BABIES AND BEING WANTED/NEEDED
VAYERA 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

It is very appropriate that today we are having a baby-naming since the whole underlying theme of the Torah portion, Vayera, is one of the desire to have babies. Sarah could not have a child and this Torah portion opens with three angels coming to Abraham disguised as men. One of them comes to tell him and Sarah that she is going to have a child. Children are the greatest blessing G‑d can bestow upon a person because they make us feel needed and wanted. Sarah knew that she could not feel completely needed or wanted until she had a child.
Children are basically helpless when they are born. They are totally dependent upon their parents. One of the big problems today that is never discussed is the problem of being needed and wanted. All we stress today is doing your own thing. Unfortunately, this does not satisfy the basic human need of being needed and wanted. We notice many times that when one elderly spouse dies, within a very short time the other spouse dies. This happens many times because the remaining spouse does not feel needed or wanted anymore. The children and grandchildren really do not need him or her and nobody cares. People have to feel that they are needed and wanted. Many times people come to me with marital problems and other problems and they find that after they have gotten a divorce they are in a lot worse shape than before because now nobody needs them at all. Sure, they can handle their affairs. Sure, they can meet the daily crises of living, but nobody needs them or wants them and this is devastating. Having a child allows you to shape and mold another human being. Not only do you develop resources within yourself, but you have the greatest satisfaction seeing another person grow and develop, because how does a baby learn? A baby learns by imitating its parents. How does a baby learn? It learns by responding to others. That’s the whole key to growth, to learn to respond to others. Selfishness is the exact opposite. It means that you learn only to respond to yourself.
Interestingly, many times people who could not have children came to me and I used to tell them, “Why don’t you adopt a child?” I don’t anymore, as it is almost impossible to adopt because of the great freedom of abortions. There are almost no children to adopt, but it used to be, after they adopted, they would be able to have a child of their own. Psychologically, they were concentrating too much on themselves and not enough on each other. When they learned to relax and to stop concentrating so much on themselves, they were able to have a child.
The same thing happened to Abraham and Sarah. Avimelech, the King of Gerar, and his wife and his maidservants could not have children. Abraham prayed for them even though he could not have a child by Sarah, and G‑d cured Avimelech and his wife and his maidservants and they gave birth. Shortly afterwards, Sarah conceived and gave birth. Abraham, by not just concentrating on himself, by being concerned about others, eventually benefited too. This, of course, is what a baby represents ‑ the future. It represents not concentrating solely upon yourself. Even the daughters of Lot, when they thought everyone was destroyed, got pregnant from their father because they knew that they had to have a child. Today, unfortunately, many people do not want to have children. They want to concentrate just upon themselves. This, though, they find is not satisfying and they are unhappy. One has to feel needed and wanted to be happy, and this a child gives to everyone. In fact, we learn in Jewish law that during the Shiva period, the first seven days of mourning, a mourner is discouraged from picking up a baby because the act gives such great pleasure. Yes, it is difficult and it may be expensive, but having a baby and raising that baby gives a person ultimately the greatest happiness and satisfaction. The story comes to mind about the rabbi, the minister, and the priest who were talking about when life begins. The priest said, “The Pope told me that life begins at conception.” The minister said, “My reading of the Bible tells me that life begins at birth.” They then turned to the rabbi and said, “Tell us, Rabbi, when do you think life begins?” He said, “I think life begins after you marry your last child off.” Of course, what he meant was that he could have grandchildren.

