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CHANUKAH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Chanukah is a holiday which celebrates the rededication of the Temple. The very fact that we have a holiday of Chanukah teaches us something very important about the Jewish way of life. It is more important rededication than dedication. The ability to come back, to never give up is one of the great teachings of our religion. We are a religion of hope. Our religion gives us the strength to overcome our obstacles. Nobody has ever sunk so low that he cannot come back. The word Chanukah also means education. It comes from the same word as Chinuch. We know that knowledge is very important in life if we are going to be able to achieve our goals. You cannot decide that you want to help heal people unless you decide to become a doctor or nurse or paramedic. You cannot decide that you like to build bridges and have them stay up unless you become an engineer. In order to achieve life’s goals we must have knowledge. That’s why our religion places so much stress on knowledge. The word Chanukah, our Rabbis say, also stands for Chanu Kah which means “they rested so”. In our religion we do not believe that a person finds inner happiness and joy by doing nothing, by sitting back and taking everything in. We do not believe in being passive. Other religions and philosophies believe that you achieve life’s happiness by just meditating or withdrawing. We say that in order to be fulfilled and find life’s happiness we must struggle. We must have a challenge. Serenity and inner peace are not for this world. We know that we cannot be happy unless we are working for something. The letters of the word Chanukah teach us what these goals should be and how we should achieve them. First of all, we must have Chesed. We must devote ourselves to kindness. We must want the best things for others not the worst. The second letter stands for Nephesh. We must have inner sincerity. The question is asked, why were the Maccabees so anxious to light the Chanukah candle? After all, nobody could see it anyway. It was in the holy part of the Sanctuary where only the priests could go but we all know that we can feel when a person is sincere, when there is an inner light. You cannot help kids if you do not like them and kids know if you are sincere. You cannot do anything in life if you are not sincere. Finally, we have the letter oa which stands for being connected. We cannot achieve anything in life unless we are connected to family and friends. This is what the holiday of Chanukah teaches us. It teaches us that there is hope, that we can always come back. It teaches us the importance of knowledge. It teaches us that we must always be challenged and that our challenges must always be dealt with loving kindness and sincerity and that it must connect us with each other not separate us from each other. If we realize these lessons we will be able to achieve great things in life and overcome its problems. The story about a puny little man who came to the Pacific Northwest to be a lumberjack. The foreman said, “Let’s see what you can do” and told him to cut down a big tree. He cut it down in 6 minutes. He was amazed. His men would have taken 12 minutes. Then he showed him another tree. He cut it down in 2 minutes. It would have taken his men 4 minutes to do it. He looked at him astonished and said, “Where did you learn to cut trees like that?” The man answered and said, “In the Sahara”. The foreman, looked at him incredulously and said, “But there are no trees in the Sahara” and the puny man answered “Not anymore there aren’t”.

PESACH 1981
Freedom Doesn’t Solve Everything
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why do we celebrate freedom the way we do, sitting around a table eating bitter herbs and a hard cracker‑kind of a bread.? Why don’t we celebrate freedom with parties and with balls and with bands playing and a lot of revelry and joy? What’s more, why do we celebrate freedom sitting around a table with our family? The answer to this I believe is because freedom means we cannot do anything we want to do. When the Temple stood you had to choose a group you wanted to belong to in order to eat the paschal lamb and you could. not change and if you tried to change you wound up without a Seder. What does this have to do with freedom? In Judaism we believe that freedom is essential. It is necessary in order to serve G‑d. However, it is not going to solve all your problems. Even after you have freedom you are going to have problems.

The problem with many young couples today is that they do not realize after they get married that they are not going to live happily ever after. There will be fights and problems and things will not be perfect but their marriage is still a worthwhile institution even thought it is not perfect. At the Seder we eat bitter herbs to let us know that even with freedom there will be problems. We will have to sacrifice for freedom. There may be bitterness with freedom. There are other words for freedom in Hebrew, Dror and Hofesh, but the word we use on Pesach is Cherus which also means to leave its mark. Freedom will mark you. You will have trials and tribulations but it is still worthwhile. It should not cause you to be puffed up. One of the great tragedies in the world today is that when one group gets freedom it usually just changes places with the oppressor. It now becomes the oppressor and the others become the oppressed. In Judaism we say freedom is not going to let you do everything you want. In fact, to do most things you have to be attached to a group. The eye, we say, is a liar because when you look at things with the eye they many times seem so simple. Standing looking at mountains they seem so easy to climb but you cannot climb more than one or two a year and then with help. We need family and friends to achieve our goals. That’s why we have our Seder among families. In this day’s Haftorah we learn how the Jewish people again renewed two Commandments they had not kept in the desert, the Pesach and the circumcision. In order for us to really have freedom we must be personally dedicated and committed to a group. There are no quick answers in life. Even after freedom everything will not be perfect and we should never think it will be. Sometimes people make wrong decisions because they think certain things are going to bring them instant happiness.

The story about a fellow who passed away and was told he must go below. He was met by the devil who said, “I have various chambers here and you choose the one you want but cannot change your mind after”. He then took him in a room where everybody was standing on a hard stone floor on their heads. He said, “That’s not for me”. He went to another room where everyone was standing on their heads on a cold raggedy iron floor. He said, “That’s not for me”. He went into a third room where everybody was standing ankle deep in dirty water. He said, “Well, I guess I will choose this.” After he got in somebody yelled, “Coffee break is over. Everybody on your heads”. There are no instant solutions in life. Freedom is necessary but we will still have bitterness and struggle after it.

PESACH 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of man’s greatest needs is for security. We all want to feel secure. Many of us spend much of our resources and time trying to be secure. Some people become misers and deny themselves everything for the sake of financial security. Others, in order to have emotional security, limit their goals and their friends so that they will never get hurt or they flee into cults. Others are very conscious of their physical security and carry guns. Others want to have a secure social position so they social climb or try to buy friends. Others seek escape from life’s problems by constructing all sorts of elaborate personal structures which many of them confuse with religion. They need these structures in order to emotionally feel safe. others when confronted with problems try to get other people to solve them by throwing money at them. In our day Jewish security is looked on almost exclusively as the product of giving money. It is by giving money that most modern day Jews express their commitment to Judaism and to Jewish security. Jewish security and identity are viewed by them as only and only a function of whether or not a person gives to Jewish institutions.

Soon we are to celebrate the holiday of Pesach. This holiday we celebrate in a very elaborate manner. We rid ourselves of chometz. We have a Seder. We eat matzah. It is a holiday filled with many symbols and requires the family to be together. The Rabbis say that the distinguishing and most important feature of Pesach is the commandment to speak about the Exodus from Egypt. That’s why we read the Haggadah at the Seder. The Rabbis, though, ask, why do we say that this reciting of the Exodus of Egypt is the most distinguishing part of this festival since we are commanded to remember the Exodus from Egypt everyday? We mention the Exodus from Egypt everyday in our Tefillin and in our prayers. It is found in the Kiddush and in almost all Jewish practices. What is so unique and different about our recital of the Exodus from Egypt on Pesach?

The Minchas Chinuch answers this question by saying that the reference to the Exodus during the course of the year may take the form of a monologue. On the night of Pesach it must be in the form of a dialogue. The Haggadah, itself, is set up in dialogue fashion. The children ask the four questions. The father answers them and the whole structure of the Haggadah, itself, is a question and answer structure. On Pesach the whole emphasis is on dialogue, the dialogue between G‑d and Israel which is represented by parts of the Haggadah and by the Song of Songs which is chanted on Pesach, the dialogue between generations, the dialogue between man and nature as represented by spring, the dialogue between Israel and the nations of the world which is represented by the Egyptian bondage and our subsequent redemption and the dialogue between our past and our future as represented by Eliyahu Hanavi.
Pesach tells us, in essence, that there is no such thing as security in life. There is only a constant dialogue. There is no one point in life now where everything is constant. Everything moves and is in flux. We must constantly dialogue with everyone around us, even with G‑d in order just to maintain our present position. Those people who feel that they can make life risk-free by throwing only money at problems or by fleeing into man made structures are fooling themselves. Pesach teaches us that we are all vulnerable. It teaches us that life constantly zigs and zags. We Jews one day, in the person of Joseph, were ruling Egypt. The next day we were slaves. No one should ever feel that he is immune from the ups and downs of life. He is not. However, this need not make us despair. We can always make something beautiful out of life if we learn how to dialogue with G‑d, with our spouse, with our children, with our family, and with our friends. Pesach is meant to teach us that because we are vulnerable we need G‑d and we need each other. The way to overcome our vulnerability is by helping G‑d by helping each other. Because we know that we all can suffer we should sympathize with those that do suffer and we should help them.
These ideas are emphasized by the commandment that Moshe was given by G‑d to tell the people to sprinkle the blood of the lamb on the two doorposts and the lentil. The lamb, of course, was the symbol of idolatry. The Jews had to completely reject Egyptian idolatry before they could be freed. Moses, when he tells the people to sprinkle the blood, tells them to sprinkle it on the lentil first and then on the doorposts. He reverses the order. Why did he reverse the order? The answer given is that there are two aspects to religion, two pillars, two doorposts. One pillar of religion is the pillar that allows a person to fulfill his need for structure and meaning in the world by helping him feel needed, by helping him dialogue with G‑d. The other pillar of the Jewish religion is the pillar which allows a person to relate to the world, by showing him how to do, good in the world, how to help others, how to dialogue with people.
Many times these two pillars are not joined in the same person. To some people religion is only a personal matter. They, in effect, turn it into something very selfish. It gives them so much satisfaction. It seems to solve so many of their problems. It makes them so self‑righteous. This type of religion is an illusion. The other pillar of religion allows us to reach out to others. It allows us to help. Sometimes, though, it causes people to feel that religion is something unpleasant, something which is not in a person’s best interests. People begin to feel that if something benefits them it is irreligious. If it is something which causes them pain then it is religious. This, too, is a perversion of religion.
Moshe knew that what he had to stress were not these two pillars of religion but the lentil, the connection between these two pillars. What is it that connects them? It is the family. Why the family? Because in order to have a true family dialogue is required, dialogue with man and dialogue with G‑d. The Seder is held at home as are most Jewish religious observances. Our dialogue with G‑d is never meant to exclude others. It is meant to allow us to get closer to others. The two pillars of religion must always be tied together if we are to become truly inwardly secure.
Life, itself, is never risk‑free, even the matzah tells us that. If we would make matzah from rice or corn instead of wheat then we would not run any risk of having the water stay too long on the dough and cause the matzah to become chometz. We don’t do it, though, because matzah represents life and life is always full of risks. Security can never be gained by avoiding life. Security can only be gained in life by learning to dialogue and dialogue means giving totally of yourself and being willing to listen to others giving of themselves. At the Seder we do not just talk about slavery and freedom we literally experience them. We learn to give of ourselves and to listen to others giving of themselves.
Do we want security? We can have it but we must learn to dialogue, to dialogue with our spouses, with our children, with our friends, and with G‑d. Judaism will be secure, too, when Jews listen to its teachings in all phases of their lives. Giving money alone just won’t do. We have to learn to dialogue, to give of ourselves, and to listen to others.

APRIL 1982
Power and Its Limitations
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We human beings have many needs. We want to exert ourselves to demonstrate to ourselves and to the world that we have ability and talent and can exercise power. Each of us wants to feel that we are important, that we, on our own, can make positive contributions. Slavery is such a terrible thing because it stifles our ability to express ourselves.
The Rabbis teach us that there are three crowns; the crown of Torah, the crown of priesthood and the crown of power, but the crown of a good name excels them all. The crown of Torah refers to each person’s capacity to develop his or her talents and abilities. Each of us is born with certain mental. capacities and talents. It is up to us to develop these talents. The Torah can never be inherited. Just because your father was a great scholar does not mean that you will be one even if you have the ability unless you apply yourself. There is a power which comes to each of us from developing the talents which we have been given. Then there is the crown of the priesthood which was inherited. If you were not born a priest, you could not become a priest. The sons of Aaron were the only ones who were eligible to be priests. In life not all our talents are equal. We all start out from a predetermined genetic base beyond which we cannot go. We are limited by what we have physically, mentally, and even in certain cases emotionally inherited.
Then there is the crown of power, the power that we exercise because of our relationships, the power of parents over children, the power of children over parents, the power between the sexes. Love is a great power but many times it can be misused. A person can use another person’s love to harm that person or distort values. A person can use a person’s love to say. that if you. do not give me thousands of dollars or throw away your children or break family ties, I will have nothing to do with you. The relationships of the rulers to the people, the relationships of various parts of society all come within this heading. The problem of power and the misuse of power is a very serious one. The crown of Shem Tov, a good name, excels them all. In Hebrew the word Shem Tov also stands for the name of G‑d. When we exercise power of all types, we must always remember that we are vulnerable, that we all need G‑d’s help.
Power is a difficult thing.  Unless we know how to exercise power, we will, in the end, destroy ourselves and each other. That is basically what Pesach is about. Even more than a holiday of freedom, it is a holiday about man’s vulnerability and about man’s fears, about how each of us might be tempted to use power wantonly in order to drive out our fear and thoughts of our vulnerability.
In the Torah when Israel refers to G‑d about this holiday, it is called Pesach, but when G‑d refers to Israel about this holiday, it is called Chag Hamatzos. Matzos refers to things beyond our control. We were thrust out of Egypt so fast we did not even have time to bake bread. We cannot control everything in life. We are all vulnerable. Things happen suddenly for the good, but they can also happen suddenly for bad. The word Chag Hamatzos, points this out. G‑d tells us, “Yes, Israel, you are vulnerable, but I shall help you”. When we refer to G‑d about this holiday, we call it Pesach which means limping. We say, “G‑d, it looks as if You are limping in the world. It is hard to see the justice in this world. It is hard to see how right will triumph. Innocent babies were killed in Egypt and are still being killed. G‑d, we will persevere but You are limping. How can we handle our own vulnerability?”
Many people resort to misuse of power in order to handle their vulnerability. They deny relationships. They tyrannize others. They pretend they have no limits. They take all sorts of drugs and lead all sorts of foolish life styles which only result in their mental and physical and moral deterioration, even their early deaths. Power must be used wisely otherwise it will enslave us and harm others. The first Commandments that were given to the Jewish people were: (1) to set up a calendar (2) to take a lamb and slaughter it and (3) to gather together as families and eat the lamb. We were also given three main reminders of the Exodus from Egypt; the Sabbath, Tephillin, and the Seder. Time is what we need in order to develop our talents. Everyone wants to make his mark on the world. Everyone wants to be a big man, but there are limits to what we can do to develop ourselves to obtain the crown of Torah. That’s why the Jewish people were first commanded to set up a calendar and why the Sabbath is one of the main reminders of the Exodus. You are not to misuse the power of self‑development. If we allow it to be our only motivating force, we will end up corrupting ourselves. We must set aside time to give and accept warmth, to meditate as well as to create. We are not to sacrifice others and moral principles just to see whether or not we can achieve certain things.
We were also told to take the lamb which was a symbol of Egyptian idolatry. It was worshipped at this time of year when the sign of the zodiac was Aries, or the ram, and we were to slaughter it and put its blood on the door. We were to tell everyone that we were bound by truth. The crown of the priesthood, the crown of inherited characteristics and inherited privilege must stand the test of truth. You cannot claim that things have to be the same way because they have always been the same way unless they are also true. This is also the symbol of the Tephillin. Our hands and our minds must be bound by truth. Fantasies and lives lived on make believe will. never work. They will only lead to despair and cruelty and horrors.
Finally, we have the crown of power, the power we have over others. Our relationships must be conducted with restraint and consideration. That’s why the whole family was to, and still has to gather together at a special meal doing things in a certain order. Every person, child, adult, senior citizen, must have dignity. No one can be tyrannized, abused by another. That’s why the Seder is a reminder of the Exodus. We must learn how to use our power well. Freedom gives us a power. A slave does not have to worry about these things. He has no time, he cannot be concerned about truth, and he can make no lasting relationships. The Seder, the Shabbos, and the Tephillin are to teach us how to use our freedom so we do not again become slaves. Power can corrupt us all.
We all know that reciting the Haggadah on Pesach is a Mitzvah, but we do not say a Brocha, a blessing, on this Mitzvah until just before we eat when we have finished discussing our freedom from slavery. Then we say, “We thank You for our deliverance and for the redemption of our souls. Blessed art Thou, O Lord, Who has redeemed Israel”. We thank G‑d not just for redeeming us from the slavery of Egypt, but also for giving us the key to make sure that our souls will always remain free. We ensure that our souls will always be free when we make sure that they will not be corrupted by power and by recognizing our limitations and by realizing that we are vulnerable and need each other and G‑d’s help. When we do this, then we will always be free.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

I have often wondered why Matzah is the symbol of freedom. Matzah is a dry cracker. Why shouldn’t we have some delicious juicy food be the symbol of Pesach? We can all understand why Maror, bitter herbs, is the symbol of slavery, but why should Matzah be the symbol of freedom? That’s what we say in the Haggadah when we speak about the symbols of Pesach, that Matzah is the symbol of freedom. In our modern day rebellion is thought to be the norm. We are all urged to rebel. In fact, if you have not rebelled, according to American culture, you have not matured. Parents expect their children to rebel and if they do not rebel they get worried. As a corollary to this, in American culture we are supposed to be very critical. We are supposed to criticize everything. The greater the man the more critical he will be. In fact, if a person is not very critical he is not conceived to be an intellectual. H. L. Mencken is still a folk hero in America. Anyone who does not fit this mold is looked down upon. In fact, I have had parents tell me, whose children have become more traditional or religious, that they cannot stand it. They would rather their children be a dope addict than come to a Lubavitch Synagogue. If a child’s moral values become loose and they reject religious teachings, that is o.k., but to become more religious is terrible. On Pesach we are taught about rebellion and we are taught what it entails. It is not an easy thing and it should not be treated lightly. Freedom is necessary and essential but we have to be careful when we rebel that we do not just destroy. We have to realize that there are prices to pay. The Jewish people when they left Egypt had to be satisfied with a dry wafer. Many times they later regretted the cucumbers and melons of Egypt. It was considered a great merit that they were willing to go into the dessert without adequate provisions, but it was hard. Rebellion exacts a price and you have to be willing to pay it. We celebrate Pesach by having a Seder. The generations should interact. They should learn from each other. Unfortunately, today the price of rebellion is many times alcoholism and dope. Freedom is symbolized by Matzah because we all have to realize that in order to have it we are going to pay a price. We should realize that rebellion should be used only to achieve the highest goals of mankind, and should not be used as a fad to raise children. The story about a vacuum cleaner salesman who came into a home. He told the lady he had 2 wonderful vacuum cleaners and wanted to demonstrate it. The lady said she was not interested. He took a can filled with dirt and grease and threw it on the floor saying, “Madam, anything this vacuum does not pick up I will eat”. The lady started to leave the room. The man said, “Madam, where are you going?” The woman said, “To get a spoon. Our electricity has been off since the storm last night.” When we rebel we had better know where we are going and why we are doing it. Otherwise, we will end up with a worse life not a better life.

