spiritual, warm, wonderful relationships so that when our 120 years are up we will be remembered as people who left behind the world a little better place than we found it, who will have done our share to bring the Mashiach. May He come soon. Amen.

SHAVUOT 1995 - YIZKOR
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a little while we will say yizkor. We always say yizkor on Shmini Atzeres, Pesach, and Shavuos as well as Yom Kippur. On Shmini Atzeres, Pesach, and Shavuos we always read the same Torah portion. We always read about the holidays. Why should we read about the holidays at a time when we read yizkor? What’s more, why is it that on the holiday of Shavuos we do not learn anything at all about the symbols of the holiday. When we read about Shavuos we do not learn at all about the giving of the Torah. We do not even learn about the waving of the two loaves on the altar, which marks the beginning of the wheat harvest. All we learn about Shavuos is that we should count weeks. “From the beginning of the sickle until the standing corn you should begin to count seven weeks, and you should make a holiday of Shavuos to G‑d with the free will offerings of your hand that He should give you as G‑d has blessed you, and you should rejoice before the Lord your G‑d, you and your children and your servants and the Levi who is in your gate and the stranger and the orphan who is in your midst in the place which G‑d will chose to dwell His name there.” In other words, none of the distinctive marks of Shavuos are mentioned here, not about the first fruits, not about the waving of the loaves, not about the giving of the Torah, only about the weeks. Why should it be that we should only learn about the counting of the weeks here?
It is true that on holidays we miss our parents and relatives more keenly than we do at other times. At other times the memory is in the background, but on the holidays it comes to the foreground and we miss their warmth and the way they said kiddush and their beautiful, wonderful cooking. We miss them around the table. We can visualize them and see them and we miss them deeply on the holidays, but this does not explain why all the holidays are given in such an abbreviated fashion, especially the holiday of Shavuos, and why is it stressed here only the counting of the weeks?
Perhaps we can understand that if we understand the peculiar halachas, the special halachas that are there for the counting of the Omer. We know that if you count the Omer you have to count each night. If you forget a night then the next day you can count the Omer without a brocha, but if you forget that day, too, then the next night you cannot count with a brocha. The chain is broken. The only way to rectify it is to come to shul and hear them count the Omer in shul and say amen to that brocha. You have to join with other people and if you hear the brocha recited then you can say amen to is, so that we are a chain. To get from Pesach to Shavuos, to get to the fulfillment of the Torah we need many times other people to help us fulfill all the Torah. It is not always an easy thing to keep the Torah because we need the help of many other people. Our parents, too, were a link in the chain and they passed it on to us and we should pass it on, too, to our children. Unfortunately, sometimes it does not happen. Either a Holocaust happens or assimilation happens and the chain is broken, but the chain can be picked up again as long as people are willing to associate and tie themselves to the community. That, of course, is what this holiday is about. This holiday is about the transferring of the values of our faith from one generation to another. It is about the accumulation of mitzvahs that go from one person to another.
That’s why it says here, too, why it stresses so much here about rejoicing because we should rejoice with one another and help one another so that we can form a community, that one makes up the deficiencies of the other and we can remember the joy and happiness we had around our parent’s table. It mentions here, too, about charity. We never know which way the wheel is going to turn and who is going to be able to do this mitzvah and who is going to be able to do that mitzvah because if we do not have the money many times we cannot observe a positive commandment. If you do not have the money you just cannot observe it.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Alma Hoit, who knocked on the door of 222 Central Park West and the door opened and a maid greeted her and she said, “I would like to see Mrs. Sarah Straus Hess,” and the maid almost closed the door in her face and said, “Listen, today she is not seeing salesladies or interviewing for help.” The woman said, “No, you have to let me in. I have something to give her from her mother.” The maid went to see Sarah and she came back and said, “She will see you now.” She came in and Sarah looked at her and said, “Alma, it has been 25 years since I have seen you. Sit down, please. What have you brought for me?” She said, “I’ll tell you what I have brought for you. It is in this box here.” Meanwhile Sarah turned to Alma and said, “You remember my cousin, Hanna Brandeis.” Alma said, “Of course I do. She is the daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Nathan Straus. I remember her very well.” Sarah then took a look at the box that Alma brought and she opened it and as she opened it she noticed that there was a full length mink sable coat. She let out a gasp and she said, “Alma, where did you get this?” Alma said, “Your mother gave it to me on the day that she died.” Sarah let out a sign, a tear came down her cheek, and she said, “Yes, today is the 25th anniversary of her death. Today is her 25th yahrzeit. But tell me, Alma, how did you get this coat?” Alma said, “Well, we were on the Titanic on April 10, 1912. The Titanic was hit by an iceberg. The people had been so confident that the Titanic was unsinkable that they only provided lifeboats for 1170 people. Unfortunately there were approximately 2,207 people on the Titanic. There were not enough lifeboats for everyone. The Titanic was built with 16 airtight compartments. The engineers figured that four of them could be ripped open and the ship would still stay afloat. Unfortunately, five of them were ripped open and the boat began to sink. I was in the room with Ida and Isadore, your parents, when Isadore told Ida to go ahead upstairs so they could put her on a lifeboat, but Ida said, ‘Isadore, I have to talk to you about something.’ She took off her coat and she said, ‘Alma, go. You will need this coat. It’s pretty cold up there.’ I reluctantly took the coat and climbed on a lifeboat and never saw Isadore or Ida again.” Sarah looked at her and said, “Yes, but why are you returning the coat to me today?” Alma said, “Well, when I came back to the United States I was feverish and sick and by the time I got up and ready to give back the coat I came to your house and it had been closed up and they said there were services someplace else, and then when I came back after receiving a letter from a lawyer they shunted me to the back door and gave me my possessions. They did not want to take anything from me, but I remembered in the distance seeing Nathan.” Hannah said, “Yes, my father was supposed to be on that ship, too, but he and my mother and Ida and Isadore had gone to Israel to see the conditions there and my father became so enthralled with the conditions of the people in Israel. He wanted so much to help them, especially in Jerusalem that he decided to stay on. Isadore and Ida were aghast and asked how he could do this. They said he would miss the social happening of the century. The Astors and Guggenheims and everybody was going to be on the Titanic.” Nathan said, ‘Don’t worry, I can always take a ship later on.’ So Ida and Isadore went on. Nathan, though, stayed in Israel and he saw that the conditions of the people in Israel were horrendous and he decided to do something about it. Here as a boy, he and his brother Isadore, and another brother, Oscar, were born in Germany and they came to Tolbaten, Georgia where they were raised and then as teenagers their father brought them to New York where he founded Macy’s department stores among other stores and they came to see their fellow Jews and when he saw how they were living he remembered the terrible conditions of the depressions in 1983. They called them panics then, and in 1905 in the United States how he had helped people. He always tried to help people maintain their dignity. He gave meals for a penny. You could stay the night for 5¢, way below the current rate, but at least people paid something so they maintained their dignity, so he decided he was going to do something in Israel, too. Here this Jew who belonged to Temple Emanuel in New York made it possible for Torah to be learned in Jerusalem because he set up soup kitchens and medical facilities which were later incorporated into Hadassah Hospital. He was the one who set up food distribution points. In fact, when he died in 1931 he left two‑thirds of his fortune to institutions in Israel. In fact, he was so recognized by the Jews in Israel and they were so appreciative of what he did for them that they named a city after him, Natanya, after Nathan. Natanya means G‑d gave. “Yes,” Sarah said, “Uncle Nathan was very impressed with Israel and he wanted always to do something for them, but, tell me, Alma, why did you return the coat now? How come you did not sell it during all these years?” Alma said, “Well, you see, I did not want to take what did not belong to me, but also I was afraid. The Depression came and I thought I might have to pawn it so, therefore, I hesitated to bring it back, and now I decided to do so.” Sarah said, “Why now?” Alma said, “Well, a few months ago I received a letter from a lawyer.” In 1909 your father had given me a Chanukah present. I did not know exactly what Chanukah was at the time. He said, ‘Alma, take this and you will never have to worry.’ It was 100 preferred shares of Macy’s. Fortunately, it had the address 222 Central Park West on it and the people could not find me. For all these years my dividends had been accumulated but now they finally found me and all these accumulated dividends have come to me and I have enough to support myself for the rest of my life, so I want you to have this coat back from your mother.” Sarah remembered the kindness of her uncle and her father and said, “No, why don’t you keep it, Alma, and pay me a dollar?” Alma said, “No, this belongs to you. This is your accumulated interest.” Every generation accumulates interest and passes it on to the next generation. Each of us must do our share to make sure that the link is not broken. We remember what our parents did for us and we must do the same for our children. Let us make sure that that link is never broken. Here a Jew from New York made it possible for Jews in Israel to study Torah, to learn, to exist. Immediately after Nathan left in 1914 a terrible famine broke out in Israel. In fact, that is why so many Jewish families are in Houston. The Greenfields came from Shvad because people had nothing to eat and if would not be for Nathan Straus the community would have been wiped out. Thanks to Jews like this who are willing to help each other, help others study Torah, to do things for one another, to make sure that the chain is not broken, to rejoice together, to help each other, who count with their brethren every mitzvah they can so that the Jewish people can survive. It is our responsibility as Jews to make sure that we help each other and that we help our own children and give them the wonderful experiences and rejoice with them and help them and teach them about the moral codes of Judaism and teach them how to be a mentsch. If we do these things, then rest assured Judaism will never die and the memory of our parents and grandparents and those who went before us will always be enshrined in the accumulated dividends which one generation passes to the other. Let us all hope that we will continue to pass these dividends so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

SHAVUOS SECOND DAY - YIZKOR 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a little while we will say yizkor, remember all those who came before us, who shaped us and molded us. They gave us our values. They allowed us to be who we are. Even to this very day they shape our lives because we always are thinking, “What would they have thought? Would they have approved what I am doing now? How would they have considered the different options that I have now? Would they have chosen what I have chosen?” Yes, they have influenced our lives and they gave us our values.
On Shavuos we say yizkor. According to the Ashkenazic ritual we say yizkor four times a year: on Yom Kippur, on Shmini Atzeres, on the eighth day of Pesach, and on the second day of Shavuos. The Sefardim only say yizkor on Yom Kippur. The rabbis have seen fit to have us say yizkor on the second day of Shavuos in the diaspora, the same day on which we read the Book of Ruth.
We also know that on Shavuos when the Temple stood, two loaves were offered on the altar. These two loaves came from the new wheat crop. In fact, the rabbis tell us that before these two loaves were offered on the altar no new meal offerings could be brought to the Temple from the new crop. Many of the offerings that were brought to the Temple were composed of meal offerings. In fact, the rabbis say that if a person could not afford a sheep or a bullock and he brought a meal offering, G‑d considered it even holier than the sheep or the bullock because a poor person, by giving some of his meal, was, in effect, giving an offering of even greater significance than that of a rich man who would bring a sheep or cow. Rav Cook says that when the Temple is going to be rebuilt the only offerings will be meal offerings.