ON BEING DIFFERENT YET NOT APART
VAYERA 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The Torah portion, Vayera, opens with G‑d appearing to Abraham in the oaks of Mamre where he was sitting at the entrance to his tent in the heat of the day. Rashi points out that we learn several things from this, and he also points out that several problems appear with the opening few sentences of this Torah portion.
First of all, why did G‑d appear to Abraham at the oaks of Mamre? Why do we have to mention Mamre? Secondly, why is the heat of the day mentioned here? Thirdly, if we examine the text, we see that Abraham says, “I will be right back. I have to go take care of these three strangers.” Why would Abraham leave G‑d’s presence to take care of three wandering Arabs? Also, we learn from this that the Rabbinic court is allowed to sit when they offer judgment even though we say that G‑d’s presence is with the court. If G‑d’s presence is with the court then the judges should really stand. The Rabbis answer these questions by explaining that G‑d appeared to Abraham the third day after Abraham had been circumcised. G‑d purposely made the day hot so he would not have to greet guests. However, Abraham became doubly concerned about people out on a hot day like this so G‑d sent him three angels disguised as Arabs.
The whole problem underlined in the opening verses of this Torah portion is the same problem which bothers Jews to this very day, and that is, how can we be different and still not be separated from humanity? Abraham was very worried about being circumcised not because of the pain that it would cause, which of course was inevitable since in those days anesthesia was not available, but he was very concerned about the circumcision because it would physically set him off from all his friends. The Torah records that Abraham had three good friends, Avner, Eshkol, and Mamre, with whom he consulted when G‑d commanded him to circumcise himself. Avner and Eshkol were not too thrilled with the idea. Only Mamre told him to go ahead. Abraham was afraid that he would be separated from humanity since he was now being set apart. The whole problem of Jewish particularism and universality was encapsulated in Abraham’s experience. Abraham then, after he was circumcised, was anxious to show that he had not cut himself off from humanity. That’s why he was sitting in the heat of the day waiting for strangers. That’s, too, why he was even willing to forego G‑d’s presence to show that he was concerned about the three Arabs that wandered by.
Not all religions and philosophies believe that a person should be active in the world. Many say that the best thing is to get away from this world, to shield yourself from it. The world sullies the soul. We Jews never believed that. We always believe we are to be attached to humanity even though we are apart from it. Abraham told G‑d, “Wait a minute. I will be right back. I have something important to do. I have to help people.” That has always been the Jewish view. We are not interested in finding G‑d through meditation alone. That’s why judges can sit because we make G‑d’s presence felt in the world by doing deeds of righteousness.
Today, too, you find this same problem. How we can be part of the world and still be apart from it? There are many Jews who have quit being Jewish because they became part of the world. Others seek to close themselves off so Jewishness will not sully them.
The traditional Jewish decision has always been that we must be part of the world, attached to the world, and separate from it ‑ not an easy task. Circumcision was the sign of the Jew, but more than circumcision is Shabbos the sign of the Jew. Shabbos proclaims that we are still committed to the world, to basic Jewish values. Today we can keep Shabbos and keep a Jewish home and still make our mark in the world and be lawyers, doctors, electricians, and plumbers and contribute much to the world, and still keep Shabbos and a Jewish home.
Mamre knew something that Avner and Eshkol did not know. Mamre knew that when you go to learn from somebody, you do not learn from somebody just like you. You learn from someone different from you. If you want to be a violinist, you do not learn from someone who does not know about the violin. You go to an expert violinist. If you want to learn to be a lawyer, you go to a school. If you want to learn morality and what G‑d wants from us, you go to those who have studied it and experienced it. If we are to make our mark in the world, we must be different. Shabbos and a Jewish home enhance our lives. They do not detract from it. I am reminded of the story about two women who are talking and one said how well her son was doing, how he had four cars, two pools, three Ns, and how he had just given her a grandson who was now two years old. The other said, “Does your grandson walk?” The woman answered, “Why should he? They have four cars.” Unfortunately, there are many Jews who have given up learning to walk in the proper way and left Halacha to run after cars and swimming pools. This will not help them and eventually will not help the world.

SEEING THE JEW THROUGH THE WORLD’S EYES
VAYERA 1990
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

From the Torah portion, Vayera, we learn, “And G‑d appeared to him in the oaks of Mamre and he was sitting in the entrance of the tent in the heat of the day”. The rabbis say that the reason why G‑d appeared to Abraham was that Abraham had just been circumcised. He was 99 years old and he had just been circumcised. G‑d came to appear to him in order to teach us the important commandment of visiting the sick. The rabbis all ask, why does it say that G‑d appeared to him in the oaks of Mamre? What difference does it make where He appeared to him? Why specifically the oaks of Mamre? They answer by saying that Abraham was very much concerned when G‑d gave him the commandment to circumcise himself. He was afraid that now he was going to be different from the rest of humanity, and he was afraid that perhaps he would not be able to relate well with everyone else after he was circumcised, so he asked his friends about it. He asked Avner and Eshkol and they all sort of told him they did not know about it and whether he should do it. Only Mamre told him to go ahead and become circumcised. Actually, the rest of the Torah portion concerns itself with the relationship that Abraham had with the other people around him after he had become circumcised, which, of course, is the whole problem that the Jew has, too: relating with the world outside himself. How does the world treat the Jew? How is a Jew looked upon and what does a Jew look like? This is basically the subject matter of this Torah portion.