PESACH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today in the Haphtorah we read about the valley of the dead bones, how one bone came together with another bone and the dry bones came to life. Why should this be an appropriate reason for Pesach? What does this have to do with the Exodus from Egypt? What’s more, in the Torah portion we read today we read how Moshe Rabbeinu told G‑d that “if You will not go up with us from Sinai we do not want to leave”. What does this have to do with Pesach also? The Torah and the Haphtorah readings always have to do with the holiday the weeks they are read. How do they apply to Pesach? What’s more, there is a noticeable increase of criminal activity on Pesach. Children steal the Hafikomen or hide it and blackmail their parents into leaving presents in exchange for the Hafikomen. Why do we have such a custom on Pesach of letting the children filch the Hafikomen or having them hide it or having them find it and hold up their parents for a present? I am reminded of a cute story of a little boy who found the Hafikomen and he told his father that he would give it to him if his father gave him a toy. The father said, “I will give you the toy right after Pesach”. The boy told the father, “I will give you the Hafikomen right after Pesach”. Of course, we have to eat the Hafikomen before we can continue on with the Seder. The Rabbis tell us that the taste of the Hafikomen must be the last thing in our mouth, Shelo Lishkach Tamo, that we should not forget its taste. The Matzah in Jewish life stands for two things. It stands for both slavery and freedom. The first time we eat it with Maror it reminds us of the bitter times we had in Egypt. The second time we eat it with the Korban Pesach, with the lamb which signifies our freedom. The word Shelo Lishkach Tamo also means we should not forget the reason. We should not forget the reason for Pesach. The reason for Pesach is not just to remember the slavery. It is also to celebrate our freedom. It is also to remember the wonderful life that we could lead. Unfortunately, most Jews today remember only the slavery. In fact, many Seders stop right after they eat the Matzah and the Maror and they do not continue after the meal. They do not continue the joy and happiness. Judaism to them is being a victim, being a slave. This type of Judaism cannot inspire our young. They will not remain Jews for this reason. Our young must know the joy of Judaism, the happiness of Judaism. That’s why we just do not give the kids a piece of Matzah at the beginning of the Seder and say go to bed. We want them to stay awake and devise all sorts of games so that they will stay awake and realize that the Matzah stands also for the joy and happiness of Judaism. As Rabbi Steinsaltz pointed out, Judaism does not promise that you will have a life without problems, but it will give you a way of life that fits, that is natural. Just as when you have a cast on your wrist you can function but your hand does not feel right. It is not fulfilling its function. So, too, we Jews know that we fulfill our function best when we practice our religion. This is the reason why I believe we read about the dry bones coming to life. Pesach was just not a story of slavery but is a story about the happiness and joy of being able to be Jews. That’s why Moshe, too, said, “G‑d, if You will not bring us up from this place we do not want to go. We might as well be slaves. We need to feel the joy of Thy presence.” Too often today our children are not taught about the way of Judaism. You can tell even by the Haggadahs that the food stains are only in the beginning of the Haggadahs, not at the end where there is joy and song. It reminds me of a story about a woman who called the police frantic. She had a skunk in her basement. She didn’t know what to do. The police suggested that she take some bread crumbs and lead the skunk out of the basement. A half an hour later she called back frantic. The policeman asked her what was wrong. He wanted to know if she had followed his advice. She said, “Yes, but now I have two skunks in the basement”. Unfortunately, many Jews today not only must bear the taunts of anti‑Semitism, but they also do not have the joy and happiness to combat it and, therefore, have a second skunk of depression and helplessness. This does not have to be. The dry bones can give a lot of life.

APRIL 1984
Is There a Better Way?
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We all know the value of research. We all heartily endorse and support all projects which try to find cures for dread diseases of which try to develop new things so that we all can lives. Research, we know, is a vital part of the modern world. If a nation falls behind in its research, it will soon be overtaken by other nations and become a fourth or fifth rate power. Not only does our standard of living depend on research, but even our life. Thanks to research, polio has been overcome, heart and stroke victims have seen their lives lengthened, and we generally enjoy much better health than our ancestors.
However, what makes us so confident that there is a cure for every disease? What makes us feel that if we will expend the needed energy, time, manpower, and expenses, we will come up with the solutions to solve our problems? Maybe many problems are unsolvable. Maybe it is not worth the effort to do all this research. Maybe there are no solutions to most problems. We Jews do not believe that. We believe that G‑d has always prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. All research is really based on this Jewish belief which was not shared by the peoples of antiquity. Pesach is a holiday which proclaims this. Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there are answers to our problems.

In the Torah there are two different types of laws. There are the Chukim and Mishpotim. The Chukim are laws which do not seem to have any reason for them. They seem arbitrary, like the laws of kashruth, etc. Mishpotim, on the other hand, refer to laws which seem logical, like not stealing, etc. In life we are subjected to many arbitrary forces and drives which are not of our making but with which we must deal. We cannot reverse time. We cannot defy the law of gravity. The laws of nature are all illustrative of Chukim, of arbitrary laws which we just must accept because we cannot change them. We cannot. change the terrible forces which produce tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, but we can learn to adjust to them and prepare for them if they are not too severe. Other things in life are more amenable to reason. We construct buildings, arrange our society based upon our desire and hope for happiness and order always, though, taking into account the Chukim, or the laws of nature which we cannot change.

It seems very strange, though, that the Torah refers to Pesach as a “Chok”. The Torah says “Zos Chukas Ha Pesach”. We would think that Pesach would be called a “Mishpot” because Pesach is a logical holiday. It is a holiday which flows from our appreciation of freedom. It is a holiday which tells us how terrible slavery is and how good freedom is. There is another time in the Torah when the expression “Zos Chukas” is used and that is when it says “Zos Chukas Ha Torah”. This time the Torah deals with the laws of the red heifer. When a person became ritually unclean, he was sprinkled with a mixture of the ashes of the red heifer and water in order to enter the Temple. Why, though, should Pesach be considered a “Chok”, an arbitrary holiday?
Perhaps the answer to this question can be found in the word “Pesach”, itself. The word “Pesach” means not only “to skip over”, as the Angel did over the houses of the Jewish people, but it also means “to be lame”. Throughout the Torah when the Jewish people refer to this holiday they refer to it as “Chag Ha Pesach”, “the holiday of Pesach”, while when G‑d refers to this holiday in the Torah He refers to it as “Chap Ha Matzos”, “the holiday of the Matzah”. When we Jews look at the world and we see all the terrible things that go on in it, the children who are maimed and sick, the violence in nature, the cruelty of man, we cannot help but feel that G‑d’s ideas are limping in the world. In fact, the Rabbis explain that the word for “world” in Hebrew, “Glom”, means “hidden”. G‑d is hidden in the world. He has not been made manifest. He cannot always be seen. 

On the other hand, when G‑d speaks to the Jewish people about this holiday, He refers to it as “Chag Ha Matzos”. The word “Matzos” in Hebrew is spelled exactly as the word “Mitzvos”. G‑d looks at the Jewish people and He reminds them about Mitzvahs. The matzah is dough which has not been allowed to rise and puff up. It is made from dough which water has not been in contact with for more than eighteen minutes. We are called upon to act now and to act in the world without puffery and chicanery in order to find what is hidden in the world. We are called upon not to be fooled by the false inflated ideas of the world which suppress compassion and support cruelty and even death. It is no accident that the number eighteen, or Chai, life, figures so prominently in the making of matzah.

Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there is hope in the world, that G‑d has prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. This, of course, is a Chok. This belief cannot be proved. It is something we take on faith. Logic is only a tool which can tell you what direction you have to go and what you must do after you have made certain assumptions, assumptions which cannot be proved, but which must be accepted on faith. There is no such thing as reason. What is reasonable depends upon what assumptions you make. If you assume that human life is valuable and that an individual has innate and inestimable worth, then you will organize your society much differently than if you do not believe that the individual human being has any value.
Even the so‑called reasonable laws, Mishpotim, are not so reasonable or logical as you might think when you apply them to concrete situations. We all agree that it is wrong to steal, but what if you were living under a tyrannical dictatorship and you needed money to overthrow the tyrant? Would you be justified in printing counterfeit money, or taking gold out of the national bank, or siphoning funds from the government to revolutionary organizations? What about one government seizing another government’s property and their land when war breaks out? All these things would depend upon whether or not you felt that your cause was just. Everyone would agree that you would be totally justified doing all these different forms of stealing if the tyrant you were trying to overthrow was Hitler. It is less clear in many other situations.

The Chukim ultimately determine what is reasonable. Based on our unprovable assumptions, we then come to reasonable courses of action. If Hitler really believed that we Jews were the source of all the evil in the world, then his action of trying to exterminate us all was a logical action. We, of course, know that he was a terribly evil man and that his basic assumption was false. We Jews are not the source of evil in the world. On the contrary, we have been and are a great source of blessing to the world. Pharaoh, too, believed that what he was doing was right. It was necessary to enslave the Jewish people and others for the sake of civilization. It was important for man’s welfare to have a large slave class who would then allow the upper classes to develop the society in the right way. This would bring order out of disorder. It was absolutely essential to have slaves.
What’s more, Pharaoh believed that the very laws, Chukim, of the universe demanded it. The constellation at Pesach time is Aries, or the lamb. This heavenly force demanded that Egypt be organized the way it was. We Jews have always proclaimed that there is a better way. It is true that all the ancient empires could not see that any civilization could exist without slavery. Even Plato and Aristotle believed that slavery was essential. They could not see how civilization and its benefits could be had without slavery. We Jews, on the other hand, say and have said, “Yes, it looks like G‑d is limping. It only looks on the surface like we have to put up with many evils in order to get some good things in this world, but the world is filled with hidden possibilities. There is a better way. We can run a society without slavery. We can do many things.”
This is the Chok of Pesach. Pesach teaches us that we must always believe that the cure was created before the disease, and if we look hard enough and study hard enough, we will be able to find the right answers. This is also symbol of the Chok of the red heifer. These ashes of the red heifer purified those who were ritually unclean, but it made impure those who prepared it. In life things are not logical. From mold comes penicillin. From the dregs of society can come great leaders and great talents, like Beethoven, Hamilton, etc. We cannot throw away anyone or anything because we do not know wherein and with whom the solutions to many of our problems lie. Some of the greatest spiritual leaders of our people came, actually, from the descendants of those who tried to kill us, like Haman and Nebuzaradan, the Babylonian conqueror of Jerusalem.
Pesach says there is always hope. Do not say and believe that just because we have always done things this way, we always have done them this way, that we have to continue to do them this way no matter the cruelty and pain we cause. Pesach tells us that the constellation Aries and others have no power over us. It is our job to make manifest the good possibilities of this world. G‑d may be limping, but if we do Mitzvahs and study hard the world He has given us, we will be able to find the cure for every human plague; for all of society’s ills. Pesach is a Chok. It says, we do not have to put up with cruelty, pain, and suffering. We can find a better way.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On Pesach we all learn about the importance of freedom, that freedom is the basis of the Jewish religion. We all learn how the Jewish people slaughtered the lamb as a symbol that they no longer believed in idolatry, the lamb being, the symbol of idol worship since at this time of year the sign of the zodiac Aries, or the lamb, held sway. There is something very interesting about Pesach. According to the Torah, an apostate Jew could not eat from the paschal lamb. When the paschal lamb was brought every year in Jerusalem, an apostate Jew was not allowed to eat from it. We read this today when we say “Ben Naychor Lo Yochal Bo.” This seems very strange since on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur we ask all the apostate Jews to come in and daven with us. We say in the famous prayer before the Kol Nidre, B’Yeshiva Shamala, that we are encouraged to daven with apostate Jews, but on Pesach we tell them they could not participate in our Seders fully. Today, of course, there is no Korban Pesach, and perhaps the rules are different. But, it is strange that we would say that we welcome apostate Jews for the Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur services but not to the Seder with the Korban Pesach. This statement about an apostate Jew not being able to eat is preceded by the statement “Zos Chukas HaPesach.” This is the Chuk, the law of the Pesach. Chuk speaks about a law which we cannot change, about one of the varieties of nature. It is just this way. We cannot question or change it. We just have to live by it. Gravity pulls things down, not up. We cannot reverse time. Each of us will die. We cannot even put our socks on after our shoes unless we have big socks. Chukim are the immutable laws which exist always in the religious and moral sphere. Pesach speaks about saving the Jewish people from death. Rosh Hashonna speaks about saving the individual from death. On Rosh Hashonna we speak about choosing life, about everyone being judged as an individual. That is the Zos Chukas HaTorah. On Pesach we learn how we are to save the Jewish people from death. Each of us is an individual and a member of a group. Sometimes the security of the group and the security of the individual do not coincide. For example, if America would be attacked and we would be called upon to defend her, we would be sacrificing our personal security by serving in the army for the sake of securing America, our group security. If we would be a traitor and refuse to serve, we would then be willing to sacrifice America’s security for our own security. Also, sometimes we would, because of deep held beliefs, even risk jail and worse in order to save American from bad laws which might threaten her security. The security of an individual and the security of a group are not always the same. On Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur we are concerned about the security of the individual, on Pesach about the security of the group. There are two types of freedom: there is freedom of and freedom from. Freedom of speaks about freedom as an absolute. For example, freedom of assembly, freedom of speech, freedom of religion. Here we are speaking about freedom as an absolute. It is basically an individual concept. Nobody can tell me what to do. I am free to do what I want. Freedom from, on the other hand, is a different type of concept. When we talk about freedom from fear, freedom from persecution, we mean that society should make sure that everybody has enough food, that there is adequate police so we are not at the mercy of bullies and gangs. Freedom from demands group action. Rosh Hashonna really speaks about freedom of, about letting the individual choose. It speaks about choice. A person can only have choice when he is free to make a decision. We invite apostate Jews in on Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur because perhaps they will rethink and rechoose and will choose once again to be practicing Jews. Pesach, on the other hand, is a holiday of freedom from. Its keynote is commitment. We only want people who are willing to commit of their time, money, and resources to help their fellow Jew and to be a light unto the nations. Pesach is a holiday of commitment. There was an argument among the rabbis, when does Pesach really begin? In the Haphtorah of the Pesach it says Pesach is the 14th of Nisan, but then it says you can eat the new crop right after it which would imply that Pesach is the 15th, since we know we can only eat the new crop after the Omer is brought on the 16th. Also, in the Torah sometimes Pesach is mentioned as the 14th, and sometimes as the 15th. What’s going on here? There are actually two parts of Pesach. The reason we must stop eating chometz on the day before the Seder is because from noon until sunset the paschal lamb was actually offered on the altar, and no chometz was allowed from noon on. Starting on the 15th that night we began eating matzah. Some rabbis said we should start calling the holiday from the time of the sacrifice. Others said, no, we should start calling it Pesach from the time we ate the matzah and the Korban Pesach and had the Seder. What’s the difference? The difference is, again, the concept of freedom of and freedom from. Everybody is in agreement that we must have freedom of before we can have freedom from. People have to be free to choose. We have to get rid of the tyrants and evil ideas which enslave us. The paschal lamb had to be slaughtered. That’s true, but the emphasis of Pesach is on freedom from, and after we are free we are to commit ourselves as a group to help each other and be a light unto the nations. If we only have matzah, will we share it with others or be selfish and keep it to ourselves? An apostate Jew cannot participate in eating the Korban Pesach because he has not made a commitment. On Rosh Hashonna we invite him in hoping he will choose to make a commitment, but on Pesach we want Jews who have made a commitment, who are going to make sure that Jews and Judaism do not die, that they will always help their brethren and will always serve as a light and inspiration to all peoples. We do not ask for a sporadic commitment but a full and continuous commitment. That’s why, too, you could not just drop in to a Seder. You had to make arrangements beforehand when the Temple stood. This, again, was to emphasize the fact that Pesach was a holiday of commitment. I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was a real bum when he lived. He foreclosed on widows and orphans, and never gave charity. Once, though, a little old lady came by and asked him for $1.00. Out of the goodness of his heart he took out $20 and gave it to her, which was a good deed. His 120 years were up, and he came before Gabriel. Gabriel looked in the book and saw one bad deed after another. All of a sudden, he saw this one great charitable act. He didn’t know what to do so he went to his superior. His superior also didn’t know what to do and went to his superior. Finally the matter came before G‑d and He heard the story how the man foreclosed on widows and orphans and never gave charity, but how this one time out of the goodness of his heart he gave $20 to the old lady. Finally G‑d said, “Oh, give him back his $20 and send him below.” What we need is continuous commitment. That’s what Pesach teaches us. If Jews and Judaism are to survive, Pesach must be a holiday of continuous commitment.