On the second day of Pesach an offering was brought of raw barley. It was not brought in the form of loaves, but as raw barley. After this barley was brought then the Jewish people could eat from all the new crop. Before that they could not eat from the new crop. However, they could not use this new crop to bring offerings on the altar until these two loaves made of wheat were waved on the altar on Shavuos.  These two loaves were actually milled and kneaded and made into the form of bread. They were chometz. That is why they were not actually offered on the altar but were only waved on the altar because chometz was not allowed on the altar. The rabbis all ask, why did there have to be two loaves? One of the answers given is because when it comes to religion we have to engage religion with both our heart and our mind. If we just approach religion with our mind it will have very little effect on us. In fact, many times people come to me to be converted to Judaism and they learn everything I want them to learn very quickly but I will not convert them because they have not actually experienced Judaism. They have not experienced the Shabbat or the holidays. It has not touched them emotionally yet. They have to be able to experience many of Judaism’s rituals before they can become Jewish. On the other hand, there are many Jews who are filled with nostalgia, who saw all sorts of ceremonies in their homes and they loved them, but for some reason they cannot accept the principles of Judaism. They do not believe in a personal G‑d and to these people the religion actually has very little effect. We cannot transfer nostalgia to a new generation. A person may come into the synagogue and hear just a snatch of davening and it will excite within him the whole three hours of davening and he will have a wonderful experience, but someone who has never had the experience of three hours of davening, when they hear a little snatch of davening that is all it is and it really does not mean anything to them at all. You cannot transfer nostalgia. We are who we are because of our mind and our emotions. Judaism says we have to engage both our minds and our emotions. We are not just interested in making a snap judgment. We do not just make an emotional judgment, like they have in other religions where they come forward immediately and accept the religion. On the other hand, we also feel that just a desiccated religion which stressed just memorizing a creed or something is not enough either. You have to have a coming together of both.
That is actually what we learn about in the Book of Ruth where when Ruth, before she becomes a Jew, and the rabbis say that Ruth was a princess, a woman who gave up so much to become a Jew. She was a Moabite princess. In fact, when she and her sister‑in‑law decided to go with Naomi and when Orfah turned on but she continued on, later on when David fought Goliath we were really fighting cousins because Goliath was actually one of the descendants of Orfah. We see here that when Ruth decided to convert to Judaism it says, “Where you will go I will go, where you will lodge I will lodge. Your people are my people and your G‑d is my G‑d.” In other words, the last thing she said is, “Your G‑d is my G‑d.” First she says, “Where you will go I will go, where you will lodge I will lodge. Your people are my people.” We have to accept the whole emotional framework. You have to be there with the person and see how they live and what they do in every day life and how they make decisions and you have to be part of it.

This is what we learn later on, too, after Ruth had David. What does it say after Ruth had David? It says, “They called to him the neighbors a name saying, ‘A son is born to Naomi’.” Well, a son was not born to Naomi; a son was born to Ruth. Yes, but this son had all of Naomi’s values because Ruth had absorbed these values. Ruth had becomes a wonderful Jewess because Ruth was both a Jew in her mind and in her emotions. That is why, too, when she got married all the people who came to the gate to see her get married said, “The woman who came to your house should be like Rachel and Leah, who brought together the House of Israel.” Rachel and Leah had these wonderful characteristics. Rachel, who was willing to sacrifice for her sister so her sister should not be embarrassed and gave her sister the secret signs that she and Jacob had devised because Jacob was afraid that Laban would trick him, and Leah, who had patience and love and concern. They both built the House of Israel because they were not only intellectually Jews but also emotionally Jews. We learn so much of our values from the way that we learn how to train our emotions, too.
That’s why the rabbis say that the meal offering could not be brought from the new crop. The meal offerings could not be brought until these two loaves were waved over the altar because they had to be prepared. It takes time. You cannot have a religious experience just once in a while. You cannot have Shabbat just once a month. You have to have it every week. You cannot just have a kosher meal once a year and then understand about kashruth. It has to be a constant thing. You have to count between Shavuos and Pesach 49 days. It has to become part of you. Animals can do things spontaneously. The food of man takes time to prepare. It has to be planted and harvested and threshed and baked. Therefore, it takes a lot of time and effort in order to shape and mold our emotions and our thoughts.
