EFFECTING CHANGE — HANDLING CHANGE
LECH LECHA 1980
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the main themes of this Torah portion is how to effect change, how Abram changed from Abram to Abraham. How a person effects change and goes from one level to another are difficult problems. Change always brings with it problems. Sometimes, also, people fight just because they are expected to fight rather than because they really believe any more in or for what they are fighting. There is a story about the wife who after being married for 30 years looks at her husband and yells, “I just can’t take it anymore, all this fighting”, throws some things in a suitcase, and says, “I’m leaving.” At which point the husband first becomes bewildered, then throws something in a suitcase and yells, “I can’t stand it either. I’m going with you.”
Change causes difficulty. How did Abram get to Abraham? Abram was only concerned about one people. Abraham means the father of many peoples. He grew and became better. First, he had to leave his old ways. G‑d told him that He was going to lead him to a promised land. However, He did not tell him where He was taking him, where he was to go. His father, Terach, also knew things had to be different. He, too, wanted to change. He also knew times and things were changing and he had to cope.
In last week’s Torah portion, we read how he decided to go to Canaan, to the promised land, but he only got as far as Charan. Charan in Hebrew means anger. He thought he could effect change by being angry, by being negative about everything. This did not work. He did not build. He only destroyed. Abraham made it to the promised land. He did not know where he was going. All he did was do one good deed after another. He did not worry about his ultimate destination. All he worried about was whether he could feed the hungry; clothe the naked; not hurt anybody; and not deliberately cause people pain when he could, by being a little flexible, make them happy. Abraham also knew that when you deal with change, sometimes you go forward and sometimes a little backwards. When he first came to the promised land, he immediately had to leave it because of a famine, but he did not give up. He eventually made it back to Canaan. He did not say I will only change this much and no more.
Change also requires that you do not give up your friends and turn your back on them, look down on your family or others. Abraham could not get along with Lot, his nephew. However, after Lot’s capture Abraham raised an army and went after him. Here he could not get along with him but he still respected him and sacrificed for him.
Change also requires that you know how to sacrifice, that you yourself struggle inwardly and outwardly. Before G‑d gave Abraham the land of Canaan, he had to be willing to sacrifice for Lot. Afterwards, before becoming Abraham, he needed to be circumcised. To handle change, to make it positive, we must not worry where we are going but rather worry what we are doing. Are we doing good deeds or are we hurting people? We also must be willing to sacrifice to make change effective. The Torah uses the expression, Lech Lecha, twice: once, when discussing Abraham’s change and second, when G‑d commanded Abraham to take his son to Mount Moriah. Moriah in Hebrew means instruction. To institutionalize changes, to make changes effective for all generations, to make changes beneficial to all people, we must have education. Without Jewish education, change cannot be effective or dealt with or handled. Change then may be for the worse and not for the better. Let us hope and pray the in these times of change our tradition will continue to speak to us so that we can make change work for us and not against us and that we too can change from Abram to Abraham.
NO WAY AND THE JEWISH WAY
LECH LECHA 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
The story, Lech Lecha, relates what is required to be a Jewish leader, and how we can pass on Jewish values to our children. We need to have ideals, practice them, and most important to respect them. So many Jews are very observant but they constantly ridicule Jews and Judaism. Ultimately, they will lose their children.

Judaism is just not ethnic identity, bagels and lox. It requires commitment. We may have heard the story about the boy who went off to college and took archeology and sociology. He studied the American Indians and began to dress and to act like an American Indian-with moccasins, their clothes, long braids. He even married a girl whose father was Jewish and mother was American Indian. His father pleaded, “Please, son, promise me that at least you will give your son a Jewish name.” He said, “Sure, father”, so at the bris he did just that. He gave his son a Jewish name-he called him White Fish.

BEING DIFFERENT, NOT SEPARATE
LECH LECHA 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Lech Lecha, we learn how G‑d commanded Abraham to circumcise himself and all his family. The Medrash tells us that Abraham hesitated. He asked three of his friends whether he should go through it. Avner and Eshkol hemmed and hawed and did not give a positive response. His friend, Mamre, on the other hand, told him to go ahead with it.