That’s why immediately after, we learn how G‑d had appeared to Abraham and we learn how Abraham still tried to relate to the world like he had before, running after his guests and making sure he could entertain them. Then we learn immediately after that how he pleads for the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, the evil, wicked cities even though he himself had nothing personally to do with the cities. Abraham was not different or changed. He was now looked on by the rest of the world as being different, and, yet, he still had a relationship to the world. This is similar to what has happened in the history of the United States since the time of George Washington. George Washington, in his farewell speech, told the United States to stay away from foreign entanglements, that the United States had a particular message and a particular way of life and should guard that particular way of life and not get involved with all the wars and troubles of the rest of the world. Therefore, there was a great strain in the United States of isolationism, of staying by ourselves and not interfering in the world unless it directly related to us. On the other hand, there is also a strain in the United States which says that we have to make sure that the world also listens to the message of democracy and we are, of course, concerned about what happens to the rest of the world. We must help the poor and the afflicted and we must stand up for right no matter where it is in the world. There is this tension between taking care of yourself and your own message and relating to the world. Abraham was especially concerned because now he knew that the world was going to look at him as something different.
Of course, the truth of the matter is, the world does look at the Jew as something different because we Jews culturally are looked at as the symbol of the Ten Commandments. The world, ever since the promulgating of the Ten Commandments, has rebelled against them. Most people in the world do not want to observe the Ten Commandments. That is, of course, especially what Hitler said about the Jew with his G‑d Jehovah, (a sentimental G‑d), and His many thou shalt nots, etc. The people of the world rebelled against the idea that we have to take care of the poor and the afflicted and the hungry, and the strong cannot just take what they like. We Jews have always railed against such concepts as a master race, etc. We Jews have always been the symbol of the Ten Commandments ever since they were given at Mount Sinai. Many Jews are not worthy of being this type of symbol and many Jews, themselves, perhaps would not accept and do not really want to keep the Ten Commandments, but, yet, we are a symbol to the rest of the world of the Ten Commandments. Therefore, when the world wants to rebel against the Ten Commandments, they immediately talk about the Jew and the Jewish religion in the worst possible terms. They attack us, trying to uproot from their midst these concepts.