PESACH 1986
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On Pesach we are told that we must remember the Exodus from Egypt. The rabbis say that this is the distinguishing mark of the holiday. Why, though, should we say that this is the distinguishing mark of the holiday? After all, we remember the Exodus from Egypt every day when we say the Shma, every Shabbos when we say the kiddush, every time we put on tephillin. Why should we say that remembering the Exodus from Egypt is the distinguishing mark of this holiday? The Mincha Chinos says that Pesach is different because every other time we mention Pesach we can do it in a monologue, but when it comes to mentioning the Exodus from Egypt on Pesach we must do it as a dialogue. The children must ask questions, and if a person has no children his wife should ask questions, and if he has no wife he, himself, should ask questions.
The essence of Pesach is that we must learn how to dialogue with G‑d, with man. We must learn how to dialogue between generations and even learn how to dialogue with nature. In life there is no security. In life we must constantly dialogue. Those people who fail to dialogue cannot make it in life. We must constantly reassess our position. We must constantly realize that children grow up, business conditions change. Pesach teaches us that we must constantly reassess our position so that we can maintain morality and decency in the world. To treat a 25 year old like a 5 year old is the height of irresponsibility, and to treat a 5 year old like a 25 year old is the height of immorality.
In life things constantly shift and change, and we must be aware of it, but if we have faith in ourselves and G‑d we can overcome our problems and maintain our balance. We cannot escape from our problems by hiding or pretending things will not change. G‑d has told us we must help ourselves. We have to dialogue and then He will help us.
That, too, is one of the reasons why we eat matzah on Pesach. Matzah is flour that has not been touched by water for more than 18 minutes. If it has been touched by water for more than 18 minutes, then it becomes chometz. Why should this be so? Why don’t we make matzah out of rice or millet? It is only the 5 grains of wheat, barley, oats, spelt, and rye which can become chometz if water touches them for more than 18 minutes. But if water would touch rice or millet for more than 18 minutes it cannot become chometz. Why then don’t we make our matzah out of rice? The answer is that this is not the way life is. G‑d wants us to be part of life with all its risks. Life is not risk‑free, but if we dialogue with G‑d and man we will be able to overcome all our problems. G‑d will help us.
That’s one of the main messages of Pesach: Do not be afraid of life. Do not run away from it. True, it is difficult, but G‑d is there. He will help you. I am reminded of the story they tell about a florist shop that had two orders. Unfortunately, they got the orders mixed up and at the opening of a new bank they sent a floral arrangement which said “Rest in peace” and to the funeral they sent a floral piece which said “Congratulations on your new location”. In life things are constantly shifting, but we can maintain our positions as moral decent human beings if we will try. G‑d has told us He will help us.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1987
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Pesach. Pesach is a holiday in which we all gather as families on the first and second night and make a seder. At the seder the children ask the 4 questions. They made a survey in the United States about the observances of the Jewish communities. They found that of all the Jewish religious observances, it is the seder which most people observe, even more than Yom Kippur. The Torah states in the portion that we read on the first day of Pesach, “And G‑d said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Zos Chukas HaPesach — This is the law of the Pesach.’” All apostate Jews should not eat from it. Pesach here is referred to as a Chok. That is a law which does not seem to be rational. There are two different types of laws in Judaism: laws called Mishpotim, which are the rational laws, the laws which concern themselves with not stealing, not killing etc.; and the laws which we would not come to by reason if they were not given to us by the Torah, to keep kosher, to keep Yom Kippur, to keep Pesach. This expression, though, “Zos Chukas HaPesach” is reminiscent of another expression in the Torah, “Zos Chukas HaTorah”. In these two instances “Zos Chukas” is used. It refers to Pesach and it refers to a special ceremony called the “Posh Hadumah — Red Heifer”. When a person became ritually unclean through contact with the dead he was required to be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer on the 3rd and 7th day before he could enter the Temple. Generally, when you became ritually impure you would go to the mikvah and that night you would be considered pure again. Ritual impurity has nothing to do with morality. It has to do with a psychological state of feeling depressed, of not having the proper inner joy and hopes so you can serve G‑d, so that you can be filled with life is beautiful and wonderful and that you can make a positive contribution. When it comes to death, we are all depressed; we all become depressed. We all need to get out of the psychological state. The rabbis tell us we cannot do it unaided. That is why the rabbis tell us we must be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer by somebody else on the 3rd and 7th day. When it comes to the other ugliness of the world, a dead rodent, other ugliness in the world, we can, unaided, dive into the mikvah and come out and be refreshed and ready to combat that type of ugliness in the world. But when it comes to death, the death of family member, a friend, we need the help of others in order to overcome the terrible depression, the terrible sense of life’s uselessness which will overcome us. That is why Judaism has instituted Shiva, Shloshim, coming to shul to say kaddish for 11 months. This, of course, has allowed us to throw off this depression which will inevitably overcome us. In order for an individual to overcome death, the death of loved ones, he needs the help of others, and that is what the Zos Chukas HaTorah symbolizes.
What, though, does the expression “Zos Chukas HaPesach” mean? The rabbis explain that this means this is the way we are to overcome the death of the Jewish people. The Jewish people are an eternal people because we have been able to overcome the death of nations as other peoples have not been able to overcome the death of other nations. How do we do this? The rabbis say we do this by dialoguing between generations, by having the seder, by raising our children to ask the same questions that we ask. It is not so important that they give the same answers, but they must be concerned about the same questions. They must be concerned about, how do I make this a better world, how do I end hunger, how do I end poverty, how can I bring peace and harmony in the world? These questions we implant in our children. We all know that at the seder the children ask 4 questions. Two of the questions have to do with what we do at the seder, and two have to do with how we do them at the seder. The first two questions (Why on this night do we eat matzah? Why do we eat bitter herbs?) and the final two questions (Why do we dip twice? Why do we recline?) which do not deal with what we do but how we do it.
This dichotomy teaches us about the two aspects we must inculcate in our children if we are to survive. We know that the Jewish people in Egypt had a seder even before they left Egypt. It is true that they had to put the blood on the doors so the angel of death would pass over, and the rabbis tell us that that blood was not just the blood of the lamb which symbolized the Jewish people’s rejection of all idolatry, they also had to put the blood of circumcision, which symbolizes the positive commitment to Judaism also on the door. These two bloods were mixed. We notice these bloods were on the outside of the door. Yes, there must be sacrifice if Judaism is to survive. People must sacrifice “Dam”, which in Hebrew can mean “blood”, “money”, and “silence”. Sometimes we have to sacrifice Jewish blood in order to survive, and sometimes we have to sacrifice money to survive, and sometimes we have to be silent if we are to survive. We know that someone talked too much about Ethiopian Jews and they were not all saved. Sometimes we have to be silent. We cannot trumpet our achievements, our personal heroism. Sometimes we have to be silent. This is all true and necessary, but this is not enough to ensure Jewish survival. The Jews in Egypt, even before they left Egypt, had a seder. They also ate matzah, sat down in family groups, the children asked questions, because they were given the secret of Jewish survival. The secret of Jewish survival has to do with the willingness to sacrifice, with rejecting all the evil things of the world, to reject idolatry, to be willing to stand up as a proud Jew, which circumcision says. This is still not enough to ensure Jewish survival.
In order to ensure Jewish survival we need to ask the 4 questions. Of course, the first question has to do with eating matzah. The rabbis explain that matzah stands for mitzvahs. must be willing to do mitzvahs, be willing to lead committed Jewish lives. The second question is, how come if we do mitzvahs, how come if we have this special relationship with man and G‑d, how come we are still treated badly, how come the Jewish life is bitter? That is a hard question to answer. This, of course, requires that we make the distinction between outward circumstances and inward circumstances. The Jew in Europe, even though he was persecuted, knew inwardly he had a better life, a more fulfilling and meaningful life because he observed the mitzvahs, because he led the Jewish life. I am reminded of the story they tell about a boy walking with his father on the road and turns to his father and says, “I don’t want to go to Chaider anymore. I don’t want to learn Torah anymore. I want to quit.” At that moment a big carriage came by pulled by 12 horses with a footman in front, butler in back, driver on top. As the carriage came by it splattered mud on the father and boy. The father said to the boy and said, “If you don’t learn Torah, do you know what will happen to you? You will become just like that person in the carriage.” Of course, that, to the father, was a terrible thing because he knew Judaism had so much inner joy and gave so much happiness to a person even though outward circumstances may not show it. That is why it is important not only to do mitzvahs but how we do mitzvahs. We must do mitzvahs in such a way to show our children that it is good to be a Jew, to show how much Judaism adds to our lives, that it is wonderful to be a Jew. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who keep many mitzvahs, even some shomer shabbos Jews, but they always give the idea that Judaism is difficult and hard and they would prefer they were not born a Jew, and they are always running down Judaism and Jews. I know many people who work very hard in our community for Jewish causes, but they are always running down Judaism and Jews. Children pick it up. It is not only doing mitzvahs but how you do mitzvahs. What is dipping twice? What does reclining mean? It means you are a free man, that Judaism gives dignity to you, that Judaism gives hope and joy. Unless we convey that to our children then even doing mitzvahs will not all Judaism to succeed. Yes, it is true that we have to put the blood on the door. Yes, it is true that many Jews have stood up for Judaism, but in the inner life they do not present a positive image of Jewish life. Our heroes should not be politicians or entertainers or big financiers. They have no Jewish content to their life. These type of heroes will not allow our people to survive. The only thing which allow us to survive is, in addition to the sacrifice sometimes of blood, money, having to be silent, to realize that Judaism gives us a wonderful way of life.
That’s why it also says here that we do not want an apostate Jew at our seder. Usually, at all Jewish ceremonies we welcome all apostate Jews, but at Pesach we do not want them, because that is not the model we want to present to our children of what is a good Jew. These type of Jews will not assure Jewish survival. They will only assure the death of the Jewish people, the complete assimilation of the Jewish people. What we want at our seder is proud Jews who do mitzvahs, Jews who realize that Judaism makes their life fuller and more meaningful and adds joy and dignity to their life.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a woman who was constantly badgering her neighbor that she and her husband should go to Miami for vacation. Finally the neighbor convinced the woman and the woman convinced her husband and they went to Miami for vacation. Unfortunately, after two weeks the husband died of a heart attack. They brought back his body. They were not very observant and practiced viewing, which is, of course, against Jewish law. The neighbor came to see the body and turned to her friend and said, “Look at that tan. See, told you Miami would do him a world of good.” Unfortunately, in America, too, we judge Judaism by superficiality. We think if we have big buildings and big organizations that Judaism will survive. No, Judaism will not survive with just those things. They are nice to have but they are only surface manifestations. What we need to convey to our children is that Judaism adds to your life, that it is good to be a Jew, that Judaism adds dignity, joy, and happiness to your life and allows you to lead a fuller life. If we can do that then Judaism will always survive. May it do so. Amen.
APRIL 1987
What Makes Things Real for Us
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

What do we mean by reality? How do we human beings know when something is real and when something is not real? We must rely on our brain, but our brain is not equipped to pick up all the stimuli which is around us. This can be illustrated by the classic schoolboy problem: when a tree falls in a forest and there is nobody around, is there a sound or isn’t there a sound? This is not a foolish question because we do not hear the actual sound that a tree makes when it hits the ground. When a tree hits the ground it makes waves. These waves then hit our ear drums. Our ear drums are then resonated by these waves. This resonance is then interpreted by our brain as sound. We know that there are many sounds which our brain cannot pick up. Dogs, for example, have a much acuter sense of hearing than we have. Cats have much better vision than we have. Dolphins have a radar sense that we do not have. In this world there are many waves, messages, stimuli which are constantly being sent out. These stimuli are real even though our brains cannot pick them up. Everyone knows that just because there are people who are color blind, it does not mean that there aren’t colors in the world. It just means that these people cannot see color. Somehow the receptors in their brains are not equipped to receive color. There could be many, many things in the world that exist that we know nothing about because the receptors in our brain are not equipped to pick them up. Not everybody’s receptors are equal. Just as some people are color blind, there are some people whose brains can sense things most of us cannot sense. Just a generation ago in America, and still today throughout the world, certain people discover water and minerals with divining rods. They walk with a forked stick until they begin to shake. They then stop and point. Beneath them will be water or minerals. Certain people’s bodies are sensitive to certain stimuli which the rest of us do not seem able to feel. Therefore, in this life it is hard to know reality because how much of reality we can sense depends upon us. When a tree falls in the forest there would be no sound as far as we would be concerned if we would have no brain receptor to receive the resonance of our ear or if our ear drums wouldn’t resonate.
However, just as we have receptors in our brain to receive different stimuli, we also have the capacity to shut off these receptors. This happens many times to people who, for some psychological reasons, do not want to accept certain stimuli. They just shut them out of their mind. They refuse to accept the signals given to them by their nervous system. This, too, is how anaesthesia works. When we are given anaesthesia the pain is still there, but it is just blocked. The pain signals are sent from the organs to the brain, but they are blocked and do not reach the brain.
In life many of us fail to recognize reality because we do not want to. This, I believe, is what happened to Pharaoh in Egypt. Pharaoh did not want to let our people go. He refused to recognize the reality that slavery was evil. Not that he couldn’t recognize this reality, but he refused to recognize it. Because Pharaoh refused to recognize this reality, our rabbis teach us, G‑d sent ten plagues. Why did G‑d have to send ten plagues? G‑d could have sent just one plague so severe that Pharaoh would have caved in and let the Jewish people go. But G‑d didn’t just want the Jewish people to be let go. He wanted the nations of the world to recognize a certain reality, to recognize that there is a G‑d in the world, that we are all His children, and that we all have to treat each other with dignity and respect, that the values that Pharaoh espoused were wrong. He did not want to torture Pharaoh so that Pharaoh would say yes when he did not mean it. Torture can break anyone. I£ someone is tortured long enough and hard enough he will admit to all sorts of things he does not believe in. G‑d wanted Pharaoh to recognize the truth, not to be forced because of torture to say yes to something he did not believe in.
This is why G‑d sent the ten plagues. These ten plagues are divided into four groups; three series of three so‑called natural plagues; and the last plague, the slaying of the firstborn or supernatural plague (since we know of no disease which strikes just the firstborn). In each of the three groups of natural plagues we find first a general plague, then a plague against property, and then a plague against individuals. In the first series of three we find first blood, which was a general plague, then frogs, which was a plague against property, then gnats and fleas that attached themselves to a person’s body. In the second series of three we find the first the mixture of wild animals, a general plague, then cattle disease, a plague against property, and then boils, a plague against individuals. In the third series we find hail, a general plague, then locusts, a plague against property, and finally darkness, a plague against individuals. The darkness was so heavy the people could not move. It is interesting to note that the magicians, the wise men of Egypt, could reproduce the blood and the frogs. Actually, it does not say in the Torah that they actually reproduced them. It says that “they did so with their magic — B’Loteihem”, which could mean that they were able to put forward a plausible theory about how these plagues occurred. These plagues were comprehensible to them. Since these plagues did not touch them personally, they were really not too upset about them. After all, it was a red tide which caused the Nile to turn red, and the frogs came out of the Nile because of the red tide. However, when it came to the third plague, the plague of the “Keeneem — gnats”, it says that “they did so the magicians with their magic to remove the Keeneem”, but they were not able. In other words, they could not remove them. They were not able to gloss over this plague with some theory or other. They had to deal with it because this plague was attacking their person. They no longer could stand by with pat theories because they, themselves, were being affected. It was touching their bodies.. They could not blot out easily any more this stimuli because it was affecting them. That’s why, the Torah continues, these magicians said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of G‑d.”
We find, too, that during the sixth plague, boils, the magicians also intervened. Once again it was a plague against their person. Once again they came before Pharaoh and said they could not stand before Moshe because of the boils, but Pharaoh, himself, did not listen. It says that G‑d hardened his heart after the fifth plague, which the rabbis explain to mean that G‑d gave Pharaoh the capacity to withstand this suffering. G‑d did not take away his free will. He just gave him the strength to withstand this suffering. Pharaoh had to come to the truth by himself.
We find that after the tenth plague, after the killing of the firstborn, Pharaoh did send the Jewish people out. He realized the truth. Pharaoh was afflicted with these ten plagues so that he would realize what it meant to be a slave. He had to be put in a position where he had no control over anything, just like a slave has no control over anything. Until he, himself, was in that position he could never realize the utter helplessness of being a slave. It was only when he felt this utter helplessness could he realize the error of his ways and agree to the truth that slavery, itself, was bad. He could no longer blot out this reality from his mind.
Unfortunately, today, too, many times people do not understand the severity of a situation until they are thrust into it. People who have never been poverty stricken, people who have never been crushed by a business cycle, people who have never lost everything cannot understand the helplessness of the poor. They cannot understand why people need help. They cannot understand why they have to pay more taxes to help them. These people, until they suffer severe personal problems, cannot understand the needs of others and the importance of being compassionate. Reality, unfortunately, does not sink into a lot of people until they, themselves, suffer. Only then do they realize what our tradition is talking about when it talks about the importance of being compassionate, the importance of being understanding.
That, of course, is what Pesach is about. Pesach is meant to teach us the evils of hardheartedness and cruelty so we will not repeat the sins of Pharaoh in our own day against our own family and against the people we come into contact with. That is why symbolically we go back to slavery during the Seder. That is what the first part of the Seder is about: reenacting slavery, learning what it means to be a slave so we will appreciate freedom more and never want to make anybody else a slave. We are to keep the receptors of our brain open, to not shut them up with extraneous theories which deny compassion. Rabbi Soleiveitchik says the reason we Jews had to endure slavery before we received the Torah was that we first had to become a compassionate people. If we had not first become a compassionate people, then we could even find a way to use the laws of the Torah to hurt others. To a Jew compassion must be second nature. If he sees a need he must always be ready to stop and help. If he does not, then something is deficient in his Jewish makeup. Then we can even doubt, the rabbis, say whether he is a Jew. We must always think of people first. We should never do what the British did during the terrible potato famine in Ireland in the 1800’s when they had their granaries filled with food, but they said they would not help because it would be against the laws of Adam Smith. It would be an economic crime to help people who were starving. Therefore, literally millions of Irishmen died. Stalin said the same thing when he collectivized the farms in the Ukraine.

We can never adopt such a callous attitude. To our way of thinking we must always look at what is happening to people. We must always look at problems from the human prospective. We must always try to find solutions. G‑d has promised us that there are solutions in the world. He has promised us that if we look hard enough we will find them. We do not have to have slavery, even though the great philosophers like Plato and Aristotle believed slavery was absolutely necessary for human progress. We do not need slavery. We do not need war. We do not need evil. We can build a good society, a just society, without perpetuating evil against one another, That’s what Pesach proclaims and that is what we all say in the Haggadah right before we eat our meal: “G‑d redeemed not only our bodies from Egypt but also our souls.” He does not require us to shut out the moral truth by using all sorts of numbing theories which say that some people have to suffer so that society can prosper. We do not believe this, and we will never believe this. We just have to keep the receptors of our mind open to find those solutions which will allow us to live as brothers with none of us having to suffer so the rest of us can live the good life. May the day soon come when these solutions will be found so that truly we will live in a world filled with brotherhood, abundance, love, prosperity, goodness, and justice.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On the seder on Pesach we pass on the traditions to the next generation. The whole keynote of the seder is, “And you shall tell your children.” We choose to pass on our traditions by getting the children actively involved. We do things specifically on the seder just so that the children’s interest should be peaked and they should ask lots of questions. We all know that the seder, itself, starts out with the Ma Nishtana. In the Ma Nishtana the children ask questions about the main aspects of Pesach. They ask about, why on this night we eat only matzah; they ask, why on this night we eat bitter herbs; they ask, why on this night we dip twice; and why on this night we recline.
Two of the questions have to do with substance, with what we do, and two questions have to do with how we do it. During Temple times they did not ask the question of why do we recline. Instead, they asked the question, why on this night we eat barbecued or broiled meat. During the Temple time the paschal lamb was offered and the Jewish people were only allowed to eat it broiled or barbecued. Today we do not have a paschal sacrifice and, therefore, on a seder night Jews are not allowed to eat barbecued or broiled meat.
It is interesting to note, though, that the rabbis omitted the question about drinking wine. On this night we drink four cups of wine. Why wasn’t one of the questions of the Ma Nishtana, why on this night do we drink four cups of wine? It is true that on Shabbos and yontif we also drink wine but not four cups. The rabbis knew the dual character of wine. Wine in Judaism is the symbol of joy and happiness, but if it is drunk to excess it can lead to foul behavior. The Medrash tells that in the time of Noah after Noah planted a vineyard he was so pleased that his guardian, or some people say the satan, offered four sacrifices, one of a lamb, of a lion, of a monkey, and of a pig, so from then on when a person drinks one glass of wine he becomes a little sleepy like a lamb; when he drinks two cups of wine he becomes boisterous like a lion, when he drinks three cups of wine he starts to monkey around; and when he drinks four cups of wine he starts to roll in the dirt like a pig, so the rabbis knew the dual nature of wine.
This, though, would make wine fit in with all the rest of the questions of the Ma Nishtana. The matzah, too, has a dual meaning. It can stand for slavery because this was the bread of affliction, or it can stand for freedom. The Jewish people were willing to endure privation for freedom. The maror, too, can stand for the bitterness of Egypt or for the h’ordeuvers that people have at a fancy party. Why wasn’t the question, why do we drink four cups of wine on Passover then mentioned in the Ma Nishtana?
The rabbis say that we drink four cups of wine because G‑d took us out from Egypt four different ways. It says, “And I brought you out from the burdens of Egypt, and I saved you from their service, from the Egyptian idolatry, from the Egyptian ideas, and I redeemed you so that you should have a relationship with G‑d, and I brought you out to be a nation,” that the Jewish people have responsibilities to themselves and to the world. There is also a fifth cup which speaks about the fact that the Jewish people are to bring redemption not only to themselves but to the whole world.
Why, then, don’t we mention the four cups of wine in the Ma Nishtana? The answer could be because there are four basic concepts that we must give our children if they are to be Jews and remain Jews not only during the seder but at all times. The first cup of wine we drink over the kiddush. The kiddush teaches us that the Jewish people were chosen by G‑d for a special task to spread His message in the world. Jews have to be willing to stand up and be different. One of the major problems we have today is that many Jews do not want to be different. They want to assimilate. They want to forget about their Jewish character. If they have any Jewish character they want it to only be in the realm of ideas. I know that a friend of mine was once so proud that she came running to tell me how she just received the biggest compliment she could receive. She did not belong to our shul but to another synagogue. She said she had invited some of her friends to her synagogue, and they had told her how her synagogue was just like their church. She thought that this was the greatest compliment she could receive. Jews, though, must be willing to be different. Unless Jews are willing to be different then Judaism cannot survive. We must teach our children that there is nothing wrong with being different.
The second cup is drunk over the telling of the story of the Exodus from Egypt. It is not enough just to be willing to be different, to stand up to the powers that be. We also have to have a unique message. Judaism has a subtle, unique message which we must impart to our children. Many times Jews are willing to stand up and be different but not for Jewish values necessarily. We Jews have always been in the forefront of change. Some are not in accordance with Jewish values and some are. I am amazed sometimes when I hear about leftwing groups in Israel which say that they cannot do this or that because it violates Judaism. They are people who almost never go to a synagogue or study Jewish works and, yet, they invoke the name of Judaism.
The third cup of wine we drink over the grace after meals. We must impart to our children the idea that money is not the most important thing in life, that spiritual values are more important, that we have to have faith in G‑d, that if we abide by spiritual values He will take care of our needs. Money is not the be all and end all or existence. If we teach our children that the most important thing in life is making money, then we will not be able to impart Jewish values. If we teach our children that money is more important than keeping Shabbos or the holidays, then we will be in big trouble.
Finally, we drink the fourth cup of wine over Hallel after we have invited Elijah the Prophet in. This fourth cup stands for hope. We Jews must believe that we can change things and make them better, that our continued existence is not just for ourselves but for the whole world, that through the Jewish people things can get better in the world, that there is hope. That is why many rabbis combined the fourth and fifth cup in one, and that is the established tradition, because the Jewish people, by working to preserve their heritage, while reaching out to others will help bring redemption to the world. The Jewish people’s redemption is tied to the redemption of the world. 