This is a very strange Medrash. Why did Abraham hesitate? Why should Abraham have been so worried about fulfilling the commandment of circumcision? Circumcision might be painful but it certainly was not life threatening. Abraham, who had risked his life spreading the word of G‑d, was not hesitating before circumcision. Was this not the same Abraham, who the Medrash tells us, was thrown into a fiery furnace by Nimrod for his beliefs? Wasn’t this the same Abraham who risked his life fighting against a mighty army to rescue his nephew Lot? Why did he hesitate here? The rabbis tell us that Abraham was worried because now he was going to be different. He was not going to be like everyone else. He was afraid that his difference would separate him from all mankind. Abraham did not want to be separated from humanity. Here Abraham was spreading G‑d’s message for all these years trying to bring people close so that he could show them the truth. How could he now be different?
Abraham, though, up to this time had no successor. Lot, who looked like him and superficially seemed to act like him, was a man who was given over to finagling, to cutting corners too sharply, and to being a little to expedient. Abraham, who entertained everyone in his tent, had to send him away. Abraham did not have any real influence even over his own nephew, Lot, because he was the same as everyone. Only after his circumcision was Abraham’s name changed from Avrohm, the father of Rohm, to Avraham, the father of many nations, and G‑d’s name added to his name. Abraham was afraid that if different, he would not be able to influence anybody anymore: The truth is that by being the same as everyone he really could not influence them. He had to be different. If he were going to be the same as everyone, no one would respect him and no one would need him.
Many times in our day, we have Jews who think it is the biggest compliment to be told they are like everyone else. I remember a gentleman who told me, “You know, Rabbi, the greatest compliment I received today? One of my Christian friends came to my Temple and told me my Temple was just like a church.” If that is so, for what do we need Synagogues or Temples? Many Jews say if we are the same as everybody else, why should we stay Jews, and they are right. At my former shul, there was member who lived 30 miles away in a small town. He told me how 30 years before, he, his wife and another Jewish couple opened stores in town. His store flourished and prospered. The other couple’s store did not last a year. The other couple was also hard working and honest, but they did not do any business. Many years later, he asked the townspeople why they supported him but not his friend. He said they told him, “It’s easy, you were closed on your High Holidays and he was not. We do not respect a man who does not respect himself.”
We Jews can only influence the world if we are different. This is, of course, true in everyday life. If a person wants to learn to play the violin, he does not go to somebody who plays the same as he. He goes to someone who knows how to play the violin much better. If someone is sick, he does not go to a friend. He goes to a doctor who know more than he does. If we Jews are the same as everyone, then we have nothing to teach the world, and why should we stay Jews? That is why we all know the importance of Israel, because we believe that Israel has much to teach the nations of the world. That, too, is the importance of American Mariachi Women. They are raising children there who are not separate from life. We Jews do not want to be separate from everyone but we know we have to be different. They are raising children who are growing up to be tradesmen, artisans, lawyers, doctors, but with Jewish values. Today, too, we are honoring a family who know how to be different, know about kosher and the Jewish holidays, are proud of being Jewish and make an impact on their friends. I am reminded about the story they tell about a candidate, Montrose Rose (his real name was Moshe), who was running for office. He went to his friend, Jake, and said, “I am giving you a check for a victory party if I win. Remember, if I lose, I want you to return the check.” At 10:30 that night, Montrose was still ahead but by 11:00, it was obvious he was going to lose, by 11:30 he had lost. He went from his office into the anteroom and he saw Jake passing out lots of hot dogs and pastrami and corned beef. He said, “Jake, what are you doing? Don’t you have a radio or TV? Didn’t you hear I lost?” Jake looked at him and said, “Montrose, to me you are always a winner.”
We Jews may have suffered because we are different but we are always a winner because the world has much to learn from us yet. We Jews do not want to be separate from anyone, but we know that we have to be different because for the world to learn anything from us, we need to be not only the same but different like Abraham.