That is what we learn from those people we are remembering today. We remember the values they taught us. We remember the Shabbat candles. We remember the home with the smells of yontif. They shaped us and molded us and made us who we are today.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Rottman. Rottman was a very rich man in Vienna in 1937. He knew that things were not going well. He knew that the current prime minister was a weak man. The Nazis abounded in Vienna. He had decided especially the day after his good friend Zimmerman disappeared, also a financier in Vienna. They had just davened together in the big shut and the next morning a big black car came and took him away and nobody knew what happened to him. What Rottman did immediately was to gather his family and put them on a train for Saint Moritz in Switzerland. Then he closed his house and just with his valet went to a very famous hotel in Vienna. Then he set about trying to liquidate his fortune so he could join his family in Switzerland. He knew that he had to liquidate his fortune because the Swiss were not very friendly to the Jews from the Middle Ages on. They turned Jews away from their borders. You had to have a lot of money in order to stay in Switzerland, and he knew that he would have to have a lot of money in order to also save his parents in Munich. He tried to figure out a way to convert his vast fortunes into materials which would allow him to flee to Switzerland and then establish enough of a bank account so the Swiss would let him stay. We know that millions of Jews actually deposited money in Switzerland and that all these billions were kept by the Swiss banks. Even to this very day they have just opened up the banks to let Jews see how much money is actually there. All these 50 years they have been benefiting from this money. He did not know exactly how he could do this. He did not know what he should do. He, though, went to this hotel and he had arrangements made to get vegetarian meals. Then tragedy struck. His mother died. He did not know what to do. He could not go to the synagogue because he would be spotted there. He decided that he would stay in his room and there he grew a beard for Shiva. His valet said, “You know, you don’t look anything like yourself since you have that scraggly white and brown and black beard.” He realized that he was right. He sent his valet to the newspaper vendor on the street and told him to bring him some papers. He remembered that vendor. He stopped there every day and asked him how he was. He was well liked because he treated people so well. It did not matter whether people were big or small or had money or no money. The newspaper vendor liked him because he asked about his family and once in a while he would slip him some extra money. Everybody liked Rottman. Everybody at the hotel liked him because he treated them so well. His mother had taught him to treat everyone well. While is was staying in his room he noted that he had to eat something but he did not want to go down to the hotel restaurant where he had arranged for vegetarian meals. Instead, he had them send him up potatoes. He still did not know how he was going to be able to take his fortune out with him, how he was going to be able to make sure that his family could be safe in Switzerland, how he was going to save his father who was alone in Munich. One day they brought the bag of potatoes to his room and he was going to fry them on a little burner he had. He took a potato and started to cut it in half. He noticed that he could hollow it out. He also noticed that if he took some black earth and put it around he could put the two halves together and nobody would know the difference. He had been in the course of the last few months trying to liquidate his assets slowly by phone and he had amassed some diamonds and some rare stamps. He decided he was going to put the diamonds and stamps into these hollowed out potatoes and then reseal the potatoes with this wet dirt. He knew, too, that his mother had taught him well. She had taught him to always be resourceful, not just to be kind but to be alert for every different opportunity. When shiva was over he shaved his beard and decided he would go out to the country because his mother loved to go out to the country. She loved to go out to the hills around Munich. He, too, would go out to the hills around Vienna because he wanted to remember his mother in the good old days when he was growing up. He told his valet to take him to the country. There he noticed something very unusual because his mother not only liked to go to the country but she also liked to go on train rides. So he told his valet to drive him to the place where the trains started to ascend the mountains. There right on one of the foothills the train would make a bend and slow down and he noticed an old tramp who got onto the train as it slowed down, swung into the freight car in the back of the train and sat down. Right then and there he hit upon a plan. That train was going to Lichtenstein. The next few Sundays he kept going out to the country, ostensibly to do painting. He would tell his valet to pick him up after a few hours and he would come back with some canvas covered with paint. One day he came home and it was starting to get colder now. He told the valet to bring the newspaper vendor up to his room. He looked at the newspaper vendor and he said, “You know, you have been so kind to me and brought me the papers when I was sick in my room,” which was the story that had gone out when he was sitting shiva. He said, “I would like to give you something. I see it is getting cold. Please take this suit which I have which is almost a new suit, and this almost brand new coat, and, please wear it for the winter.” The newspaper vendor was so excited that he immediately took off his old clothes and tried on the new clothes and went back to his spot on the street. When that Wednesday came by he turned to his valet and said, “You know, I like the way I had that beard.” He remember that Joseph had told him after four days that he did not look like himself at all. When he said that he noticed that Joseph, his valet’s face changed colors. He immediately knew that something was up. He kept an eagle eye on Joseph for Thursday and Friday and Saturday. Then on Sunday morning he told Joseph he wanted to go to the country, only this time he told him that they should go an hour earlier. As he was pulling out of the hotel a big black car pulled in. Joseph took him out to the country and he told Joseph, “Remember, pick me up in another three hours as you always do.” This time with his big valise and his big wooden crate in which he carried all his painting supplies he had put his sack of potatoes. After Joseph left about an hour later the train came by. He swung on the train as he saw the tramp do it many weeks earlier. This time he had taken off his clothes and had put on the clothes of the newspaper vendor and carrying just the sack of potatoes he grabbed hold of that train and swung into the freight car. There he sat down in the back waiting to cross the border. About a half an hour later two Nazis burst into the car. They had searched the whole train looking for Rottman. They were going to fix him and all his fortune. As they came to the end they noticed him crouched in the corner there, a man with a scraggly beard. He did not look like he was Rottman and, besides that, he wore those old clothes. They looked at him and said, “Jew,” and they gave him a kick. They asked, “Who are you?” He answered, “I am a poor farmer.” They looked at him and noticed that he was not speaking an elegant German but the German of the peasants. His mother had also told him that the should respect the way everybody talked and not look down on the way anybody talked. His mother also taught him that he should be patient and not lose him temper and play it cool in all situations. Then they looked at him and asked, “What do you have in that bag? Precious jewels? A fortune in money?” They hit him across the mouth and took a knife and opened up the sack. At that point, a potato spilled out on the floor and rolled across the car, but when they cut the bag the smell of rotten potatoes filled the car. They looked at each other and said, “Let’s get out of here,” and they hit him again in the face. With his nose bleeding and his mouth bleeding he went into the corner, thankful to his mother for teaching him how to behave, for teaching him to be resourceful, for teaching him to hold his cool, for teaching him to be a mentsch to all human beings, and for teaching him to safeguard his Jewish heritage. In another hour the train pulled into Lichtenstein and he looked up to heaven and said, “Mama, you have helped me even after you were gone. Mother, even after your death you have made sure that I can live and my family can live.”