The reason we do not mention the drinking of the four cups in the Ma Nishtana is that we must teach these lessons to our children all week and every holiday and in every aspect of life not just on Pesach if we want Judaism to survive. We must continually repeat this message over and over throughout the year. Our children must believe that they have the right to be different even if they are subjected to taunts, that they have a unique culture which does not have to kowtow to others, that they have unique teachings which the world needs desperately, that spiritual values are more important than money, and that fulfilling Jewish traditions brings redemption not only to the Jewish people but also to the world. If we will inculcate these values in our children then we can rest assured that our children will continue to follow the traditions of our people and be proud Jews.
I am reminded of the story about a man who goes into a clothing store and approaches the manager and says, “Do you want to hear the latest Aggie (Polish) story?” The man says, “I’m 6’5”, 250 pounds, and I used to play football for Texas A & M. My salesman over there is 6’10”, 220 pounds, and played basketball for Texas A & M, That customer over there is 6”2”, 300 pounds and wrestled for Texas A & M, Now, do you want to tell that Aggie story?” The man looked at him and said, “Oh, no, I don’t want to have to explain it three times.”

FIRST NIGHT PESACH 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah it is not clear whether Pesach is the 14th of Nisan or the 15th of Nisan. In fact, just this week alone I got five calls on the matter, four of them from non‑Jews. They could not figure out from reading the Bible whether Pesach comes on the 14th of Nisan or the 15th of Nisan. In fact, the rabbi, themselves, debate the issue. The Halacha is clear that Pesach comes on the 15th of Nisan. Why should the Torah in certain places say the 14th and other places say the 15th?
The answer is that on the 14th the Jewish people slaughtered the lamb. The lamb, of course, was a symbol of evil, of Egyptian idolatry. They were not to eat the lamb until the night of the 15th. That is why we cannot eat chometz from noon because once they started to bring the paschal lamb it is prohibited by the Torah to eat chometz. On the other hand, we cannot eat matzah until the evening. When the Torah refers to the slaughtering of the lamb then Pesach is the 14th, but when it refers to the celebration of Pesach, that is on the 15th. The seder comes on the 15th.
Throughout the Jewish calendar we do not celebrate victories. We celebrate what victories bring: the opportunity to perform mitzvahs and to serve G‑d. This is true throughout all the calendar. What we celebrate is the opportunity to do mitzvahs, not the victory we achieve. This is true, for example, of Purim. On Purim we won a big military victory on the 13th, but Purim, itself, is not until the 14th because we do not celebrate the victory. We celebrate the consequences of the victory, the opportunity to do mitzvahs. The same thing is true on Chanukah. We do not celebrate the victory. We celebrate the rededication of the Temple, the lighting of the menorah. On the 14th we Jewish people had a big victory in Egypt. We slaughtered the lamb and no Egyptian touched us even though they believed that because the sign of the zodiac at this time of year was Aries that the spirit of Aries was incarnate in the lamb and if anybody would touch a lamb they would cause great calamities to come upon Egypt, and, yet, they did not do anything to us when we displayed courage and took the lamb. It was a great victory, but we do not celebrate it. We celebrate the next day when we have the opportunity to do mitzvahs.

That is also one of the reasons why we do not eat matzah until the evening because matzah, the rabbis tell us, symbolized mitzvahs. Matzah and mitzvah are spelled the same way in Hebrew. We celebrate the opportunity to do mitzvahs. Today, too, we must celebrate the joy of Judaism, the opportunity to do mitzvahs. It is not Jewish suffering that makes us Jews. It should be the joy of Judaism. That is why we do not make a brocha when we start the Haggadah because the beginning of the Haggadah speaks about slavery and persecution. What keeps Jews Jews is the great joy they feel at doing mitzvahs. The victory over slavery and idolatry are just preparatory to our ability to do mitzvahs and practice our religion fully. The second part of the Haggadah after the meal is filled with joy and singing and happiness. Unfortunately, many Jews never get that far. The first part of the Haggadah is stained with food and finger marks while the second part of the Haggadah is perfectly clean. It is really the joy in the second part which should sustain us and allow us to continue in spite of temptations and persecution. We Jews proclaim on Pesach that it is not persecution which makes us Jews but the joy of Judaism. This we must inculcate in our children.
Unfortunately, many Jews give the wrong message to their children. They give the message of Judaism that is only tears and suffering and slavery. They never get beyond the first part of the Haggadah. They do not give their children the full answer of what Judaism is all about.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a coach who went to the president of the university and said, “I have a 6’8”, 280 pound fullback that I must have in the game if we are to go to the Rose Bowl. You have to let him play even though his grades are not good.” The president said, “Okay, I’ll ask him a question. If he can answer it, he can play.” They called the football player in and the president asked him, “How much is two plus two?” The football player hesitated a moment and then said, “Four,” at which point the coach jumped up and shouted, “Give him another chance. Give him another chance.” Unfortunately, many of us are giving the wrong answer to our children by not teaching them about the joy of Judaism.

FIRST NIGHT PESACH 1989
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In Judaism we do not want freedom just for freedom. We want freedom so we can commit ourselves to help G‑d perfect this world, so we can help G‑d make this a better world. That’s why there are two rabbis who argue, Shmuel and Rav. Shmuel says that on Pesach we celebrate being released from slavery, and Rav says we celebrate our being released from idolatry. The important thing in Judaism is that we are free so that we can serve G‑d. That’s, too, why we read in the Haggadah that 5 rabbis were discussing all night the story of the Exodus from Egypt until their students came and said, “Rabbis, the time for reciting the morning Shma has arrived.” In other words, it was not just the discussion of freedom that was important, but it was the commitment to serve G‑d which this freedom permitted which was important. We Jews have always prized freedom because it allows us to serve G‑d.
That’s, too, why immediately after learning this episode we learn how Rabbi Eliezer Ben Azaria said that he never understood why we had to talk about the Exodus from Egypt at night until Ben Zuma explained it. Ever since the Exodus from Egypt we Jews have had freedom in our hearts. Even when our enemies physically enslaved us they could not take away our inner sense of freedom. Even in Auschwitz we made a seder. We knew ever since Egypt that we had dignity, that we did not deserve to be slaves, that we only want to serve G‑d and no one else, that we were as good as everyone else. Our destiny was not to be a slave to other people. That’s why the Shma is so important in Judaism. It is not really a prayer. It is a statement directed not to G‑d but to our fellow Jews. It says, “Hear, Israel, the Lord is our G‑d. The Lord is one.” It is, too, only G‑d and His laws that we should be subjugated to, not to other people. We need freedom so we can serve G‑d better.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1992
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Last night we had a seder. At the seder we make kiddush. We did not make the Shabbos kiddush. We made the kiddush for a festival, for a Chag. Why was it that we made the festival kiddush and we did not make the kiddush for a Shabbos? It is true that we inserted in parts of the festival kiddush references to Shabbos, but we did not make the Shabbos kiddush; we made the festival kiddush. What’s more, we concluded the kiddush with the Shecheyanu. Why don’t we make a Shecheyanu every Shabbos? Why do we make a Shecheyanu only on the festivals? What’s more, when we learn about the argument that Ben Zuma had with the Chachomeem it is hard to understand what that argument was about. In the Haggadah we learn how Rabbi Elieza Ben Hazayun said, “Here I am a man of about 70 years old, yet, I was not worthy to understand why the story of the departure of Egypt should be told at night until Ben Zalman explained it.” It says, of course, in the Torah that “you may remember the days of your going out from Egypt all the days of your life. The days of your life are the days. All the days of your life are the nights.” The rabbis say, though, that the days of your life are this world, and all the days of your life means to bring the days of the Mashiach. What was this argument about?
We know that Pesach celebrates not only the physical redemption of the Jewish people but also the spiritual redemption of the Jewish people. In fact, there is an argument between Rav and Shmuel. Shmuel says that Pesach celebrates the physical redemption of the Jewish people from slavery. That’s why right after the Manish Tanah we says, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt.” However, Rav says that really what we are celebrating here is our spiritual redemption. That’s why we learn how long ago, from the beginning, our forefathers were idol worshippers but now the Eternal is our G‑d and we worship Him. In other words, that the Exodus from Egypt marked a turning point in the spiritual life of the Jewish people, that until the Egyptian Exodus the Jews really believed that they deserved slavery. They did not know that they were the equal of every other human being. They thought that perhaps they deserved the slavery that they had received. In fact, that happens with many slave peoples. They feel they deserve to be treated the way that they are treated. Therefore, they do not try to get ahead and they do not try to do things for themselves. We find that among the underclass of the United States as well. Since the time of the Exodus from Egypt, Rev reminds us, Jews have made a seder under the worst possible conditions throughout all persecutions. Even in Auschwitz there was a seder. In Auschwitz the inmates there at a risk to their lives took some potato peelings and put it into water and that was their wine, took some flour from the carpenter’s shop which was making targets for target shooting by the German officers. They used some flour and water there to make the glue to attach the targets onto wooden boards. They ate some sort of a matzah. How could Jews have made a seder in Auschwitz? They made a seder in Auschwitz because inside they knew that they were free. The Germans could only enslave their bodies but not their souls. In fact, the Germans tried to break the Jewish soul. They tried to make the Jews, themselves, feel sub‑human about themselves, but they failed because we knew and we know that we are the equal of everybody else, that no matter how they persecute us we know that we are spiritually their equal. That is why Jews have risen to the top in every culture. Jews know that they can do things, that they are as good as anybody else, as any nobility in any country. Therefore, they have always risen to the top. The Moranos had a seder. The Jews who were persecuted in Eastern Europe always had a seder because they knew that inside they were free. When it happens that Jews feel culturally inferior to other people then it is possible that they would not make a seder. The Gacha Am talks about that. It talks about slavery in the midst of freedom. The Jews of Eastern Europe were free in the midst of persecution, in the midst of almost slavery.
That is what Ben Zalman is telling us. He says that even in the darkest of night we Jews still make a seder because we Jews know that we are free. We Jews know that we should not be enslaved. So what are the rabbis saying? The rabbis are saying that the days of your life are first of this world. All the days of the life refers to bring the days of the Mashiach. How do they disagree with Ben Zalman? Ben Zalman says that it is enough to remember you are free. The rabbis say, no. You have to bring the days of the Mashiach. You have to actively work to bring the days of the Mashiach. You have to actually actively work to bring about the Messianic era. We have to constantly work to expand freedom. We have to constantly work to make sure that everybody is free, that justice and peace and harmony prevail in the world. That is a task of many, many generations, but we can never desist from it. We have to pursue it. Of course, we know that when an individual argues with the rabbis that the rabbis win, but that really is Halacha. Jews should work for justice in the world. Jews should work to make sure that the poor are fed, that the homeless are housed, that the naked are clothed. It is our job to make sure that the poor and the helpless and the orphaned receive the proper justice. However, some rabbis say that these rabbis are also the same rabbis who were plotting of Bar Kochba. They point out that we have to be careful when we try to bring about the days of the Mashiach. We have to do it in such a way that we do not endanger our families and endanger Judaism totally. We also can never use means that are immoral or unjust. Of course, many revolutionaries and people who think they are striving for justice many times create great injustices because they think if they create injustices are balancing the previous injustices, and then we will have freedom, but that is not so. That does not work that way. We know when anti‑Semitism raises its head we have to not just remain passive. We have to actively do things. Of course, we have seen in this past election year what David Dukes and Buchanans and statements by George Bush that hordes of lobbyists are descending on Washington, which are reminiscent, of course, of the Zionist protocols, of this so‑called Jewish power which rules the world, that we have to fight against these things. We have to do it without endangering our families and we have to do it in moral ways.
There is a big problem facing the American Jewish community now. Do we stay passive in the face of these attacks? Or do we take an active stand? We have to be careful that we take a stand which will make sure that we survive as a vibrant people. At the same time, we have to pursue the goals of justice and righteousness. That, of course, is why the festival kiddush is said and not the Shabbos kiddush. The Shabbos is really just a holiday between man and G‑d, the individual and G‑d, Shabbos exists irrespective of man’s efforts. Man has to sanctify it, too, in partnership with G‑d in order to feel its holiness, but it exists irrespective of man, but the holidays only exist when man is a partner with G‑d. On this day we proclaim that we are partner with G‑d in perfecting the world. Holidays are between man, the individual, and Israel. The people of Israel is the instrument of G‑d in perfecting this world. That’s why Israel proclaims the holidays and G‑d confirms what Israel proclaims are to be the holidays. On Pesach we affirm again that we are to help bring the Mashiach. That’s why we open the door for Elijah. Why should we open the door for Elijah? If Elijah can go into every Jewish home, why should we have to open the door for him? We open the door because we have to do something, too. We have to let him in. We have to initiate acts and G‑d will help us. Why is it that we say the Shecheyanu? We say the Shecheyanu because on this holiday we thank G‑d for not only having life but also for having existence. Shecheyanu V’keemonu is not a redundancy. Shecheonu means that we are alive, and Keemonu means that we are spiritually whole. When we work for the salvation of the world, for the redemption of the world we cannot use immoral means. We also must make sure that we are still alive, that we do not endanger our family. We sit together at the seder in families to remind us that in our quest for freedom we should not destroy our families. We should not destroy our family values, and that we should maintain our spiritual values. Therefore, on the holiday we say Shecheyanu. On Shabbos we do not stress the fact that we are partners with G‑d in creation. On Shabbos we stress the fact that we have values to work toward. On Shabbos we do not stress the fact that we are to work to bring the days of the Mashiach.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went into the bank with his dog to get a loan. The loan officer heard his story and looked his papers over and realized his own bank was in a little financial difficulty and he turned down the loan. The man whose loan was turned down set his dog after the loan officer. The dog bit the man and then turned around and bit an innocent bystander. The banker was aghast and shaken. He looked at the man and said, “I understand why the dog bit me, but why did he bite that innocent bystander?” The man said, “To get the rotten taste out of his mouth.” Many times when we see injustices in the world we, too, sometimes lash out and can hurt many innocent people because we want to cure the injustices. Shabbos reminds us, too, that there is a G‑d in the world and there are limits. Shabbos also reminds us that we have to be careful to maintain our family and our family values. Yes, the rabbis are right. It is our job to open the door for Elijah, to bring the days of the Mashiach, not just remember our spirituality and the fact that there should be freedom in the world, but to help bring it about, but we have to do it with Sechel. We have to do it in such a way that we do not use immoral means or endanger our families or our family values. May we all work for freedom so that soon the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

FIRST DAY PASSOVER 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Last night we had our first seder and at the first seder we recounted the Exodus from Egypt, but we did not use as the basis for our recounting census from the Book of Exodus, from the Book of Shmos. Instead we took census from the Book of Devorim, Deuteronomy. We cited the declaration of first fruits, which was uttered when a pilgrim went up to Jerusalem every year bringing his first fruits. It seems strange that on the holiday of Pesach we use as the basis for the Haggadah, which starts, “Come and learn”, about how Aramian tried to destroy my father and he went down to Egypt and dwelt there few in number and he became there a great nation mighty and numerous. Three and a half sentences are cited and after every word of this sentence commentary is given. This is the real basis of the Haggadah. What we learn before this is merely introduction, but the mitzvah of telling the Exodus from Egypt is actually fulfilled by saying these three and a half verses. But why should these verses form the basis of the Haggadah and not the verses of the Exodus, itself? 
What’s more, in the beginning of the Haggadah we learn about five sages, about Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akeeheoshua and Rabbi Elezar Ben Azaya and Rabbi Akiv and Rabbi Tarvad who were reclining in Bnai Brak, and they were telling the story of the Exodus of Egypt all that night until their students came and they said to them, “Rabbis, the time has reached to say the Shma, the Shma of Shacharis.” The question can be asked, what are these rabbis doing all together in Bnai Brak? Why aren’t they home with their families? Why aren’t they at least conducting a seder for their disciples? Why are they congregated all together to talk about the Exodus of Egypt? Why aren’t they with their families?

The rabbis comment that perhaps they were together because they were plotting the revolt of Bar Kochba. This is a very interesting idea, but other rabbis comment that it highly seems likely because although these rabbis were all contemporaneous they were of different ages, and by the time the revolt of Bar Kochba would have taken place some of these rabbis would have been dead. Therefore, it is very difficult to say that they were all together planning the revolt of Bar Kochba. Others say that they had come to Rabbi Akiva because Rabbi Akiva comforted them. Rabbi Akiva, we know, was a person, as we learn at the end of Machos, who believed wholeheartedly in G‑d’s words as, of course, did all the other rabbis, but he believed that if the bad things happened in the Bible then certainly the good things that are predicted will happen also. This is what happened at the end of Machos. He and a group of rabbis came to the Temple mount and they saw that weasels and other animals were scurrying about the Temple and they all started to cry but Rabbi Akiva laughed. They turned to Rabbi Akiva and said, “Why are you laughing?” He said, “Well, if the prophecy has been fulfilled that the Temple will be destroyed, then most certainly it will be fulfilled that it will be rebuilt and, therefore, I am rejoicing.” The rabbis at a dark period of Jewish history came to see Rabbi Akiva because they needed to be comforted, because at this particular time there was confusion and the rabbis, themselves, needed the encouragement of Rabbi Akiva so they could still teach their message of hope and optimism to their own students.