THE PROMISE: ACT AND JUDAISM’S MORAL VISION
LECH LECHA 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion Lech Lecha, we learn how G‑d tells Abraham to leave his land, his birthplace and the house of his father and go to a land which G‑d will show him. Abraham obeys this command. This command is not ambiguous. It is clear, and Abraham knows it come from G‑d. However, once he came to the land, he has nothing but trouble. A famine strikes, he has to go to Egypt, and there he becomes entangled in a terrible mess. Pharaoh wants Sarah, and only through G‑d’s intervention is Abraham saved from this problem. He then returns to the land of Canaan and is separated from his nephew, Lot. Lot was a man who looked like Abraham and had many of his characteristics but his driving force was a love of money. He loved money and respected only those people who had money. Anybody who did not have money was a Schlemiel or a Schlimazel.
After that, Abraham and Sarah remain childless. They have no children. Here Abraham is promised that if he leaves his land, and go to a promised land, he would become a great nation. Now, he cannot even have children! We further learn in this Torah portion how after G‑d appears to Abraham in a vision and Abraham says that his servant, Eliezer, will be his heir, G‑d says, “No, your heir will come from you.” In fact, G‑d told him that his children “will be as the stars of the heavens.” We read, “And he believed in G‑d, and G‑d considered it a great act of righteousness.” Here Abraham had a promise from G‑d, and yet when the time came, the implementation of this promise looked impossible. Abraham knew that he was following G‑d’s instruction. There was no ambiguity, yet more and more the promise looked as if it would not be kept. This is similar to what we read in the Haphtarah where it says, “Do not fear because I am with you. Do not be dismayed for I am your G‑d. I will strengthen you, and I will help you, and I will even support you with My right hand of righteousness.”
In life, the promise and the reality often conflict. We Jewish people were given a promise, but the reality of life is many times at variance with the promise. We can make three responses to this situation. One is to give up the promise, to forget about the dream and do as Lot did, just run after the money. The second response is to say that since the promise is true and real, we are entitled to use all sorts of unethical means to achieve the promise. Initially, Lot did this. Initially, he said that since Abraham has been promised the land and I am his heir, I therefore, can graze my sheep on other people’s property since G-d has said that He will give this land to Abraham. This was unethical and Abraham had to part from him. Later, Lot just gave up the promise. The third response is the response of Abraham: to continue to make the promise a reality but never to use unethical means. Even Sarah wavered in her belief in the promise when she offered her servant, Hagar, to Abraham with whom to have a child.
In today’s life, too, the Jewish promise is confronted many times by a hostile reality. In the 1950’s and 1960’s, in America especially, many Jewish people just gave up on the promise and were only interested in money. Today we see another phenomenon. We see in Israel today how Rabbi Kahane is trying to use unethical means to fulfill the Jewish promise. He is so afraid that the Jewish promise disappear that he is willing to use unethical means to achieve it. Originally, he just wanted Jews to organize and protect themselves. He organized patrols in Flatbush; he was interested in helping the elderly and in furthering Jewish education. Then he was positive. Now he is a madman. They asked him how he would rescue Soviet Jewry, and he said, “I would kidnap a Russian diplomat and shoot him.” They asked him since he wants to kick out all the Arabs in Israel, what he would say if the people in the United States wanted to kick out all the Jews. He said, “Good, only don’t kill them.” He meant they would be kicked out to go to the land of Israel. He is so filled with fear; he does not trust G‑d anymore. True, perhaps during the time of the Holocaust, we Jews trusted G‑d too much. We should have organized more. We should have done more.
That’s why it says in the sentence from Isaiah in the Haphtarah, “I will strengthen you. I will help you.” We first have to act. G‑d helps those who help themselves. However, in the end of the sentence it says, “ … with My righteous right hand.” G‑d will help us if we maintain the moral vision of Judaism. If we do not, He will not. A zealot weds passion to fear. Rabbi Kahane should not be so afraid. We believe in the promise, and we believe that G‑d will help us but only if we act morally and right. The zealots of the second Temple time did not allow us to keep the second commonwealth. The zealots today will not help us attain the promise either.