Let’s all hope and pray that we will always remember the values of our home, that they truly teach us how to live after the people who are gone are no longer alive. Let’s all hope and pray that we will live according to correct values, values which have molded our intellect and our emotions so that we can always be alert to every situation so that we can always treat everyone right so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
SECOND DAY SHAVUOS 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is the second day of Shavuos. Today we say yizkor. It is the Ashkenazie tradition to say yizkor four times a year: on Yom Kippur, Succos, Pesach, and Shavuos. According to the Sephardim, yizkor is only said on Yom Kippur. We can understand why Ashkenazie rabbis have said that we say yizkor on Pesach because Pesach is a family holiday, and we remember our family members who have gone on. We can understand why they have decreed that it should be done at the end of Succos, on Shmini Atzeres, because that is a holiday of love, the love that G‑d has for Israel and that we have for our parents and those who have gone before, but why should we have to say it on Shavuos? Shavuos has almost no symbols whatsoever. It is our tradition that the Torah was given to the Jewish people on Shavuos, but nowhere in the Torah does it mention that the Torah, itself, was given on Shavuos. We can infer that from the counting of the days from Pesach, but, yet, it is never stated precisely that we got the Torah on Shavuos. It talks about the waving of the two loaves, about the harvest holiday, about leaving the corners of our field for the poor, making sure we do not pick up the gleanings but leave them for the poor, too, but nowhere does it say that we got the Torah on Shavuos. Why should this be?
What’s more, we also know that the Torah that was given to the Jewish people on this day was broken. The Jewish people received the Ten Commandments on this day, and when Moshe came down from the mountain and found that they Jewish people were worshipping the golden calf, he broke the two tablets into smithereens, and the Jewish people did not have any more the Ten Commandments in tablet form. Moshe Rabbeinu had to go up again and pray and get a second set of Ten Commandments. He came down on Yom Kippur. Why isn’t Yom Kippur the day that we celebrate the receiving of the Torah? It was only then that we got the permanent tablets of the Ten Commandments. Why is it that we celebrate the holiday on Shavuos instead of celebrating it on Yom Kippur? It is true that there was thunder and lightning and all nature took account of the fact that we received the Torah on Shavuos, but this Ten Commandments had no effect. It was broken into a million smithereens. The Ten Commandments that did have effect were the Ten Commandments that were given on Yom Kippur. Perhaps we can understand this if we understand what happened to the pieces of the first Ten Commandments that were shattered by Moshe Rabbeinu. They were gathered up an put in the same ark that held the second Ten Commandments. In other words, they were not lost, but they served as a reminder to the people that they could attain once again their former state, that they could once again come close to G‑d. The holiday of Shavuos has many meanings. One, of course, is the marriage of G‑d and Israel, with the Ten Commandments and the Torah being the ketubah, but Shavuos also stands for the fact that we should never give up upon who we are and what we are. If we slip, we can come back. Just as our parents taught us, we should realize the potential within us, that each of us can be who we can be, that each of us should always strive to be what we can be even though there are going to be times when we are going to fall, when we are not going to be what we are and what we could be. Many times we will morally slip or intellectually slip, but our parents always believed in our potentiality. That is what made the Jewish family so strong and Jewish achievement possible. It was Yiddishe mamas, omen who truly believed that children were the greatest blessing that G‑d could give a human being. I can tell you from teaching Hebrew school since 1948 that Jewish children today are not, by and large, the same as Jewish children were then. One of the reasons for that is, we do not have so many Yiddishe mamas anymore, mothers who make a child believe in themselves, who understand that a child will respond to feelings that they can accomplish and can do, that they know that they are loved regardless. I know that there is a very great Jewish scholar, one of the greatest today, who has a son who is an automobile mechanic because he was not born with a high IQ, but his father and mother are so proud of him because he is everything he can be and they make him feel good about himself. I know that his brother, who is a great scholar, is not held in any higher esteem than this other child, because this other child put all the effort that he could to be what he could be.
That, of course, is one of the lessons of Shavuos. The lessons of Shavuos is that we can recapture that which is ours. The reason the Torah does not mention that the Torah, itself, was given on Shavuos is not to insult the people, to demonstrate to the whole world that we failed. However, we still observe the receiving of the Torah on Shavuos to let us know that we can recapture our potential, that no matter how much we fall, we can recapture our tradition, that every Jew can recapture his tradition no matter how far he is from Yiddishkeit.