However, if we look at this passage carefully we will see that perhaps there is another answer. The other answer is that all these people were either Kohanim or Leviim or, in the case of Rabbi Akiva, a convert, which, of course, teaches us something very important, that converts should be very precious to us because Rabbi Akiva, who was the son of converts, was perhaps the greatest rabbi of all. Why did they come together? They came together because they were concerned about outer freedom. Pesach celebrates inner freedom and outer freedom. It celebrates our freedom from physical slavery; that’s why Shmuel says that we have to start with the words, “We are slaves to Pharaoh”. That’s why later on, too, according to Rav we learn, “In the beginning our forefathers were idol worshippers.” The defect of Egypt was not that it made us physically slaves. That was, of course, one of the effects, but the worst effect was that it made us spiritually slaves. We thought that we deserved the slavery that we got. In fact, that is one of the greatest problems with a slave people and that is that after a while they believe that they should be slaves. They believe that they are destined only to be slaves and that they do not have the capacity to be free. The most important thing, and this, of course, is what we learn at other times, is to be free inside. No matter what the oppressors do to you, you know that you are more than your match for them, that you deserve to be free. Throughout Jewish history Jews have always, no matter what the outside circumstances, believed that they were free since the time of Egypt. In those few periods of Jewish history where Jews have felt culturally inferior to the people around them, even though they had great freedom, inside they felt terribly enslaved. That, of course, is a terrible thing.
We know that even in Auschwitz there was a seder. How could there be a seder in Auschwitz? The people took the potatoes that they had and with the peelings they made a drink that they called wine. They also smuggled out from the glue factories a little bit of flour and they made some sort of matzah with it, and the potatoes, themselves, they dipped into the salt water to signify the Karpas and it also stood for the Maror. They had a seder in Auschwitz because they knew that no matter what the Nazis would do to them they were free. Inside they were worthy to be G‑d’s partner in creation and no matter what the Nazis did to them they knew they could not take away this divine image that they had of themselves and of their task in the world.
So we all know that when it comes to freedom what counts is what is inside of you. If you are free inside, then no matter what they do to you outside, nothing can faze you. It is not pleasant physical slavery, but the most important thing is to be free inside. That, of course, is what all the rabbis believe, and that is why the argument that they had later on between Benzoma and the rabbis is what they were discussing that night of the seder. Should they revolt against Rome now? Should they make a big protest, or should they be satisfied with the condition in which they were? The rabbis who were mentioned never in their lives ever felt that they were not free. In Egypt the Tribe of Levi always felt that they were free.
They did not fall for the tricks of the Egyptians. The Egyptians tricked the Jewish people by a patriotic gesture by saying Egypt needed people to build bricks and the Jews volunteered more than the Egyptians, and then when the Egyptians saw how many bricks they could build they said from now on you are going to have to build these bricks every day and be our slaves. In another version of the story they paid the Jewish people for them on the first day and then when they saw how much they could do with pay they then demanded the same amount every day without pay. The Tribe of Levi was not interested in these types of things. They were interested in Torah and mitzvahs and, therefore, they became the house servants in Egypt. They were not enslaved hardly and they were the slaves who were always free inside because they knew that they had a higher calling, that their message was a better message than the message of the Egyptians. Many of the other Jews, though, had succumbed to idolatry and had already begun to feel inferior inside, that maybe the Egyptians were right when they made us into slaves, but the Tribe of Levi never felt this way, and, if course, Rabbi Akiva came from a stock who was never enslaved and he always came to Judaism with a free heart and he knew that Judaism liberated him and made him a better man. The problem that he and the other rabbis had was, how could they serve as a model for Hashem Mishporach, because the purpose of the Exodus was also to redeem the world and the purpose of the Exodus was to make the Jewish into a role model for the world, and how could they be a role model for the world when they were still under the thumb of the Romans? They needed independence in order to be a role model for the world.
That’s why they talk about Betizoma here. Rabbi Eliezer Ben Azayer says, “I am like I am 70 years old and I was not worthy to understand why the Exodus from Egypt should be set at night.” Night is a symbol of persecution. “Until Benzoma explained it to me, ‘In order that you should remember the day of your going out from Egypt all the days of your life’. The days of your life are the days and all the days of your life are the night’.” In other words, Benzoma said, as long as you are going to be free, as long as you are free inside, even if you are enslaved even though it is night, do not worry about it. That’s why Elie Wiesel chose as the name for his book about the Holocaust Night because night is a symbol of persecution. As long as you are free inside it is okay. We will wait until G‑d gives us the sign and then we will become free again. We should not try to revolt against the Romans now. The rabbis says, “The days of your life is this world and all the days of your life is to bring the Mashiach.” We have to bring the Mashiach. That is the basis of Judaism. This is a debate where you have to live by the laws of the Torah. You are not supposed to die by them. Don’t start a revolt where you will cause millions of Jewish casualties. On the other hand, we know we are supposed to magnify G‑d’s name. Should we be active or we be passive? This was the argument. Rabbi Akiva and the other rabbis who always were free inside said that this is not enough. We must be a role model for the world, but Benzoma said, take it easy. Don’t be in such a hurry. It is very dangerous what you are going to do. Wait. Yes, we will bring the Mashiach eventually but we have to wait. The rabbis said the days of your life is this world, but we have to bring the days of the Mashiach. Yes, we are free inside but we have to bring the days of the Mashiach. We have to make sure that we are able to be a role model to the world, which means that we have to have independence.
When we look at what is happening in Israel today we can see a similar situation where the Jews in Israel are tired of being surrounded by enemies. They want peace. As long as they have to have a huge army and spend all their energy on defense they cannot be a role model for the world and they want to be a role model for the world. They want to be a spiritual center for the world. Therefore, they are trying to force peace. This, of course, is a very difficult problem. Are they making a mistake? Are they trying to be a role model so much, like in the time of Rabbi Akiva? Rabbi Akiva knew that the Jews had to be a role model, and perhaps the reason why Bar Kochba lost the revolt was that the Jewish people were not ready at that time to assume that job. Maybe they were not worthy of it at that time. After all, the students of Rabbi Akiva were always bickering a humiliating each other, so it was not the right time, but maybe we also have to be careful now, too, that maybe we just have to wait a little bit because it may be that by trying to be a role model at this particular time we may even lose more than we can gain. This, of course, is a dilemma that we have now. After all, everybody wants peace but it has to be a true peace, a correct peace and this is the argument that is going on now, too.
Later on in the Haggadah we learn it says, “And the Egyptians did evil to us.” There are three explanations the rabbis give for that. What does it mean, “And they did evil to us, the Egyptians”? The word can mean evil; it can mean they befriended us. It has another meaning besides these two. It means that they made us evil. How is it possible that all these three explanations could be true because they seem to be contradictions? First they did evil to us or they made us out to be evil or they befriended us.
Of course, if we look at this situation today in Israel we will see that all these three things are true simultaneously. The Arabs have adopted a very subtle and clever strategy. To us they speak like they are friends but to their own people they try to make us out as evil. If anyone has ever read the Egyptian press they will never find so much anti‑Semitic garbage as you find in the Egyptian press. In fact, they say that Israel killed the Egyptian war prisoners so they could use their body parts for transplants. They say that Israel is the source of all AIDS. They call us dogs and monkeys and pigs, and if you read the Hamas literature it says, “Stone, point out the Jew so we can kill him. Salvation cannot come except if you kill Jews.” Jordan is talking very nice to us as friends but Hamas headquarters are still in Jordan. We know that not only are they talking evil about us and to our faces talking as friends but they are still doing evil to us. The blockade has not been lifted. In the United Nations Egypt is our relentless foe. It is a very difficult situation and we have to be very careful about what is happening here at this particular time. We all know that we need peace, and we all know that in order to be a role model for the world we need peace. In fact, that is what Shimon Peres told us when we were there in January. He says that Israel has to be a spiritual center of the world but it cannot do it unless it has peace. That may be true that we may have to wait for the right time. We may have to agree with Benzoma and not with the rabbis, it may not be time for the Mashiach.

Why is it then that the Haggadah is based on the declaration of the person who brings the first fruit? Because when a person brought the first fruit at that time there was peace in Israel. The bringing of the first fruits was a symbol that they could leave their homes and their borders would be unprotected and they did not have to fear. Therefore, at that particular time not only were Jews free inside but they were free outside as well. We all hope and pray that that will happen soon in our day, that we can, too, bring the Bikurim, that we can be free inside and outside. Of course, this means that eventually there has to be peace in the Middle East, but let’s not try to force peace, as Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues did at the time of Bar Kochba only that time it ended up in disaster. Maybe it is not time now for Israel and the Jewish people to be an active role model.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a rabbi who found a bottle and he rubbed the bottle and out came a genie. The genie said, “Rabbi, I’ll give you two wishes.” The rabbi immediately took a map from his back pocket and said, “You see the Middle East. You see Israel here and all the nations around it! I want you to make peace between Israel and all the other nations.” The genie thought a moment and said, “What’s your second wish?” The rabbi said, “Well, my second wish is that the Jews should no longer be scapegoats in the world.” The genie then looked at the rabbi and said, “Can you show me that map again, please?” We all hope that there will soon be peace in the world and that we can have freedom inside and outside and fulfill our destiny as a spiritual role model to the world. Let us all hope and pray that we will be worthy of it and that we will not try to force things too fast, but that we will never harm ourselves by trying to gain inner freedom and outer freedom and that by so doing the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

FIRST DAY PASSOVER 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the major commandments on the holiday of Pesach is communicating the story of the exodus. Communication is the key to understanding the whole Pesach seder. The Pesach seder is arranged in a question and answer forte. The questions, except for the first four asked by the children, are not given; just the answers are given. If you can figure out the question, then you, can understand the text in front of you.

One of the tragedies of modern Jewish history was than the generations could no longer communicate. Yes, the younger generation attended the seder, but they, like the wicked son, many times mocked it. and could hardly wait for the food. In the Yiddish literature of a hundred years ago, the traditions of our people were thought to be irrelevant. Rabbis were always depicted as old and decrepit and synagogues as always broken down and dirty. The younger generation did not share their way of looking at the world. The traditional Jewish picture of the world was G‑d‑centered and family‑centered, but the modern world was individual‑centered, personal goal‑centered, and it revolved around tasting all the newest inventions.
Things, though, have changed. Because of the new science, religion has once again come into intellectual respectability. G‑d can still act in the world without even seeming to act. The Van Heisenberg Principle postulated that than, by his very act of observing something, changes it, that there are limited to knowledge. The black holes, by their very nature, say there is a limit to knowledge. Based on Quantum Mechanics, we now know that scientific laws are probabilities and G‑d can, act. Cause and effect no longer reign supreme.
Communication is the key to understanding the seder. It is now possible to communicate one generation to another. The rabbis teach us that the whole story of our slavery in Egypt was caused because of a failure in communication. In the Haggadah, we learn that, “He went down to Egypt compelled by G‑d’s decree,” they explain in English, but actually the word “G‑d” does not appear here. What the text states is they were compelled by the word. What does it mean they were compelled by the word?’ The rabbis teach us that the reason the Jewish people were enslaved in Egypt was because of the way that Sarah treated Haggar. The communication between them was ugly and bad. Haggar even had to flee when she was pregnant. Communication is vital if the Jewish people are to survive. One generation has to communicate to the other.
We all know that at the Pesach seder you cannot have any leavened material. If you have bread at the seder, then the seder is not a kosher seder. It will not accomplish what a seder is supposed to accomplish, which is to communicate the tradition to the near generation so that they will want to continue to be Jews. The rabbis tell us that it is essential that we remove the chometz if we are to have a good seder. The rabbis tell us that unless we remove the chometz, we will not be able to communicate to our children or to each other. They tell us that there are four stages in removing the chometz, that in order to have good communication, we must first make a brocha before we search for the chometz; then we have to have bedika, search for the chometz; then we have to beitel, nullify the chometz; and finally we have to biur, remove the chometz. The number four predominates throughout the seder; and the number four tells us what is essential if we are to communicate.
The students of the Chofetz Chayim say that when he used to say the declaration after the search for chometz, he would cry. The students said, “Why are you crying? It’s only a legal formula.” He answered them by saying that Kol Nidre is only a legal formula, too. What is chometz? Chometz is basically matzah filled with hot air. That’s what bread is. Bread is full of hot air. The Chofetz Chayim knew that when you remove the chometz, you are also improving your personality so you will be able to communicate.

The first thing we must all do if we want to communicate is to realize that to communicate with another human being is a blessing, that you grow and become better human beings by communicating with other human beings. There are certain people who feel that they are self‑contained. They do not need anybody, and they do not need anybody’s advice. They know everything. The story is told that George Bernard Shaw once sat next to a person like that. He said to the man, “You know everything in the world except one thing.” The man asked what the one thing was. George Bernard Shaw replied, “You are a bore. “ You first have to feel that communication is worthwhile and it is a two‑way street.
Secondly, you have to know what people want. There are actually two different levels of communication. Many people communicate because they want advice. Other people communicate because they want confirmation of their feelings. There is the gift of advice and the gift of understanding. We are not just composed of a mind. We are also composed of feelings, and many times we want to have our feelings confirmed. We do not want to be told what to do. Generally, although there is much overlapping, women communicate to confirm their feelings, while men communicate to gain advice. I remember a few years ago a young couple came to my office after having a terrible fight. The woman had terrible scars on her hand. She said to her husband, “Honey, these. scars are bothering me.” He said, “Well, why don’t you go to a plastic surgeon?” She immediately broke down and cried. She did not want advice. She just wanted to be told that her husband still loved her in spite of her scars. Many times we need just to talk out our fears and our hopes.

That’s why it is so important that our children participate in the seder, a seder in which just not ideas are talked about but feelings are expressed and emotions are allowed. That’s why we do not just talk about slavery but we re‑enact it.. All the special foods and special acts are meant to give a child an emotional experience. If we want to communicate, we have to know when to communicate advice and when to communicate understanding. We have to search carefully.

Next we have to bittel, which means, we have to diminish, to a certain extent, our ego. We have to realize that other people have feelings and ideas and fears. Many times, especially vis a vis our children, we feel that only we, since we are adults, have fears or ideas or worthwhile emotions, and we pooh pooh our children’s questions or fears or loves. We also have to be willing to admit when we are wrong. That takes a diminution of our egos. When people communicate to us, we have to be willing to say we made a mistake. Even vis a vis your children, you have to admit that sometimes you made a mistake and reverse your decision. If you do not, they will not obey your decisions anyway and will do what they want. If they think you are fair and may change your decision, they will communicate with you. Nine times out of ten you will be right, but they know you are fair and if they do make a case you will change your mind There are some people who can never admit they are wrong, and you always have to work around them so that even when decisions are reversed, you make it appear that they have not been.
Finally, you have to biur, remove the chometz. You have to change after you admit you are wrong. Many times people admit they are wrong, but they do not change. Who wants to communicate with them? What good does it do even trying to talk to them if even after they admit they are wrong they do not change? The chofetz Chayim knew how important communication is. He knew that all of us are filled with a lot of hot air which stops us from communicating. Unless we learn to communicate with all our children and with each other, Judaism cannot continue.

That’s why we talk about the four different types of children. It is only through communication, especially from one generation to another, that Judaism will be able to thrive. We have to remove the chometz if we am going to have a. good seder, and we have to always know haw to communicate.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a young man who just went off to college. He came home after a few months and his father asked, “Do you like college?” He said, “Yes, it’s good.” His father then asked, “How is the dormitory? The son said, “It’s good. The father then asked, “How is the food?” The son replied, “It’s good.” The father asked, “How are your teachers?” The son said, “Good.” The father asked, “How was the football team this year?” The son said, “Good.” The father then asked, “What are you going to major in?” and the son replied, “Communication.” We all know that that son had a lot to learn about how to communicate, and it is our responsibility to draw our children out, to let them communicate with us by allowing them to tell us their fears and hopes and dreams and failures as. well as successes. Let us hope we will all be able to communicate to our children so that Judaism will last forever until the Mashiach comes quickly in our day. Amen.

PASSOVER 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Haggadah right after we learn how G‑d is referred to as “Blessed is the place,” we learn about the four sons. This is to teach us that G‑d is always with us except when we become exclusive and not inclusive. Even the evil son is at the seder table. We have to include all Jews all the time. If we do not, then G‑d is not in our place.

We learn the same lesson when we dip the karpas into salt water. The rabbis teach us that the word karpas reminds us of the coat of many colors, the “pas”, that the brothers dipped into the goat’s blood to fool their father. Because the brothers were not united, because they plotted against Joseph, we went into slavery.
G‑d is with us in every place when we work with each other. We have no right to kick anybody out of our midst. That’s why I deplored the statement of the Agudas Rabbonim, who tried to say that reform and conservative Jews were not Jews. That is not true halachically and that is not true morally. G‑d said all Jews must work together. All Jews must be around the seder table. If they are not, then this is not My place and I will not be with them. Let us all hope and pray that we will always be inclusive so G‑d will always be with us. Amen.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1998
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

On Pesach, we all know that children ask the four questions. The four questions that they ask are not really in order. The first question is, why on all other nights do we eat chometz and matzah, but on this night we only eat matzah, that on all other nights we eat different kinds of herbs, but on this night we eat bitter herbs? Actually, we do not eat matzah or bitter herbs until the end of the seder. The next two questions are, on all other nights we do not dip even once, but on this night we dip twice, that on all other nights we eat either sitting or leaning, but tonight all of us lean. Actually, the last question should be the first question, because we begin the seder by learning. When we first drink the kiddush wine, we lean, and the third question should be the second question, because the third thing we do at the seder is to take some parsley or vegetable and dip it into salt water. The questions are completely out of order. Why should this be so?