This whole problem of immoral means is even applied to the synagogues. How many times do we know that certain people have been honored and given great consideration only because they have money? That is not right. I remember once, not here, that a certain individual promised the synagogue $50,000.00 if its congregants would honor him at a dinner. The problem was he owned all the gambling dens and houses of prostitution in town. We did not allow it, but it was a big battle. Since he did not get his dinner, he did not give the money. Or how about the B’nai B’rith in California who honored Hugh Hefner? This is a complete travesty. The synagogues must be conducted with ethical means.
I am reminded of the story about a Catholic, a Protestant, and a Jew who were shipwrecked. The Catholic got some rocks and spelled out “Help” on the sand. The Protestant started to get safety pins and make hooks to catch fish. The Jew just lay around. The other two said, “What’s the matter? Why aren’t you doing something? Don’t you want to get rescued?” The Jew replied, “Don’t worry. We will be rescued.” The others asked, “How do you know this?” The Jew replied, “Last week I pledged $10,000.00 to my shul so don’t worry, they’ll find me.” The promise will come to pass. It is true that we are always going to have problems in making it come true, but with G‑d’s help, which can only be assured if we act ethically, we will achieve the promise.
THE JEWISH FAMILY: SURVIVAL
LECH LECHA 1989
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Lech Lecha, we learn how Abraham was promised, “they will be blessed by you all the families of the ground”. All the families of the earth will be blessed because of Abraham. Notice that Abraham was not promised that he would be a blessing to individuals or a blessing to nations, but he would be a blessing to families, because the basis of Judaism has always been the family. Sometimes, though, raising a family is very difficult. Sometimes, to know what is the right thing to do to have good families is very difficult. The nations of the world have always admired the Jewish people because of our families. In fact, only because of our families have we been able to survive, because if the tyrants in one part of the world have hounded us, persecuted us, and even killed us, other families in other parts of the world continue Judaism. Every family is almost an entire unit. Almost all of our religious observances are kept in the home. When the home keeps Judaism, when the home is the bastion of morality and charity and giving and kindness and warmth, then Judaism can survive.
Later on, especially in the Torah portion Vayera, we learn how Abraham has to send Ishmael away, how Abraham circumcised Isaac, how Abraham even took Isaac to the Akeidah and thought he was going to have to sacrifice him — very, very, difficult acts to perform. How could a father do such a thing? Of course, at the end of the Torah portion Lech Lecha, we learn how Abraham circumcised himself and we learn how Abraham really did not want to circumcise himself. He asks his friends, Oner and Avner and Mamre, whether he should do this, not that he was questioning G‑d’s will, but he realized that up to this time people were flocking to him. People were coming to him for advice and now he was going to be different. They would look at him as somebody different, and how could that square with his mission in the world to bring people close to G‑d? He was very worried about it. Mamre told him to go ahead, and the others said not to.
That’s why we learn in the Torah portion Vayera how G‑d appeared to him in the oaks of Mamre, that the first thing you have to do to raise a family is teach your children that they are different, that they are special in the sense that they have a special mission to perform in the world. Sometimes it is difficult because your children are going to be hounded, harassed, and maybe even abused. The world must know that Jewish children know they are different, that they cannot do certain things: they cannot go to dances on Friday night; they cannot go to ballgames on Friday night; they have to do special lessons; they have to take special days off for the holidays. These are essential but sometimes very painful responsibilities. To have to realize you are different, to have to live by a higher moral code, and to know the world judges a Jew by the higher moral code are very painful realization to accept. Yes, empires come and empires go. Today we are seeing the collapse of the communist empire. Many people concentrate on empires or individual aggrandizement. The traditional Jew has always concentrated on his family because his family is what makes Judaism alive, allows Judaism to live for generations, and ultimately gives the greatest satisfaction to a human being. Family is what give him support and what gives him definition of who he is and what he is. Family is that which gives a lot of joy and naches in the world. Sometimes, though, it is hard to raise a family. Sometimes your have to send your children away to yeshivas. You have to send them far away from you so they can earn a living. Sometimes you have to send them away for their own good because the present environment lacks rightness, correctness. These are difficult acts. These are painful duties. Sometimes you have to teach your children how to sacrifice. They cannot do this and that and sometimes it is hard because you know that they suffer because they have to sacrifice for things. Only if we teach our children how important staying different is — not just for themselves but for the world, will the world receive the message of Judaism. We must realize these things and teach them to our children. Only in this way will our families be strong. Let us, indeed, be blessed because of our families, as they have been up to now; that the world will continue to admire the Jewish family; and the Jewish family will continue to produce wonderful people who do great things for the world; that the Mashiach may come quickly because we know how to produce good families. Amen.