That is why we say, too, that you should not cut off the corner of your field but should leave it for the poor. The rabbis say that this means someone who is poor in mitzvahs and not only refers to the corners of the fields but also to Jewish learning in general. The field of Jewish learning should be very accessible to people. You first start with a corner and then move toward the center. Each of us can accomplish our potential. We should not give up on any Jew, and we most certainly should never give up on our children. We should be there for them and allow them to recapture that which is theirs. We should encourage them to fulfill their potential, whatever their potential is.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Dina, who one day was preparing for a dinner party that evening. She already had four salads and she was thinking of making a fifth salad. After all, her boys were not going to come home for another half an hour, her four boys who were going to a day school, but then she thought maybe it would be better if she made a dessert. She already had four desserts, too, but maybe a fifth dessert would be better. All of a sudden, she heard a knock on the door. There was Mr. Scher, a Russian Jew who had recently come to the United States. It was cold outside and he was shivering, without a jacket. He looked at Dina in a very chagrined way and said, “Please, I need help.” She said, “Of course,” and started to reach for her pocketbook. He said, “No, no, I don’t need charity. Please, let me come in. I must talk to you. Don’t worry, when I came here I was so upset I forgot to wear my jacket.” She really did not want to talk to him now because she was worried about her dinner party, but she said, “Okay, come on in. What can I do for you?”. He said, “It’s my wife. She is very ill.” Dina said, “Can I call a doctor? Is there something I can do? Do you need any medical supplies?” He said, “No, no, I have taken her to a lot of doctors. She has been to all sorts of psychiatrists and neurologist and internists. The last two weeks she has stopped talking and just stays in bed all day almost crying, hardly ever even mumbling anything. You must come and help me. You must come with me.” Dina said, “But my boys are coming home.” He said, “I know your boys are coming home. They come on the school bus, but they won’t be here for half a hour.” She wondered how Mr. Scher knew about that, but then she figured that an old man with nothing much to do probably looked out his window and noticed that the school bus came at a certain time every day. He said, “Please come. I know that you are a religious woman. Your children go to a Jewish school. I need your help very much.” She said, “Okay,” and went to get her coat. She crossed the street to the apartment building across the street. ‘They went up to the third floor and went into an apartment, which was shabbily furnished but which was nice, with an exotic smell to it, and there she heard a voice saying, “Oh, oh, oh.” Mr. Scher said, “Oh, Myra’s up. Let’s go see her immediately.” She went in to see Myra and had a start. Right there next to Myra’s bed was a picture of her youngest son, Shmueli. She looked at the picture in which he was wearing his favorite t-shirt with a helicopter on it and his name on it. She looked at Mr. Scher and asked, “How did you get this picture?” He said, “Well, you see, 1 was walking the street a few weeks ago, and I saw your four sons, and i asked them if I could take a picture of your youngest boy, Shmueli, and the boys said I could, so I did. I had their permission.” Dina remembered vaguely how a few weeks ago her boys had told her how Mr. Scher had stopped them in the street and asked to take a picture of Shmueli. She then noticed how Mr. Scher was looking at his wife and his wife was beckoning for the picture and took it and started to cover the picture with kisses. Dina did not know what to think about this. Mr. Scher said, “See, my wife is so sick. Could you please bring Shmueli over tomorrow to see my wife? I think it would help her.” Dina did not know what to do. After all, this woman seemed to have a morbid fascination with her son, and she did not want her son to be involved in some sort of a psychiatric problem, while, on the other hand, this woman obviously thought a lot of her son, but, on the other hand, this was her son and he was an independent boy and did not let anybody kiss him or touch him. She did not know what to do. She said, “I’ll talk it over with my husband, and I’ll tell you tomorrow.” She went home and the dinner party was a great success. In the middle of the night they heard an ambulance. The next morning the neighbors told her that Mrs. Scher had died. She felt very bad because she had not gotten around to asking her husband, but she thought maybe that was the way it was meant to be. Two weeks later and she saw Mr. Scher on the street. She went over to offer him condolences. He looked at her and said, “Oh, my wife did not die. Her heart stopped but they were able to revive her in the ambulance and she has been in the hospital in a very serious condition for two weeks.” Dina looked at him and was really filled with compassion. She said, “Do you still want her to see my Shmueli?” He said, “Yes, that would be very nice.” She said, “Okay, tonight my husband is coming home and we’ll go tonight and I’ll bring Shmueli with me.” Mr. Scher said, “Please, could I also come with you? I have been at the hospital for two weeks and just came home now to get a few things and the hospital is across town. Could I go with you?” She said, “Of course.” The night Shmueli and Raphael, Dina’s husband, and Mr. Scher went to the hospital. The doctors told her that Mrs. Scher was in critical condition but allowed them to enter the room. When they saw Mrs. Scher her eyes were closed and she was motionless. Diva was shocked to see all the tubes in her. She turned to Mr. Scher and said, “Please, tell me Myra’s Hebrew name and I will say Tehilin for her, based on her Hebrew name.” He said, “Sure,” and gave her Myra’s Hebrew name. All of a sudden, Myra’s eyes opened and she saw Shmueli. She motioned him to come to her. He came to her and she touched his hand and said, “Didi, Didi, Didi.” Shmueli smiled at her and said, “I hope you get better,” and she caressed his face saying, “Didi, Didi, Didi.” At that moment all the machines started to go wild and the doctors made everyone leave the room. Only Mr. Scher could stay. As they left room, Dina noticed her husband had turned white and was shaking. She did not know what was happening. She turned to her husband and said, “Raphael, what’s wrong?” He said, “Please, do me one more favor. Could you go into the room and ask Mr. Scher to come out so that we could ask Mr. Scher what that woman’s Hebrew name is?” Dina turned to her husband and said, “But, I know. Her name is Miriam Raisel.” He said, “Miriam Raisel?!”, and almost fainted. He said, “That’s the name we would have given our daughter if we would have had a daughter.” Dina looked at him and said, “Well, maybe that’s why we did not have a daughter yet.” Then he again looked paler. She did not know what to do. She said, Raphael, please, please.” He said, “It’s all right.”. She did not want to ask any more questions. The minute they got home, Raphael went to his study and made a call to his parents, Rabbi Dovid and Rochel Donzinsky. When he left the study it looked like he was crying. Dina did not know what to say. Raphael, though, told her the story that his father was known as Didi. The next day his father and mother flew in and they went to the hospital again. The doctor was puzzled because he knew that much of Myra’s condition was probably psychological as well as physical. He did not know whether to let the family in but he decided he would. He said only Shmueli and Rabbi Donzinsky would be allowed in the room first. Shmueli and Rabbi David Donzinsky went into the room. Myra immediately recognized Shmueli and said, “Didi, Didi, Didi,” and she reached out her hand to caress him. Rabbi Donzinsky looked at Myra and said, “Mama, Mama, don’t you recognize me? I am your Didi. I used to look just like Shmueli, my grandson, when I was his age. When we went to the camps, Mama, we were separated. I went with Aunt Gertie. I did not know, Mama, that you were still alive. Mama, I am your Didi. Mama, I am your Didi.” Myra looked up at him and said, “Didi, I found my Didi. Didi, you weren’t lost. You are my Didi. Didi, come here. I found my Didi.”