One answer that is given is because on this night we are going from slavery to freedom, and, therefore, we first talk about the symbols of slavery, matzah and maror, and then go to the symbols of freedom, dipping and leaning. This answer is not really too satisfactory because both matzah and maror have positive as well as negative connotations. In fact, in the Haggadah where Rabbi Gamliel explains the symbol of Pesach, we stress only the positive meaning, that we left in such a hurry that we did not have the opportunity to let our bread rise. In other words, the matzah of the seder is the matzah of freedom and not the matzah of slavery. When we talk about the bitterness of Egypt, too, we talk only about the work, not about the killing of the firstborn, the separation of husbands and wives, the beatings, etc. Work can also be sweet if we choose it for ourselves. That’s why we dip the maror into the harosis, and harosis is sweet. It is true, too, before the destruction of the Temple, there was another question substituted for leaning and sitting, and that had to do with the Korban Pesach. The question was asked, why on all other nights do we eat meat either barbecued or cooked, but on this night we eat only barbecue? Of course, since the destruction of the Temple, we have not had a paschal sacrifice, so we are not allowed to eat barbecued meat on seder night. Yerushalmi says that there were only three questions asked about the three special matzahs of seder night, the matzah, the maror, and the paschal lamb. The rabbis, though, instituted since the destruction of the Temple, that we say these four blessings. Why did they institute that we should say them in this order?
The answer, I believe, is connected to what we do right before we say the Manishtanah. We break the middle matzah. Of course, we do that also to demonstrate that the matzah is the bread of affliction and also to show that we are ready to give part of our matzah to the poor. We take the half of the middle matzah, we break and wrap it up for the Afikomen, but there is a deeper meaning for it, and that is that life is filled with problems, problems that can never really be resolved. We live in an imperfect world, in an unredeemed work, and until the Mashiach comes, we are always going to have problems. One of the big fallacies of our era is that somehow we have to resolve all our problems. People are counseled that if they cannot resolve their problems, they should get out of these types of relationships, whether with an individual, a family, or a community, but life is filled with problems that are unresolvable. One of the reasons people flee to drugs and alcohol is because they perceive that reality is too harsh for them, and they seek an escape. Even workaholics can suffer from this type of feeling. There are always going to be problems. In fact, every time we solve one problem, we will get another problems, but this does not mean we should not solve problems. The problems of hunger are much more severe than the problems of overeating or too much food. Hunger will kill you in 30 days. It takes a long time for cholesterol to kill you. Even today we keep getting all sorts of contradictory advice. Now they say if you have too low cholesterol you will die of suicide or be murdered because you become over aggressive, but there still will be problems. One of the reasons for so many divorces today is people want relationships that are completely problem free. There is no such thing. Of course, there are certain severe problems which demand a divorce, like violence, but many people get a divorce and marry somebody else and still have problems, because in life there is nothing perfect. We all have to live lives confronting problems. Even after the Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt, they were still going to have problems. The matzah is broken. Even the Haggadah states that when it states that we are to talk about the exodus from Egypt even during the nights. Freedom brings responsibility, and many times people like to shirk responsibility. In fact, the truth of the matter is, if you give people a choice between economic security and freedom filled with hardship, they will choose economic security. They do not want the uncertainty of freedom and the problems and responsibilities that go with it. The Jewish people were a slave people when they left Egypt and were not sure they could handle these responsibilities.
That’s why the questions are in the order they are, to teach us that we are still going to have problems, but we should not shirk from the problems. We should remember G‑d is there to help us. He will help us overcome all problems just as He helped us overcome the terrible problem of slavery by bringing us out of Egypt.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a chosed who was very particular about the mitzvah of cleaning out the chometz and worked for weeks and weeks to make sure his house was completely free from chometz. Everything went well until in the middle of Chol Hamoed, he went to the well to pull out water and found floating on top of the well a loaf of bread. He immediately cried out in anguish, “All Pesach I have been drinking water tinged with chometz!” He did not know what to do. He went to his rebbe and asked what he should do. The rebbe asked, “Did you clean diligently as much as you could to rid yourself of chometz?” The man said he did. The rebbe asked, “Did you also pray to G‑d?” He replied, “No, I failed to do that.” We should always realize that G‑d is there to help us. We do not have to worry about what if this or that happens. As long as we do our best, G‑d will help us. After all, what is this whole concept of chometz have to do with a holiday of freedom?
Chometz is different than any other type of kosher law. Why? Because generally if a person drops accidentally some milk into meat and if the quantity of meat is large enough, the milk is void and you can eat the meat. A few months ago, somebody called me and said they were making chicken soup and accidentally took what they thought was parve cream and put it in the soup, only to discover it was real cream. They asked what to do. I asked was there 60 times the chicken soup against the cream. They said yes, much more, probably 100 times. I said, “Enjoy the soup.” The next week they called again and said, “You know, the soup tasted so good, can I do it again this week on purpose?” Of course, I said no and they should not even ask such a question, but the law of chometz on Pesach is completely different. Even if one drop of chometz would fall into a trillion drops of kosher for Pesach food, the whole thing would have to be thrown away. This is an impossible standard. It demands perfection. We know we could not maintain this type of standard unless we have G‑d’s help, and G‑d has promised us that He will help us overcome our problems. That’s why it is a custom among many Jewish families to save a piece of the Afikomen. Some do it as a segula, as sort of a protection against the plagues of Egypt and assimilation, etc., but the underlying reason for it is that the Afikomen stands for the hope that all our problems will eventually be overcome. They are not now. We still live with a broken matzah, but eventually they will when the Mashiach comes, but right now we must learn to live with our problems and solve them one by one, always knowing that if we solve one problem there will be another problem, but it will be a better problem. We know that it is much better to have the problem of being married than not being married, the problems of having children than not having children, the problems of maintaining your health rather than the problems of sickness, etc. The Manishmnah teaches us that freedom is wonderful, but there will still be problems. We should not worry, though, because with G‑d’s help we will be able to live with our problems and overcome them, maybe not always solve them, but at the end of days our problems will be solved. Right now we must learn to deal with them and overcome them one by one.
I am reminded of the story they tell about how King Hussein called President Clinton and said, “I had a wonderful dream last night. I dreamed that all over Washington, D. C. there were banners and flags in Arabic.” Clinton asked, “What did the banners say?” Hussein replied, “Peace and goodwill and harmony.” Clinton said, “That’s wonderful. I, too, had a dream. I dreamed I was in Baghdad and all sorts of flags and streamers were all over the city.” Hussein asked, “What did they say?” Clinton replied, “I don’t know, I can’t read Hebrew. “
We all hope and pray that eventually all the problems will be solved, even the problems of the Middle East, but we should not despair and work at the problems one by one, even if it is true, as the Jerusalem Post said, that Iran has four atomic bombs. We know if we will keep doing our bit, G‑d will do His, and eventually if we live this type of life, the Mashiach will come so peace and harmony will rule in the world. Amen.

FIRST DAY PESACH 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We all know that we cannot start the Pesach seder until it is dark, the reason for that being that the kiddush, which is the first cup of the four cups of wine, has to be said when the matzah and maror are in front of you. We learn that in the time of the Temple you could not eat the paschal lamb, the Korban Pesach, until it was dark, and the Korban Pesach was eaten with the matzah and the maror. It is true that the wine is a rabbinic commandment and not a Biblical commandment, but the rabbis commanded their commandments to be in accordance with the Biblical commandments, so since the four cups of wine are an integral part of the seder, that kaddish is the very first part of the seder, we cannot make kiddush until it is dark, just as we could not eat the Korban Pesach or the matzah and maror until it was dark. This we all understand, and, therefore, Pesach is one holiday you cannot start early. It is not like every Shabbat, which you can actually start early if you want. However, a question arises about the last two cups of wine. After all, we also have a Torah law that the Korban Pesach had to be finished, eaten, by midnight, but we all know that we continue this tradition so that the Afikomen has to be eaten by midnight, but we drink two cups of wine past that, so how is it possible that we drink two cups of wine past that? In fact, many people pride themselves on the fact that their seder lasts until two or three in the morning. They drink these two cups of wine way past midnight. True, they finish their meal and eat the Afikomen by midnight, but the last part of the Haggadah they do not complete until way past midnight. If the rabbis have made their rules just like the Torah rules, then the last two cups of wine should also be finished by midnight, and, as actually the Vilner Coon decides this way, as does the Ramoah, but the Halacha does not really follow them. We hold that you can drink the two cups of wine past midnight, so why should this be so?
We also all know that there are four B’s when it comes to Pesach. Right before Pesach, we make a brocha when we are searching for chometz, and then we bedika, search for the chometz, then we bittel, nullify the chometz, and then the next morning we biur, remove and burn the chometz, so we see that there are these four B’s that are connected with Pesach. Why is it that we make a brocha before we search for the chometz, especially since we do not make a brocha before we say the Haggadah?
If we look carefully, I think we can see what the argument of the rabbis are concerning the four cups of wine. If we look at the four cups of wine, we can see that some rabbis hold that the joy that is talked about after the meal is dependent upon the suffering that went before it. In other words, to get the full joy of Judaism, you need to undergo the suffering. Other rabbis say no. These two cups of wine after the Afikomen are entirely independent of the seder in the sense that one is over the benching and one is basically over our saying of Hallel. In other words, the joy that comes from Judaism is not dependent upon suffering. We are not like some other religions which say that joy can only come through suffering. We say that joy comes despite suffering, that suffering does not always make you a better person. We all know that when you talk about college students who have gone through hazing in a fraternity, you would think that when they finish their year they would be much easier on incoming freshmen, but they are not, they are worse. They say, “I had to suffer, you have to suffer.” We do not believe that suffering necessarily is redemptive and makes you a better person. We do not think that joy has to always come through suffering, and we are not communicating that to our children at the seder. We are not saying that you can only have joy and happiness in life if you first suffer. Sometimes, in fact it is almost inevitable that we are all going to suffer some, but we can have joy despite our suffering. Maybe our joy is even deepened because of our suffering because we appreciate what we have much better now, but joy you can have without suffering. That is one of the messages that the rabbis want to communicate at the seder, that there is a joy independent of suffering. Since the Jewish people were now free, they could have joy. You do not have to be a slave and get out of slavery to feel joy.
That, of course, is what I think we are also communicating with the four E’s. The rabbis are trying to tell us the importance of communication. They are trying to tell us that for us to really understand anything about life, we have to communicate. That is what the seder is all about. We have to tell about the exodus from Egypt. That is what the seder is all about. It is communication, and, just as the rabbis are communicating something by telling us that we can still drink two cups of wine after the Afikomen, they are also telling us that the whole seder is a process of teaching us about the blessing of communication, that we have to prepare for Pesach by learning how to communicate. Even before we come to the seder, we have to learn how to communicate. That we do by going through the process of bedika. We first make a brocha because communication is a blessing to all of us. Then we have to do the bedika. What do we have to do with the bedika? What we have to do is be open with each other. We have to recognize how sometimes we have miscommunicated. We have to recognize that we need to have communication with others, that we are not self‑sufficient. There are some people who cannot communicate. They only like to lecture people, or they do not like to talk at all to people. They do not realize that by interacting with people, you deepen your own understanding, that you have to learn how to communicate. You have to learn how to give an ear to the fears and to the likes and dislikes especially of your children. They are human beings, too. Many people slough off what their children feel, but they have deep feelings, and they have to learn how to express these feelings. We have to learn how to examine whether or not it is proper to give advice or to give understanding. Sometimes when people come to me, they just want to vent their feelings. They want to make sure that in that particular instance their feelings are right, especially after they suffer a loss and they are mad at G‑d. They want to be assured that at that moment that is the correct thing to feel. Later on it may not be appropriate, but they have a right to feel hurt and let down and angry. Later on they will do healing and they will feel better, and they will learn how to reconcile themselves to these terrible things and accept them the way we all have to accept them. Sometimes they come for advice: is this kosher, is that kosher? Then you have to give them what they want. It is very important to do the bedika, to understand what people want when they communicate to you. Do they want advice, or do they want understanding?
Then you have the bittel. The bittel means that you have to many times swallow your own ego. You have to realize when people communicate, sometimes they say things they do not exactly mean, and you have to let it go in one ear and out the other. You have to realize that certain people make certain sibling rivalry comments. They do not really mean it. It is just there from childhood. You have to discount it. Every married couple knows that there is a certain banter that goes on that is really just a form of teasing or almost a form of love, and sometimes it could be insulting, but you just let it go because you know that it is meant well. You have to understand when you communicate not to get on your high horse with every little comment, so you have to bittel your ego a little bit.
Then there comes biur. You have to actually be ready to change, to listen to what other people say, and to change. Not everything they say is right, so, therefore, you do not have to change everything, but certain things are right, and those things that are right, you should be willing to change.
That is the purpose of the seder. The purpose of the seder is to teach us how to communicate. The rabbis have taught us throughout all the symbols of the seder to look deeply at what we do and what we feel so that we are able to communicate to each other our fears and our hopes. I do not understand, too, why people fail to communicate. In this situation in Bosnia, I think we made a mistake. We should have kept talking for a little bit more. Perhaps there would have been a chance to solve the problem, especially when the countries of NATO were imposing a solution rather then trying to arrive at a mutual agreeable solution. If they would have talked a little bit more, and put more observers in there, maybe the situation would not have gotten out of hand. Of course, now that it has gotten out of hand, the United States has to win it, and they have to win it quickly, but we have to be careful that we maintain communication. Unless we have communication between generations, and unless we have communication within families and within the world community, things can rapidly deteriorate and terrible things can ensue. We want to make sure that there is always communication so the Jewish people and that the people of Israel are strong and that there is peace in the world so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a fellow who went to college. He returned home, and his father asked him, “How are things?” The son replied; “Good.” The father asked, “How is your dorm?” The son said good. The father asked, “How is the food?”, and the son said good. He then asked, “How are your courses?”, and the son said good. Finally, the father, in exasperation said, “And what do you intend to major in?”, and his son replied, “Communication.” We have to learn how to draw each other out, how to communicate, and we communicate in many subtle different ways. Let us hope that we will all communicate quickly so we will have peace in the world so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

HOW ARE YOUR DISTANCES?
(Passover Sermon)
A few years ago, the family and 1 went on a tour to Ein Gadi via Jerusalem, Jericho, Quamram, and the northwestern shore of the Dead Sea. Ein Gadi is located on the shores of the Dead Sea, or its lands are. The shore of the Dead Sea in that area still smells of sulphur, and the Biblical account of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by fire and brimstone (sulphur) becomes very vivid. The settlement of Ein Gadi is set a little bit back on an overlooking hill, and it draws its water from the famous, beautiful Nahal David with its refreshing pool and waterfalls. To there David fled when Saul turned ugly and wanted to kill him. Standing there, I was suddenly struck by the really small distance there is between the heights of Jerusalem to the depths of the Dead Sea. Jerusalem, the symbol of the heavenly, the pure, the refined, is really only a short distance from the barren, sulphurous Dead Sea, the lowest place on earth. The climb from the Dead Sea is very rugged. The Midbar Yehudah, with its rugged terrain, looks just like the Wild West. A wadi isn’t just a dry river bed; it is a deep canyon with steep walls. The climb from a lower level existence to a higher one is an arduous one. To go up to Jerusalem is an arduous business, but the descent can be managed much easier, and the distance really isn’t very great.

This, unfortunately, is a lesson which our generation seems to have forgotten. It takes a lot of work and effort to try to live the good and moral life, and it requires constant vigilance. Just give up for a little while and take the easier paths, and pretty soon you have traversed the really short distance to the depths of human behavior. Of course, there is a saving feature. Even in the depths of the world, there is an Ein Gadi, and if a person wants, he can find the proper nourishment and make his way back up to the heights. Let no one make the mistake of thinking that because he is in the depths, he is doomed to stay there forever.
Pesach, too, I believe, has something of this same message. By our efforts to expunge the chometz from our homes, which in this context has the connotation of human weakness and failings, we testify to the fact that we can overcome our moral deficiencies, and that we can make it back up to the heights where we belong. We also say that if we don’t periodically look at our failings, we can fall very quickly to the depths. We all periodically have to check our distances.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man sitting in the park eating matzah. All of a sudden, a blind man came up and sat next to him. The blind man heard crackling. He asked, “What are you doing?” The man said, “I have matzah here.” The blind man then asked, “What’s that?” The man replied, “Here, I’ll give you a piece.” The blind man took the matzah and moved his hand over it, then turned to the fellow and said, “Who wrote this drivel?” The blind man had an excuse. At least he was blind, but we have no excuse.
Let’s all hope that we will constantly check our brokenness and blind spots so we will know only good things in the future so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. May you all have a Happy and Meaningful Pesach, and may all your distances be very close to Jerusalem.

IS THERE A BETTER WAY?
(Second Passover Sermon)
We all know the value of research. We all heartily endorse and support all projects which try to find cures for dread diseases, which try to develop new things so that we all can live better lives. Research, we know, is a vital part of the modem world. If a nation falls behind in its research, it will soon be overtaken by other nations and become a fourth or fifth rate power. Not only does our standard of living depend on research, but even our life. Thanks to research, polio has been overcome, heart and stroke victims have seen their lives lengthened, and we generally enjoy much better health than our ancestors.
However, what makes us so confident that there is a cure for every disease? What makes us feel that if we will expend the needed energy, time, manpower, and expenses, we will come up with the solutions to solve our problems? Maybe many problems are unsolvable. Maybe it is not worth the effort to do all this research. Maybe there are no solutions to most problems We Jews do not believe that. We believe that G‑d has always prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. All research is really based on this Jewish belief which was not shared by the peoples of antiquity. Pesach is a holiday which proclaims this. Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there are answers to our problems.
Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there is hope in the world, that G‑d has prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. This, of course, is a Chok. This belief cannot be proved. It is something we take on faith. Logic is only a tool which can tell you what direction you have to go and what you must do after you have made certain assumptions, assumptions which cannot be proved, but which must be accepted on faith. There is no such thing as reason. What is reasonable depends upon what assumptions you make. If you assume that human life is valuable and that an individual has innate and inestimable worth, then you will organize your society much differently than if you do not believe that the individual human being has any value.
Pesach teaches us that we must always believe that the cure was created before the disease, and if we look hard enough and study hard enough, we will be able to find the right answers. This is also the symbol of the Chok or the red heifer. These ashes of the red heifer purified those who were ritually unclean, but it made impure those who prepared it. In life, things are not logical. From mold comes penicillin. From the dregs of society can come great leaders and great talents, like Beethoven, Hamilton, etc. We cannot throw away anyone or anything because we do not know wherein and with whom the solutions to many of our problems lie. Some of the greatest spiritual leaders of our people came actually from the descendants of those who tried to kill us, like Haman and Nebuzaradan, the Babylonian conqueror of Jerusalem.
Pesach says there is always hope. Do not say and believe that just because we have always done things this way, we always have done them this way, that we have to continue to do them this way no matter the cruelty and pain we cause. Pesach tells us that the constellation Aries and others have no power over us. It is our job to make manifest the good possibilities of this world. G‑d may be limping (another meaning of the word Pesach), but if we do Mitzvahs and study hard, the world He has given us, we will be able to find the cure for every human plague, for all of society’s ills. Pesach is a Chok. It says we do not have to put up with cruelty, pain, and suffering. We can find a better way.