LECH LECHA
JANUARY 4, 2004
RABBI JOSEPH RADINSKY

A person came up to a baby right before his bris and said, “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt at all.” At which point the baby answered, “What do you think, I was born yesterday?” 

During the bris we have the expression, k’shame sh’nichnas l’bris cain yekanais l’Torah, chuppah, u’ma’asim tovim. Just like this young man has entered into the covenant may he also enter into a life of Torah, chuppah and good deeds. This is indeed a strange sentence. We know that a bris in Hebrew means not just a circumcision but it means a covenant. A covenant is different from a contract. A contract is dissolvable. If one of the parties of a contract defaults on his or her obligations, the contract is null and void. This is different than a bris, a covenant.
This covenant is eternally binding no matter what the parties do. G‑d has made an eternal covenant with Jewish people which means he will never forsake them but it does not mean he won’t lose respect for them, punish them, or reprimand them. There is an eternal covenant of love between G‑d and the Jewish people just as there is an eternal covenant of love between a parent and a child. We, many times, have to discipline our children and we may disapprove of some of their actions but they are still our children.
Rabbi Soloveitchik talks about this a lot. The unconditional love G‑d has for us and the unconditional love a parent has for this child. Some religions say that’s all we need, that all we need to do to be fulfilled is recognize G‑d’s unconditional love. The circumcision symbolizes this unconditional love because it is on the 8th day. The number 8 stands for G‑d’s gift to us, but many of us know we are born incomplete and that G‑d’s unconditional love helps us. But it isn’t enough, we also need Torah, chuppah and ma’asim tovim.
In order to be fulfilled, we need Torah but Torah alone is not enough. Torah means we are willing to accept our responsibilities toward ourselves, our fellow man, and toward G‑d. Some people think that Torah just means studying Torah, they don’t implement its teaching in their lives, especially when it comes to implementing the Torah’s teaching on relationships. That’s why chuppah is stressed. We are taught man should do chesed, loving kindness, everyday. That is what marriage allows us to do. We feel fulfilled because we take responsibility for ourselves, our spouse, our children, and our community.
That’s why also it doesn’t say Torah, chuppah, and mitzvahs. It says Torah, chuppah, and ma’asim tovim. Ma’asim tovim means good deeds which we normally would not think of as mitzvahs but they are. Like getting on the floor and playing with your children or remembering your wife’s birthday even if it’s a few days late.
At a bris, we acknowledge that the baby is the recipient of G‑d’s unconditional love, not unconditional respect or freedom from punishment. But the baby knows G‑d will never desert him and neither will it’s parents. However, in order to live a fulfilled and spiritually uplifted life, he must assume the responsibilities enumerated in the Torah that are set out for himself; his responsibility to others, the community, and to G‑d. Theoretical knowledge is not enough. He must implement it in his marriage and always be willing to do good deeds.
May this baby grow up to give us all nachas and joy because he not only knows he is loved by G‑d and his parents but because he know he can be fulfilled by fulfilling his responsibilities to others and G‑d.
This reminds me of a story of two little children who were talking. One said “My mother just had a baby.” The other one said, “I heard babies cost $5,000.” The other one replied, “Don’t worry, they last a long time.”
May this baby know only good health and good things, give us joy and nachas, live to be 120 years old surrounded by children and great-grandchildren. Amen.
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