All of us can find our tradition again. All of us can find within ourselves the power and the wonderful things to achieve our potential. G‑d has given each of us the capacity to come back, to retrieve our past, to be what our parents wanted us to be. Let us all hope and pray that on this Shavuos we will all realize this. Shavuos is the holiday where we can all recover our past. After all, look at Dovid HaMelech. He came from such poor stock. He carne on one side as a product of incest. Amon was formed when one of the daughters of Lot, thinking the world was destroyed, gave her father wine and slept with him and had a child, who was Amon. On the other side Yehuda slept with his daughter‑in‑law, not knowing it was his daughter-in-law, and, yet, the Mashaiya comes from that. We also know that Moshe Rabbeinu was put in the basket at this particular time. His mother hid her pregnancy for the first three months, but the Egyptians could count, and now it was the nadir of the Jewish existence in Egypt, and, yet, Moshe came back and saved the Jewish people. All of us can reclaim our past. All of us can live up to our potential. All of us can find our Didi. Let us all hope and pray that we will do so, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

SHAVUOT - YIZKOR - 1998
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

As we all know, today is Shavuot. Today is the day on which we received the Torah. On this day, too, we remember those who have gone before us; we say yizkor.
When a person is called up to the Torah, the person says the following blessing, “Blessed are You, O G‑d our G‑d, King of the Universe, Who has chosen us from all the peoples and Who has given us His Torah. Blessed are You, O Lord, Who gives the Torah.” Notice that it says that G‑d gives us the Torah and He is still giving us the Torah. The Torah is a document which we continually learn. However, why does it say Who has chosen us from all the peoples and gives us the Torah? Also, in the Amidah for the holidays, we also say, “You have also chosen us from all the peoples. You have loved us and You have found favor in us, and You have sanctified us with Your Commandments.” Why do we have to mention chosen at all?
Also, we know, according to the Medrash, that it was G‑d above Who chose us, but we chose to accept the Torah. According to the Medrash, G‑d went to all the nations of the world to ask them if they would accept the Torah. They all refused. We, the Jewish people, accepted it. This whole concept of chosenness has got us into a lot of trouble, because it has been misinterpreted. Even De Gaulle called us an arrogant, haughty nation. Of all people to call us an arrogant, haughty people! Actually, the word chosen here means the same as the Hebrew word Bochur, a young man who is not married, or a Bochura, a young woman who is not married. Both these young adults are in the process of choosing. They are choosing each other in a marriage relationship. This does not mean that they do not care for others. They still maintain relationships with their parents, siblings, and friends. This does not mean that they do not care for others. It means that they share a special relationship. It also means that they understand each other’s weaknesses. When a young couple marries, the wife cannot say that she married only the good qualities of her husband, and the man cannot say the same. If she knew he was messy and had a big mouth before they were married, she cannot say he did not have these faults, and if she was gossipy and liked to spend, he cannot claim she did not have these faults.
That’s why it says, “You chose us from all the nations and You loved us.” You knew our faults and, yet, You still chose us. It is actually a plea for understanding and forgiveness when we say that He chose us from all the nations and gave us His Torah. In other words, G‑d recognized that sometimes we will not keep everything in the Torah, but You chose us. Parents, too, by getting married and choosing their mate, choose to have certain kinds of children. They, too, must always love their children, no matter what their defects, no matter what their problems. Good parents will always love their children. They will try to correct their faults and when they are youngsters they will force them to do things they do not like to do for them to learn to be upright, honest people, mentschen. We, though, are still left with a question.
Why is it that we say a brocha after we read the Torah? In the olden days, the first person who was called to the Torah made the first blessing, and the last person called made the last blessing. Today, every person makes the first blessing and the last. blessing after they are called to the torah. Why do the rabbis insist that we make a last blessing? After all, we all know the Halachic principle of Over La’asosem, which means that we are always, with very few exceptions, supposed to make the brocha before we do the act. Before we eat bread, we make Hamotzi; before we drink wine, we make Borei Prehagofin before we do the act of making the blessing. It is true that with Shabbat candles we make the blessing after. The reason is if we would make the blessing before over the Shabbat candles first, it would already be Shabbat, and we would not be able to light the candles, so, therefore, we light the candles but cover our eyes so we should not see the candles. This is really not a mystical thing from the Halachic perspective. We do it so we should not see the light of the candles. We then say the blessing with our eyes covered. We then remove our hands from our eyes and look at the candles. Also, when a person converts to Judaism, he enters the mikvah first without saying a brocha because he is not Jewish, only after he says the brocha, but then we make him dip again. We also say the brocha after we wash our hands, rather than before. That’s, of course, because our hands are still unclean, but saying the brocha does not apply to washing the hands but drying the hands, and we do say the brocha before we dry our hands. The only time we say a brocha from the Torah after we do something is when we say the benching, the grace after meals. Why here do we say a brocha after we have read the Torah?