PESACH 1984
SHABBOS CHOL MOED
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Pesach is known by four names. It is known, of course, as Chag HaPesach which means the holiday of the paschal lamb. It is known as Chag HaMastzos, the holiday of matzos. It is known as Zeman Cherusainu, the time of our freedom. It is also known as Chag HaAviv, the holiday of spring. Why should it be that only these names were chosen for Pesach? Why isn’t it called Chag HaDmer when we first brought the Omer to the altar, or Chag HaSomeem, the holiday of barley, or Chag HaMakos, the holiday of plagues, or Chag Kreas Yamshus, the splitting of the Red Sea? Instead it is only known by these four names. Also, why do we make matza from wheat or barley or spelt or rye or oats? Why don’t we make matza from rice or millet or corn? After all, these latter products can never become chometz. Even if we make a mistake and let the bread rise more than 18 minutes, it still would not be chometz. What do we care that the matza has to be made especially from grains that potentially could become chometz? I believe that. the Torah here is telling us something very, very important. It is telling us that Judaism is not a passionless religion. We do not believe that man should suppress all his emotions. Chometz is a symbol of passion let loose. The only difference between bread and matza is a lot of hot air. We believe a person should express his emotions but in the right way. A person should sing at weddings and cry at funerals. Emotions are meant to be used in the proper way. That’s why matza cannot be baked later than 18 minutes. Eighteen stands for Chai, life. We do not want to suppress life. The second name for Pesach says that we Jews should always be devoted to truth. We should not feel that we are chained to falsehoods. The lamb was the symbol of idolatry. It was a symbol that man had no choice. It had to propitiate the spirit of Aries which was incarnate in the lamb at this time of year or civilization would be destroyed. Truth is very important for freedom as is learning not to subdue your emotions, but to learn to use them in the right way in the right place. The third name for Pesach is Zeman Cherusainu, the time of our freedom. Not everything is right to do at every time. What is right to do in the bedroom is not right to do in the park. People have a very difficult time understanding this. Sometimes people do not understand it is right to do in Houston but not Jerusalem. You must always consider the time and the place. We also must remember that not everybody is in the same time of life, in the same time of understanding. This is very difficult for many people. That’s what freedom requires. Finally, Aviv stands for hope. Freedom will dry up if there is no feeling of hope, if there is no feeling that you can change things and make things better. So many times people do not recognize what freedom means. They think freedom means to do everything unrestrainedly or either be completely subdued. This is not true. Freedom requires us to use our emotions. We do not believe in the desiccated man. We must use our emotions in the right place at the right time always with hope and always with truth and always recognizing reality. Unfortunately, there are many people who fail to recognize that they, themselves, have problems. They do not approach life with truth or with hope. I am reminded of the story they tell about the fellow who came in to a psychiatrist’s office. He had a sunnyside egg perched on his bald head and a piece of cheese on each ear. The psychiatrist noticed that something was wrong but he did not say anything. He then asked the man what the problem was. The man said, “Well, it is my brother. He just does not seem to be with it.” Freedom requires that we face the truth with hope, with our emotions, knowing when to do the right thing at the right time. If we do then our freedom will last forever.

SHABBOS OF PESACH 1987
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Shabbos Cholmoed of Pesach. Today we read a special Torah portion in which we learn how G‑d told Moshe he could never know G‑d’s front, only His back, which, of course, we take to mean we can only know G‑d’s steps in history retrospectively but not prospectively. We can only see how G‑d acted in history after the history has taken place, but we cannot predict the future. Our understanding is murky, ambiguous. When it comes to making decisions in life, we do not have all the facts. We do not know which is the right course. We must choose based upon faith. That is why we all need G‑d’s help, because when we make decisions we are all taking a risk. We do not know if it will be a right or wrong decision. This is, of course, true with the major decisions in life, who we are going to marry. We do not interview 2 billion women before deciding which to marry or when it comes to choosing an occupation. We do not go through 500 occupations before choosing one that is correct for us. When we make decisions in life we must make them based in large part on faith. That’s why, of course, we need prayer and G‑d’s help. It is not like a childlike understanding of praying to G‑d for just your food and clothing, etc. This is true, but mainly what we pray for G‑d is for help so when we make decisions we will make the right ones, or if we make wrong decisions we will quickly realize it and change course. Life is filled with risk. Every part of life has to do with risks. We risk to make decisions Some are right and some are wrong. We hope and pray to G‑d that He will let us make only right decisions, but if we do make a wrong decision we will realize it quickly so we can change them. Unfortunately, there are many people who are bullheaded and stubborn, and even when they make the wrong decision, and they persist. There are other cowardly people who do not make decisions at all or take any risk. That, in itself, is a decision and they, of course, many times suffer because they did not make any decision. There are other people who always want to come down on the right side, so they delay their decision until the situation clarifies and they know which is the right decision. These people, of course, are not trusted and cannot be leaders because these people are not willing to risk. They are not willing to risk their reputation or anything in the pursuit of their job so, therefore, they are never given leadership positions and they are shunted aside.
Pesach really talks about risk, the risk the Jewish people assumed when they left Egypt. After all, they left Egypt with nothing, just with matzah. They left a secure situation in Egypt. True, they were slaves but they had food and shelter. They worked very, very hard, but the basic necessities of life were taken care of. It is like today in prisons today in the United States where many people actually like to be prison. I used to visit the prisons regularly. These people could not make it on the outside and liked the security of the prison where they had three meals a day, clothes and a certain regime to go through. There are especially children raised in orphanages who love institutions. They never wanted to leave the orphanages. They never developed a personality which was independent. This, of course, is why we do not have orphanages today but foster homes instead. We found that institutionalized children could not make it in the world because they only have an institutional type personality. When it comes to life we must all take risks, must know how to take risks. We must take risks limited by reality. We cannot take stupid risks. Judaism prohibits us to take risks which endanger our life, in most instances. It would really be against Jewish law to earn your living as a tightrope walker in the circus where you are taking a risk all the time for no real reason. To take a risk to help others, to save people, that would be a different situation.
The Haggadah speaks about risks, about the risk the Jewish people took when they left Egypt, about the risk they took when they sacrificed the lamb. Was this a fitting risk? They risked their lives. The Egyptians could have turned them for sacrificing their god that the spirit Aries inhabited at that time of year. The Haggadah defines for us how we are to risk. There are two elements to risk: spiritual and physical. We have to do both. That’s why when we read the Shecheeonu after kiddush we read, “Shecheeonu V’Cheemonu Vigyonu Lasmanaze ‑‑ G‑d Who has caused us to stay alive and sustained us and caused us to reach this time.” Why do we have to say “Shecheeonu V’Keemonu ‑‑ kept us alive and sustained us”? They seem to be the same thing. Why do we need two expressions? The rabbis explain we need these two expressions because one is referring to our spiritual life. Chayim is life. Keeyem just means to exist, to fulfill our basic animal needs of food and shelter and clothing. Man needs more than that. There are many views of what man needs in order to keep his spirit alive, in order to want to live, in order not to be depressed. Of course, Freud talked about a basic drive being sex, and Adler talked about it being power, and Jung talked about it being primordial symbols. There is a new philosophy by a man called Victor Frankel who formed a psychiatry called logotherapy, who said man needs meaning in life. Without meaning, without hope, man shrivels up and dies and becomes a depressed creature which does depressing things. He, himself, was a Holocaust survivor, and he noticed it in the concentration camps. Only those people with hope for the future survived, assuming, of course, that they were not gassed or shot, but in the concentration camp there were many people who just gave up. They were called “Musselmen”. They just could not stand the degradation and horror and they just gave up and withered away and died. Those people who had the strength to endure because they had a hope that they were suffering for a reason, a cause, that the world should know about this, that the world should never ever do this again, that they were suffering for a purpose to teach man and man’s inhumanity to man so that this should never happen again. People need hope in life. People need meaning in life. That’s why it first says “Shecheeonu referring to the spiritual things, and then it says “Keeyonu” referring to the physical things.
That’s why, too, when we begin the Haggadah we invite in the poor people, and, of course, the question be asked, what do you mean we are inviting in the poor people? Our door is closed. How can we invite them at this particular time of the seder? We would have to invite them before. When we say “Koldichen Yaisev V’Yaicho Koldichen Yaisev Yeesach” we are referring not to people outside but to the people at the seder, the people at the seder who are poor, people who are relatives and friends who many times need financial support and help which we many times turn away and do not want to give them. They need more than that. They need spiritual help. They need hope. They need to have belief.

Therefore, when we start the seder we say, “All who are hungry let them come and eat” referring to physical things, and then we say, “All who are in need let them come and enjoy the Pesach”, which has to do with spiritual things. In Egypt the Jewish people risked. They risked both the spiritual and the physical. They risked the physical by being willing to go out into the desert with only matzah. They risked for a spiritual thing.
They knew they had to go out into the desert. They had to go get a Torah. They had to be spiritually keen. For the sake of spiritual things they were willing to risk their physical and economic well being, and for the sake of their economic well being they were willing to risk the spiritual, too. They were willing to sacrifice lamb on the 10th day of Nisan right before the Exodus. This, of course, would endanger their livelihood, too. The Egyptians would say, “You are making fun of our god. We will not give you anything or help you.” The whole seder teaches us how to assume risks, but we have to limit the risks. You should not risk just everything spiritual or physical. We have to risk in both areas in order for us to lead a good life. The people in Europe before the Second World War made a terrible mistake, especially the religious leadership. They were not willing to risk anything spiritual. They said, “Oh, we had a good life in the shtetel for one thousand years, we will have another thousand years in the shtetel ahead of us. We should not go to America, to Israel. We should not waste anything on the modern world because it will corrupt our religious practices. We should just stay here.” They did not realize their whole physical being was being threatened. They, of course, paid for it when Hitler and the Holocaust came.
We in America have gone to the opposite tack. We have been unwilling to risk anything physical. We say, “Oh my children are Jewish. They will stay Jewish. Why should I risk anything? Why should I stay closed on Shabbos or Yontif? I won’t risk anything physical for spiritual values. I’ll send my child to a school with no Jews and no hillel and he cannot keep kosher. He’ll still stay a Jew.” But we know he will not stay a Jew. In America we are not willing to risk anything physical in order to save the spiritual. As a result, we are having a spiritual holocaust here with 60‑70% of our young people intermarrying and assimilating. We have to assume risk in both areas. In life we have to interact with life.
That’s, of course, why on Pesach, too, we are commanded to eat matzah. What is the difference between matzah and chometz? The only difference is that water has not touched the flour for more than 18 minutes. If it does it is chometz; if not it is matzah. Therefore, we have to be very careful when we make matzah that water does not touch it for more than 18 minutes. Of course, we could make matzah out of corn and rice and not wheat, and then we would not have to worry about the whole concept of chometz at all because rice and corn cannot become chometz if water touches them for more than 18 minutes. Instead, we make our matzah out of wheat (before Pesach, of course), but why should we even make it out of wheat? If we made it out of corn and rice we would not have any problem with chometz. The answer is that G‑d wants us to be part of life, and life includes risk, and Pesach is about teaching us the risk.
The same thing is true when we make kiddush every Friday. When we make kiddush and drink 4 cups of wine during the seder we are taking a risk. The rabbis knew wine has a detrimental effect on human behavior. In fact, they say after a person takes one or 2 glasses he becomes like a lamb; if he takes 3 or 4 glasses, he becomes like a lion, courageous, mock courage; if he drinks 5 or 6 he becomes like a monkey and wants to monkey around; and if he drinks 7 or 8 he becomes like a pig rolling over in the dirt. Wine has the capacity to make us act in ways unbecoming a human being, but the rabbis did not ban wine because it also has a good use. It adds to the joy of the holiday, but we know it must be limited. We must take risks but limited risks. Someone told me yesterday, “You know, Rabbi, maybe freedom isn’t so good because I know several friends who have changed religion and stopped being Jews. Maybe we shouldn’t have this much freedom.” I said, “No, G‑d wants us to have this freedom, because if we don’t have this freedom it could be much worse for us. Most other Jews would be forced, many times, to give up their religion.” We need to have a certain amount of risk in the world in order to practice our religion and be fine human beings, but this risk must be limited. It must be both spiritual and physical. It cannot be one or the other. I know people always ask me, “Rabbi, wouldn’t you have liked to live in the days of Rabbi Akiba?” I always say no because in those days half the children died, and I did not want to see half my children die. In fact, it was happening to children, too, in Europe until less than 100 years ago. Because we have modern medicine and science children live now. Of course, I met a rabbi who lived through the Holocaust. He said, “Well, that may be so, Rabbi. Maybe in those days half the children died, but all my children died because of the Holocaust, because of the modern scientific advances put in the wrong hands. Rabbi, I would have liked to have lived in the days of Rabbi Akiba because half my children would have lived. They would not all have died as they did under Hitler.” I can sympathize with his position, but I cannot agree with it because we all must assume risk in the world. There is risk, too, that medicine can be used for bad or good. There is risk that modern advances can be used for bad as well as for good, but it is a risk that we should be willing to take as long as we balance the risk.
That’s why those who are on the ultra‑right and do not want their children to have any secular education, etc. are making a mistake, a destructive mistake. When these children grow up they will not be able to earn a living and they will be forced to be Machaul Shabbos or be immoral or other things in order to earn a living. On the other hand, though, those Jews who are not willing to risk anything to have their children live Jewish lives and are only interested in economic well being and are not willing to sacrifice any of their economic well being or put it at risk in order to assure their children’s spiritual future are also making a mistake. There are many people who do not want to send their children to a Jewish school to be just with Jews. Maybe it is not as good as Harvard, Yale, etc. Here they are not even risking anything. Their children can still get MBA’s and be doctors and lawyers. They do not even want to do that. They do not want to risk the smallest amount for the sake of spiritual development. Parents who will not keep their children out of school on yontif because maybe their children will not get an A+ and get into the best college. They are not willing to risk anything for spiritual values. We must be willing to risk for spiritual values, and we have to risk both spiritual and physical values if Judaism is to succeed. Unfortunately, people want to get out of life. They want a fake type of life, but life has risks. You can never get rid of risk. You just have to risk the right way. You cannot make up a life of no risk. Those boys who stay in a kolel feel that they dare not risk anything spiritual, they really are, because when the time comes to earn a living they are going to have a very tough time. Those people who feel they are not risking anything by sending their children to schools with no hillel or Jewish facilities, they are risking, too. They are risking their children’s spiritual future.
I am reminded of the story of a mother pushing her baby carriage along the road. Another woman came up and said, “What a beautiful baby! The mother said, “Oh, that’s nothing. Let me show you her pictures and you’ll see how beautiful she really is.” In other words, the real thing was not adequate for her, only some sort of make believe picture was. In life, the Haggadah tells us, we have to take risks. We just have to balance the spiritual and physical risk. If we do that, we are assured that we will survive as a Jewish people survived who sacrificed both in the spiritual and physical realm. They took matzah, they book Korban Pesach in order to ensure the Jewish future. May we all have this future. Amen.

SHABBOS OF PESACH 1989
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is the Shabbos of Pesach. We read a very strange Torah portion for the Shabbos of Pesach. It does not seem to have anything to do with Pesach at all. It says, “Now, if please, I find favor in Your eyes, show me, please, Your way, and I will know that I will find favor in Your eyes and see that Your nation is Thy people. And G‑d said, ‘My presence shall go with you and I will give you rest’.” And Moses said to Him, “If Your presence go not with me, bring me not up from here.” In other words, we are talking about G‑d’s presence. And later on Moshe asked to see G‑d and G‑d said, “No, you can stay in the cleft of the rock and you shall see My back but not My face.” In other words, you can see My after effects, but My presence cannot be seen. Why is it that we read such a Torah portion on the Shabbos of Pesach? There must be many other important passages in the Torah which deal directly with freedom and slavery. Why this particular portion? What’s more, why do we read the Haftorah we read about the opening up of the graves? This is the quotation from Ezekiel, which is actually found now in Yad Vashem in Yerushalayim, “Thus has said the Lord G‑d: ‘Behold, I am opening your graves and I will raise you up from your graves, O My people, and I will bring you into the land of Israel, and you should know that it is I the Lord when I open up your graves and bring you up from your graves, O My people, and I will put My spirit in you, and you shall live and I will place you in your own land, and you shall know that I, the Lord, have spoken and have done it.’”

Furthermore, why is it that in the very first seder that the Jewish people had that we learn that they had matzah and maror. Why would they have matzah and maror on the first seder? Didn’t they eat enough matzah as slaves? What did they need bitter herbs for? This should be a celebration of their freedom. Why would they eat matzah and maror on their very first seder? What’s more, why is it that when we talk about the exodus every single day when we remember the exodus in the first paragraph of the Shma, that we do it through looking at the ritual fringes, the tzitzis, in order “that you may remember the day of your going out from Egypt all the days of your life”. We are to look at the tzitzis and remember the exodus from Egypt. What do the tzitzis have to do with the exodus from Egypt?

It seems to me that all these questions are related. The rabbis tell us that the tzitzis stand for all the commandments of the Torah, the 615 commandments of the Torah. Tzadek is 90, Yud is 10, and we have that repeated twice, so therefore we have 200, and the Tof at the end is 400. It stands for 600. We have 8 threads and 5 knots standing for 13, which stands for the 613 commandments. The rabbis have an argument whether you can have a tzitzis that is all white or all blue, because these ritual fringes had to contain within them a blue string. However, since the time of the Romans, we have not had a blue string in our tzitzis. This blue string came from an animal, a sea urchin, called Cheelozom, and once that dye was gone, the factories that made it were destroyed, we no longer had this blue. The rabbis would not allow us to use an Elan, a blue thread, which looked very similar to the same blue that was produced by the Cheelozom, but it was temporary, so, therefore, they said that we should just make them all white. Rabbi Yehuda was of the opinion that you could not have them all white and had to have a blue in there. His opinion did not prevail, and the rabbis say that we can have tzitzis that are all white, like we have today, but we have to remember that it had a blue one. We always remember that the blue thread was there.
What did the color of the tzitzis represent? The rabbis say that the white represents human intellect, clarity of thinking, and the blue represents G‑d’s throne. The blue represents the sky, which represents the sea, which represents G‑d’s throne. In fact, the astronauts, when they circled the earth, reported that we are a blue and a white planet, that blue and white seem to be the colors of the earth. The rabbis tell us that there are 8 threads, and the Rambam said that one of these 8 have to be blue; the Riaved says two of the 8 have to be blue; and Rashi and Tolsto say that 4 have to be blue and 4 have to be white. What was their argument about? The argument was really about how much rationality there is in the world, and how much irrationality is in the world. The white stands for man’s rational powers. The blue really stands for the irrational in the world. It stands for G‑d’s ruling the world. It stands for the improbable things that occur in the world. It stands for the surprises in the world. We do not understand everything in the world. Our understanding is limited, and we are constantly surprised by things we find in the world. Just recently we read about two scientists, one in Utah and one in, England, who seem to have found the process of cold fusion, which scientists thought was impossible. I remember reading the accounts of how when the Wright Brothers first started to fly everyone said it was impossible. There are all sorts of improbable occurrences in the world. There are all sorts of things that are incomprehensible. That is what the blue stands for. The blue stands for the fact that we have to stand humble before the world. We cannot become arrogant and feel we know everything, because there are still many surprises in the world. There are many irrational events which occur in the world. We cannot predict everything in the world. The blue stands for G‑d’s presence in the world which is not always understandable.
The Rambam, who was a rationalist, taught us that mystery was one of the 8 strings, that there is mystery in the world. The blue stands for G‑d’s mystery. The Riaved said no, there is more mystery than just one; there are 2 of these 8 threads. The Tolstos and Rashi, who lived in northern Europe who saw the Crusades, who saw the irrationality burst forth in the people around them, people who they thought were their friends, people whose economy they had helped build just burst its bounds, and they say, no, that the irrationality, mystery, takes up 4 of the 8 strings. In this life it is difficult to know what is rational and right to do and what is not. The Torah bids us to use our reason, to base our life upon rational decisions. However, we always have to be aware of the mystery of G‑d.
We have to always be humble and not feel that we know everything, not feel that certain things are impossible. After all, the exodus, itself, was impossible. How could a slave people burst forth out of Egypt, a country in which not even one slave ever escaped and here 600,000 were going to escape, a country surrounded by deserts and the sea? How could a people ever escape? But we did. It seemed improbable, but we did. We always all have to recognize that we need G‑d’s help.
That is, of course, why we read what we read on the Shabbos of Pesach to remind us that we all need G‑d’s presence. It is not enough just to base ourselves upon human reason, that we all have to recognize the mystery of the world, that we should become humble before the events that happen in the world, always realizing that maybe I could be wrong and adjust accordingly, and always realizing that we need G‑d’s help. Pesach teaches us that we need G‑d’s help. It does not mean that we should not also act on our reason. Of course we should act on our reason; it is just that we have to realize that our reason sometimes is tentative. Take even the Zionist experiment. It was based on a whole mistake. Hertzel was able to galvanize the entire Jewish, people based on a mistake. Hertzel had a wonderful idea. Turkey was the sick man of Europe, greatly in debt, so Hertzel approached the Jews of the world with a wonderful plan. He said, “Let’s gather a lot of money and approach the Sultan and buy Israel from him. He will have money to pay off his debts, and we will have Israel.” It seemed a wonderful idea. He was even able to get some political support from some politicians in Europe, but, of course, the Sultan was not going to sell Israel. Later he decided, well, maybe he would buy Uganda, and thank G‑d, that plan was turned down. Hertzel was visionary. He said we would have a state in 50 years and he was right, but his plan was wrong. It was based on a mistake. Many times even on a prosaic level we start to do things which are perfectly rational. I call my daughter up and I say, “Quick, buy your ticket because if you buy two weeks in advance you’ll get a cheap rate.” She bought her ticket, and the next day Pan Am came out with a much cheaper rate, a $99 fare, but we acted rationally. If we would have waited longer then we would have lost the cheap rate. Who can predict things? Who could have predicted that two months ago oil was going to go up the way it has gone up? Someone is going to make a lot of money, and that person will be called a wise person for making the money, but really he was not a wise person, because how could he have foreseen this?
We all know there is mystery in life. We all know that things are not always predictable. We have to always take that into account. For example, in the Haftorah we read how out of the graves Israel is going to be reborn. People reading that 100 years ago, 1,000 years ago could not understand it. Today we can understand it. Out of Auschwitz, out of Treblinka was born Israel. It is a true statement. That is why, too, the tzitzis remind us of the exodus from Egypt because every time we look at the tzitzis we see not only reason but also mystery, and we remember how G‑d did the improbable. That is why our ancestors at their first seder ate the matzah and maror, too, because they were always to remember that sometimes out of matzah and maror, out of the bitterness of certain experiences in life and sometimes out of the paradoxical hard work and suffering they endured, salvation would spring. We Jews in America owe our lives actually to the pogroms in Russia. If they would not have had pogroms in 1880 we would have still been living there. Our ancestors would never have come to America, and we would have all been killed by Hitler. Life is filled with paradoxes. Life is filled with mystery, and it is hard to understand what life is all about. What we have to do is to never give up hope, to always feel that things will turn out all right even though we do not understand the present conditions that sometimes we are found in. We do not understand the matzah and the maror. The Jewish people who were going into freedom had to understand that even in freedom there would be paradoxical situations, that we all need G‑d’s help, that we all have to trust in G‑d, and that we have to realize that with G‑d’s help we can overcome every obstacle. We should not feel that we are at a dead‑end, that situations are incurable and will never change. We do not know what is going to happen in the future. Some people would look at the situation in Israel today and say it is hopeless, but we do not know what is going to happen. There is much mystery in life. Things will work out, but we all have to remember that we need G‑d’s help.
I am reminded of the story of a man in the clothing business who was talking to his friend and said, “You know, I just got an order for 10,000 jackets.” The friend said, “10,000 jackets in this market! How is that possible?” The man replied, “You don’t believe me? Look what I just got in the mail this morning. See, here is a cancellation order.” Of course, life is improbable. We do not know how things are going to turn out, but we must have faith in G‑d. We look at the tzitzis and we say we have to make rational plans, but we also have to be aware of the mystery in which we live. We all have to hope and pray to G‑d that He will help us. In this way we assure that He will. Let us hope and pray that the complete redemption will come soon and in our day. Amen.

SHABBOS CHOL HAMOED PESACH 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We all know that in the Haggadah we read about the four sons. We know that there is a wise son, an evil son, a simple son, and a son who does not even know how to ask. It is interesting to note that we refer to him as the wise son but not as the good son. It is not always that a wise son is a good son. Therefore, there is a difference between wisdom and goodness. In our tradition what we try to do is make people study so hard that they will want to do what they ought to do. Therefore, most people conceive of a wise person as a good person. That’s why Jewish education is so different from secular education. Secular education only teaches skills; Jewish education is meant to teach character, to teach a person how to be a moral and good person. Nonetheless, in the Haggadah, the Chochum is referred to not as a Tzadik, a righteous or good person, but as a wise person, and the evil person, of course, is not the opposite actually of a wise person but probably a Tamm, or simple person. It is interesting to note that when we give the answer to the evil person, and we say that he is an evil person because he takes himself out of the community. He says, “What is this work to you?”, although the wise son also says the same thing. “What are these testimonies and laws and judgments which the Lord our G‑d commanded you?” Of course, he says our G‑d and that way he includes himself, but he also uses the word you. The answer we give to this evil person is, “Because of this which G‑d did for me when I went out from Egypt.” It is interesting to note that this is the same answer that is given to the person who does not know how to ask. It says; “And you should say, ‘Because of this which G‑d did for me when I left Egypt,’” so you are actually giving the same answer to the evil son and to the son who is not able to ask. Why should this be so?
What’s more, later on where we learn about “because of this” it says that because of this means, “In the hour where the matzah and maror are resting in front of you,” so because of this refers to the matzah and the manor. Immediately afterwards, we learn about how our ancestors were idol worshippers and it says, “In the beginning were our ancestors idol worshippers and now G‑d has brought us close to His service.” Then we quote from the Book of Joshua. Why should we have to quote from the Book of Joshua? We know from the Torah, itself, that Terach was an idol worshipper and that Abraham was the first one who believed in the Jewish G‑d, the G‑d Who demanded ethical behavior, the one G‑d. Why do we have to quote from the Book of Joshua?
If we look carefully at the Haggadah, we will notice there is an argument between Rav and Shmuel, which is not mentioned in the Haggadah. After all, why do we even have to mention in the beginning we were idol worshippers? What does that have to do with getting us out of slavery? In fact, Shmuel says that what we are celebrating now is our physical redemption because the Jewish people were redeemed physically from Egypt, and once they were physically redeemed from Egypt they would immediately rebound and become observant and good Jews again. Rav was not so sure. Rab says what we are actually celebrating now is our spiritual redemption because the Jewish people; being a slave people, had started to imitate their masters and that they had started to be idol worshippers and were on the 49th level of Tumah. If they would have sunk any lower they would not have been able and eligible to be redeemed. Therefore, Rav says that there is nothing that would prevent our Jewish people from becoming idol worshippers. A Jewish soul is not different from any other soul. Of course, I reject completely any part of our tradition which says that the Jewish soul is different than a gentile’s soul. It is not different. It is exactly identical. It is just that we have certain truths which have allowed us to develop the potential of our souls better, but the soul of a gentile is the same as the soul of a Jew. If we do not believe that, we will end up with racist theories. That is what Christianity teaches, that the Christian soul is better than the Jewish soul. That’s what Christians believe and Jews do not believe. Therefore, the Jews are a form of subhuman. That is why it was so easy for the Catholics and Protestants because all the Nazis were Catholics or Protestants who kill Jews because the Jews were subhuman. Therefore, I would not want to have anything in our religion which says a gentile does not have the same soul as we have. Potentially they can do anything we can do. We have been given certain truths which allow us to live lives on a more exalted level, many times. The same thing is believed in America. The reason we have a certain type of government which seems to be more beneficial and is more beneficial is because we have found certain inalienable truths and rights and, therefore, we live according to a certain way which allows each human being to develop to his full potential. We believe the same thing is true of Judaism. Judaism allows the soul to develop to its full potential, but our souls are identical. Rav said that the Jewish people were idol worshippers and we could revert to idol worshippers. If we would have gotten out of Egypt, we would have been spiritually enslaved. We would not be Jews anymore. We can see from Soviet Russia that the Jews who came out of Soviet Russia after living under communism for 70 years, some of them rebounded but most of them, it takes a while to rebound. It is not so easy to come back. Therefore, Rav is telling us here that our forefathers were idol worshippers, and that the redemption from Egypt was more a spiritual redemption than even a physical redemption.
There is also an argument between the rabbis as to when Pesach should occur. We learn in the Torah portion Massey it says, “On the morrow of Pesach, the Jewish people traveled,” and they give the date as the 14th, so it would show that Pesach would be the 14th, but in the Book of Joshua it says that they ate of the grain on the 16th, so actually the 15th would be Pesach. It is interesting to note that the rabbis have determined that the Halacha is that Pesach is on the 15th and not the 14th, and the question is, why did they chose the 15th instead of the 14th? The answer is that on the 14th it is true that we sacrificed the Korban Pesach, and we rejected idolatry, but we are always forward looking, and every symbol on the Pesach table has two meanings. It has either a meaning of the past or of the future. The matzah is the bread of affliction, the bread of slavery. It is what the slaves ate with a few little greens, but we do not look at matzah as a symbol of the past. We look at it as a symbol of the future, that they left Egypt not having enough time for the bread to rise, trusting that G‑d would help them, because we are always looking forward to the future. The same thing is true of the lamb. They sacrificed the lamb, showing great courage. Without this courage, they could never have been redeemed from Egypt. However, we look for the future. When they put the blood on the door, and G‑d passed over, it is a sign of G‑d’s deliverance, that G‑d is going to help us in the future when we have to face all the problems we have to face. The same thing goes for the mayor, too. We do not talk about the terrible bitterness of Egypt, how the children were thrown in the river, how the blood of the children was used by Pharaoh to bathe in, how the husbands and wives were separated, how people were entombed in the brick walls in the place of the bricks. What we talk about is the bitterness for the work, and the work is sweet, and we know that if we want to accomplish anything we have to work hard, but if we work for our own goals, it is worthwhile. It is the future that we are looking for. That’s why the rabbis tell us here, too, that we read from the Book of Joshua because Joshua was talking about the future, about going forward. The challenge of his generation was to conquer Eretz Yisroel, to become a people. True, there was a big risk. There was a risk they would become idol worshippers. They would be tempted by the surrounding peoples. In fact, some people said, “Let’s just stay and learn Torah in the desert.” There was a revolt against Moshe about this. They did not want to go into the land of Israel, many of the people. They would rather sit there and learn Torah, but G‑d said, “It is not the learning that is most important, it is deeds.” We have to spread Torah in the world by living Torah lives in the world. That’s what G‑d wants us to do. Therefore, the rabbis are telling us, by quoting Joshua, that we have to go forward:, that it is the future that counts. We have to meet the challenges of every generation. That is why the rabbis teach us, too, that the question you ask to the Rasha, the answer you give is the same answer. Why? Because of this matzah and maror that is in front of us. It is because this stands for the future and not just the past. Many times it happens that the Rushua will become the Chochum of the future, the righteous person of the future. We know that in our own day that the great‑grandson of Trotsky is leading a yeshiva in Jerusalem. We know, too, that we have future challenges, and Rabbi Riminoff asks, why do we have so many new Haggadahs? Every year a new Haggadah comes out. There are maybe 3800 different Haggadahs with different commentaries. The reason is because sometimes the Rusha becomes a Chochum and sometimes the Chochum becomes a Rusha. We all know that. Sometimes the challenges of this generation, the people fail to meet. They are trying to meet the challenges of the past generation. The challenges of the past generation was to save Torah, to create Israel, save Jews. Now the challenge is to reach out and make Jews spiritual, to give Jews their spiritual heritage, to reach out to all our brethren, to be an outreach people. The Lubavitch got it right there when they are going out to meet our people so that we can tell them about he beauties of our heritage. There are some people who do not want to do it. They want to put up walls. They will not have anything to do with anybody else who is not as frum as they are. That is wrong. That is not the challenge of our generation. The challenge of our generation is to spread Judaism, to make the Jewish people aware of it. That, I believe, is something that is essential, and that we have to do. That is why sometimes the Chochum could become the Rusha in one generation, and the Rusha could become the Chochum in the next generation. That is our challenge. Our challenge is to continue forward. That is why the rabbis chose the 15th instead of the 14th, because the 15th was the challenge, was the future. That is why we learn about Joshua, and that is why we learn that the question who does not know how to ask and the Rusha is given the same answer because they are still given the same challenge. We do not kick the Rusha out. We may give him a tough answer. We may blunt his teeth, but we do not throw him out of the table. We do not kick him out of the Jewish people. We want to be with him. We want to challenge him. We want him to be part of us in the future. Let’s meet the challenge of the future. Let’s communicate with all of our people, as I talked about on the first day of Pesach. Our job is to communicate with all our people to show them the beauties of our faith, to show them how it can uplift their lives and make them into better people. That is our challenge, to reach out to all Klal Yisroel.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a fellow who was sort of disheveled. He was a good musician, but people did not like to hire him because of his personal appearance. However, this one orchestra conductor was stuck. He needed somebody for the next performance on Sunday. They had to practice 9‑12 all week and he did not have anybody else. He called the musician and he came and practiced beautifully, just wonderfully. Everything he asked him to do he did. He was a pleasure to work with. Then finally when it came to Friday the conductor came to him and said, “I have to apologize to you. I did not realize what a fine musician you were and how reliable you were and how good you were. I want to thank you for all your good work.” The guy said, “Well, that’s the least I can do because I can’t come to the concert on Sunday. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who are qualified, who have all the education but they do not want to reach out to their fellow Jews. They are wasting all their talent. Let’s hope and pray that we will all be involved in the work of outreach so the Jewish people will grow spiritually and will continue to be G‑d’s servant in the world so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

YIZKOR 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying Yizkor. We will remember those who came before us. None of us start out alone. We all stand on the shoulders of giants who went before us even in such mundane matters as the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the homes we live in, and the synagogues we pray in. They were not created from scratch. They were given to us when we came to this world. We are called upon to improve them and better them, but we do not start alone. We owe a debt to the people. We are what we are because of those who went before us. Our memories shape and mold us.

The holiday of Pesach is different than the holidays of Shavuos and Succos because on this holiday we do not mention once directly that we should rejoice. We mention it on the holiday of Shavuos and we mention it three times on the holiday of Succos. Pesach is different because it teaches us about family. Its main celebration is not in the synagogue, but at home in the Seder. When we gather together in the Seder it is a happy time, but also a bittersweet time because we remember the ones who are not here. We remember the grandparents who instructed us and who were so proud of us. We remember parents and brothers and sisters who were so eager to have us participate, to have us say the Manishtanah or sing the songs. Pesach teaches us what the real important thing of life is and that is relationships, being with the people, being able to hear them, to see them and to bring our accomplishments to them.

Pesach is known by several names. It is known as Chag Hamatzos, the holiday of Matzah. What is the difference between Matzah and bread? The only difference is air. Bread is puffed up. It pretends almost to be something which it is not. Matzah brings us down to reality. In life we have to know what is real and what is not. Unfortunately, in our day so many people have fallen for the fakery and the fantasies of the advertising people. Why is it so glamorous to be a stewardess? If she would be doing the same job on land we would call her a barmaid or waitress. There is nothing wrong with being a barmaid or waitress, but it is not the glamorous thing that we make it out to be. So many people have bought all the tinsel and packaging while sacrificing the real things.

I am reminded of the story of a woman who was invited to her son’s Seder. He lived in a fancy penthouse apartment. 9:00, 10:00, 11:00 came. No mother. The son decided he had better go down and find her. There she was sitting in the lobby. “Mom, where have you been?” She said, “Son, I have been here since 8:00, but I forgot what your new name was so I couldn’t ring your apartment”. The holiday of Pesach tells us to look at what is real and forget all about the hot air.
In Hebrew there are several words for redemption. The question is, why did the Torah have to use more than the word, Gewalti? Why did it have to use four other expressions? The answer, the Rabbis say, is because the word Gewalti also means to pollute. Redemption which comes by single‑minded concentration on one thing to the exclusion of all else, to the exclusion of family and traditions and the past ends up polluting, not liberating. Intentions may be good but results are disastrous. The same is true of chemical companies. They want to produce chemicals to our benefit, new fertilizers, new medicines, new plastics, but many times in their single‑minded devotion to do good not bad, the pollute. Pesach is also known as Ha Aviv, the holiday of spring. This emphasizes life. In life there is spring, summer, fall, and winter. There are the inevitable winters of life. None of us, though, must ever give up. We must always come back. We must remember there is a spring. This takes courage and also the help of others. Our family, our past, and our traditions help us bring the spring. Sitting around the table at a Seder in spring reminds us of this. Pesach, of course, is also known as Chag HaPesach, the lamb that was slaughtered and eaten. This lamb could not be roasted or boiled in a pot. It had to be barbecued. Jewish identity is not to be hidden. The Jews put the blood of the lamb on the door to show they rejected Egyptian idolatry. The lamb was a symbol of idolatry. Where do we get the strength to be Jewish, to be different if not from those who love us and are concerned about us? This strength lingers on even after they are gone.

I am reminded of the story that Rabbi Israel Spiro tells about a kiss. During the war when he was in Limbero he was able to get a passport to South America for himself, his wife, and a small child. Unfortunately when he received this passport his wife and child had already been killed. He told the authorities, though, about it and he would be able to save a child because of this. A father brought a young six year old boy to him. He kissed him on the forehead and said, “Shrage, this Rebbe, this man is not your father”. This kiss fixed itself in the mind of Rabbi Spira. The Gestapo came and rounded them up and took them to Bergen Bilseii. The officer asked the boy, “Is this man your father?” The boy took his hand and looked him in the eye and said, “This man is my father”. Every day Rabbi Spira studied with Schrage and although they were many trying experiences they survived the war. Rabbi Spira, though, tells how once at the work camp of Genouska, the Jews were herded out in the middle of the night and told to jump over a ditch. Those who could make it would be saved. Those who fell into the ditch would be shot. Rabbi Spira had a friend who was a free thinker before the war. He told him, “Why bother? Let’s just fall in the ditch and be done with it”. Rabbi Spira looked at him and said, “For the sake of those who went before we must try to jump not to let the enemy defeat us. It if has been decreed that we will be killed trying to jump will only delay this decree a second” These two men in their 50’s then held hands and jumped. Miraculously, they made it. 
A friend turned to Rabbi Spira and said, “How was it that you got the strength to make it?” He said it was through the memory of his father and grandfather and those who went before him, and he was able to find the strength to make it and he turned to his friend and said, “Where did you get the strength to make it?” His friend said, “From you, from you”. Schrage after the war settled and for many years could not have a family. One day, though, he married, called Rabbi Spir and said, “I have a son.” Israel Spira flew to London. It was the most mystical and most exuberant day of his life. His son had had a son. Shrage had survived because of the kiss of his father and the love of Rabbi Spira, and now there was to be a future. He had survived because of those who went before him and those who had cared for him. I once went to a science show where someone put his hand behind a phosphorous screen. A light was shone on the screen. A man pulled back his hand and the image remained on the screen. Schrage in Aramaic means light. Lights survive. We Jews survive and become what we are because we have stood on the shoulders of giants and because of the families we come from. May the Almighty see to it that these memories will always remain alive and that our children will also be fine upstanding people and be able to survive the evil of the world because of the kisses of their parents and those who love them. Amen.
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