The answer is because the first blessing speaks about the fact that we are commanded to read the Torah and observe the commandments. The second brocha speaks about the fact that after we have learned the Torah, we read as the blessing says, that G‑d gave us the Torah of truth and the eternal life He has planted in our midst. In other words, we grew to love and appreciate the Torah. We may have only done the Torah in the beginning because G‑d had commanded it, but now we do it because we recognize that it is true, that it elevates our lives, that it enhances our lives, that it adds beauty to our lives, that it helps us overcome the problems of life.
This is similar to the difference between the holiday of Pesach and Shavuot. On Pesach, terms like Mishmeres and Avoda are used, which mean that the Jewish people were just commanded to do it. They were a slave people and were given orders. They were not told to examine it and learn it and find reasons for it. In fact, the offering that was brought on Pesach was raw barley. In a certain respect, we accepted the Torah like an animal, accepting orders from its master. Barley is food to give to animals. Animals are trained by the carrot and stick approach. Shavuot, on the other hand, is a holiday in which we were urged to investigate and learn and find reasons for the Torah. We grew in the 49 days between Pesach and Shavuot. Also, the offering on Shavuot is baked brew, which is the product of at least eleven different labors, and is not offered on the altar but is waved. The bread is actually eaten. On Shavuot, we accepted the Torah out of joy and willingness, and we realized that it elevated our lives.
This is, too, the difference between the two brochas. The first brocha over the Torah speaks about our doing the Torah because we are commanded, and the second brocha says it is true we do it because we are commanded, but we realize how wonderful it is, how it enhances our lives. This, too, is what our parents did for us when they molded and shaped us and told us we had to do certain things. They did not say that you could go to school if you wanted or do your homework if you wanted to or come to shul if you wanted to. They told us we had to do it. We later learned how wonderful it is those things that they made us do. The purpose of Jewish education is really to make us warn to do what we ought to do. So many teenagers and young adults when they leave their homes want to see the Shabbat candles lit, they want to hear kiddush, they want to make a Shabbat. They realize the beauty of Judaism. We, too, are like teenagers. All of us learn this from our parents’ home. We thank our parents and those who go before us for teaching us how to appreciate the Torah, which adds so much to our lives.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe, whose father was a Bobover Chosid, who loved to go every Shabbat at Sholosh Seudos to the table of Benzion Halbershtom, the Bobover Rebbe. The Bobover Rebbe was a wonderful musician, who composed beautiful songs. Today the Bobover songs, as well as the songs of many other chaddisic dynasties, are wonderful to hear and beautiful to listen to. Moshe’s father began taking Moshe when he was seven years old. At first, Moshe did not like to go, but slowly he grew to love the melodies. When he was nine and a half years old, the Rebbe sang such a beautiful melody that Moshe’s father made the Bobover Rebbe promise that he would sing this song at Moshe’s bar mitzvah. It was July 1941. At the end of July 1941, the Nazis launched an action against the Jews of Lovov and they marched them all to a ditch and shot them all with machine guns. Leading the march was Benzion Halbershtom, who told his followers, “Do not be afraid. We are bringing the Mashiach. We are the birth pangs which brings in a new era.” Moshe was out in the field that day with his teacher and fellow students on a field trip. He managed to hide, but after a while he was caught and sent to a work camp. He was tall and big for his age. Eventually, he was sent to Malthausen, the terrible concentration camp. One December day in 1944, all the inmates of the concentration camp were told to go into the showers for new uniforms, thin, meager rags which were scant protection against the cold December day. In the middle of the shower, they were told to go out naked in the cold. There a Zayapel, a count was to be made of them to see that no one was missing. The count was taken, but something was wrong, and they were forced to stand in the subfreezing cold while a second, third, fourth, and fifth count were made. Slowly, a thin film of ice formed on those standing outside, and one by one they fell Moshe felt that he could not hang on much longer. He felt that here today on the day of his bar mitzvah, this would be his last day. However, somehow from within the depths of his soul, maybe from above, he heard that tune of the Bobover Rebbe flood his heart. It was as if his father and the Rebbe were singing that tune in a loud voice, as if they were saying a Chosid must sing and dance. It was such an uplifting tune you could not help but move your feet. Suddenly, he felt his feet moving up and down and his hands keeping time to the music. Slowly, surely the ice fell off him, and his body produced heat as his feet went up and down and up and down and up and down. He knew he would live. However, when he looked down, he saw that on the ground below there was the color of red where his feet had been. Somehow he managed to stay alive for the next six months, and was liberated from Malthausen. It was now 25 years later. He had tried all these years to remember the melody. Today was his son’s bar mitzvah. His son Benzion was named after the Bobover Rebbe. His father had always told him that he must name his first son after the Rebbe if the Rebbe was no longer alive. He was so proud of his son. His son read the Torah flawlessly. It now came time for his aliyah. He read the first brocha, and then he read the Torah portion assigned to him. Finally, he read the last brocha. As he finished reading the last brocha, somehow from the depths of his heart and mind or from above, that tune of the Bobover Rebbe filled his soul, and he began to sing in a loud voice. He could not help but move his feet up and down. The people in the congregation were fast taken aback, but slowly they, too, began to sing that song in a great voice. The rabbi turned to the quiet Moshe, who hardly ever raised his voice in shul, and asked him what happened. He told him the story, and the rabbi said, “It is wonderful. It is wonderful that you are feeling the joy of the Torah. May you son always feel the joy of the Torah, and may, through this joy, all the Jewish people be uplifted so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.” Amen.
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