That’s why the rabbis say that the word for “Sinai”, the mountain upon which the Ten Commandments were given, and the word “Sina” in Hebrew are related, that ever since Sinai the Jews have been the object of hatred. Abraham knew that he was going to stand out. Abraham knew that he was going to be different. We can see that even working today where Israel is judged by an altogether different standard than the rest of the world.
Israel is judged to the nth degree because the world really does not want these standards at all, so they say, “You Jews. You gave us these standards so you are going to have to live up to them to perfection.” We saw that this past week in the Security Council. Israel was condemned for the shooting of 20 Arabs at the temple mount during disturbances there, but if we look at India the past week there has been almost an identical case where the Hindus tried to destroy a Moslem mosque on what they consider their holy place. They marched and hundreds were killed, yet India was never condemned in the UN. An investigative commission was never set up to see what happened. The excuse that the police used in killing the hundreds was that they were being attacked by stones. When Jewish policemen are attacked by stones and the police post burned and they fire in self-defense, that is not an excuse. When Indian policemen fire in self-defense after being attacked by stones, that is a defense.
Unfortunately, throughout all history we Jews have been judged by different standards than everybody else. The reason for it is that Jews stand for something besides ourselves. Many people hate the Ten Commandments and, therefore, rail out against the Jew because the Jew stands for these Ten Commandments. We Jews are a living rebuke to people who feel that they have enough perfection. They do not need to be closer to observing the Ten Commandments than they are. Stalin, too, when he was going to purge Russia again in 1953 had already arranged gulags to which to put all the Jewish population of Russia. If he would not have died when he did, most of the Jews of Russia would have been killed because the survival rate of the gulag in Russia was only 50%. We see that throughout all the dictatorships in the world. When they have to divert from internal problems, they always use the Jew even if the Jews are an insignificant part of the population. To this day, anti-Semitism exists in Poland when there are no Jews. Jews are a symbol and because we are, we are attacked.
Abraham did not know whether he really wanted to be different like this, but Mamre told him that is was important that he become different. He had to serve as this symbol. Being different did not mean that he was not going to be able to be concerned about the world anymore. It did not mean that he would not interact with the world anymore, but, of course, this interaction was going to be different.
In this Torah portion, we learn how close we should be to the world because the world can also interfere with our own values. It also can destroy our own inner core. We learn, therefore, how Abraham was forced to send away Ishmael because Ishmael was getting too close to Yitzchak, that he was influencing Yitzchak’s ideals. Ishmael, who was the blood brother of Yitzchak, was filled with, according to the Torah, sexual perversions, with bad ideals which led to criminality and even to murder, and Yitzchak should not have much to do with this, at least at an early formative age. Avraham had to make sure that Yitzchak had the proper ideals.
We learn, too, in this Torah portion that Abraham established a relationship with his own family because of a big conflict. We all know that we have to exist as individuals and we have to exist as part of a group, that there is a constant tension between our individuality and our being part of a group. We are both independent and dependent. This we have vis-a-vis the gentile world and ourselves and we have vis-a-vis ourselves and the family. When we deal with the family, we have to realize that as we grow and mature we make our own decisions. Yet, we have to make decisions which are good for the family. We never believe in making decisions which are only good for ourselves. We do not believe in the image of the cowboy riding off into the sunset alone. What we have to do is what the Pirkei Avos tells us-things which benefit ourselves and which also benefit others. We cannot be called upon to commit suicide. We have to guard our own values. We cannot be corrupted by the values of other groups. We Jews have to stand for family. There is no way we can consider homosexuality a valid alternative lifestyle. We must stand for loyalty and devotion, for learning. We do not believe that a person can do anything he wants with his mind. We believe that we are put on this earth and we have responsibilities to ourselves, to G‑d, and to others, and our job is to help G‑d perfect this world and make it into a better place.
Yes, G‑d appeared to Abraham in the oaks of Mamre to teach us that Mamre should be praised because he realized the Jewish role in the world. He counseled Abraham to go ahead with the circumcision even though he knew that Abraham was going to be the target of much hatred and much abuse. But he told Abraham that the world needs this, just as today the world still needs the message of the Jew. We need to exist. That is why Israel is so important to us. If Israel were wiped out, probably many monuments would be erected to us in the world, but who wants monuments? We do not want monuments. We want to live. We want to contribute still to the world. That, of course, is what many people in the world do not want us to do. They think we fulfilled our function in the world many thousands of years ago and we should now not bother the world with our continued existence. The main reason the world feels this way is because people do not want to live up to the Ten Commandments. Or they think they already have lived up to the Ten Commandments, and we stand as a rebuke to them. None of us should ever be taken in by this anti-Semitism. This anti-Semitism, in most instances, is not directed against a Jew for what he does or what he does not do but for what he stands. Individual Jews, true, do sin, but anti-Semitism is not caused because of actions of certain individual Jews. It is caused because of what Jews stand for in the culture, and that is the Ten Commandments.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went with his friend to the auto races. There at the races he saw a tow truck all of a sudden come out into the main track. The guy looked at his friend and said, “What’s that tow truck doing on the track?” His friend said, “Oh, that tow truck is coming to pull a fast one.” Unfortunately, there are many people in this world who try to pull a fast one, who try to claim that they are not anti-Semitic but they are just against this Jewish practice or that Jewish practice, or they try to claim that the Jewish people are this or that and try to make us ashamed of ourselves. They are trying to pull a fast one. Do not ever believe them. The reason why there is anti‑Semitism in the world is because Abraham was Abraham Ivri, Abraham the Hebrew, which means that Abraham was on one side and the world was on the other side. The Jewish people have been singled out to be the cultural symbol of morality and the Ten Commandments. Many times the world does not want to obey these Ten Commandments and, therefore, they attack the Jew. Let up hope and pray that the world will accept in full the Ten Commandments so anti-Semitism will end forever; that the David Dukes will not get 40% of the vote in Louisiana; and that throughout the world Jews will be allowed to contribute so the world will benefit and the Mashiach can come. Amen.

THE RIGHTEOUS: ISRAEL, YES - SODOM, NO
VAYERA 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayera, we learn how G‑d is determined to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Before He does, he decides that He will consult with Abraham to see what Abraham’s reaction would be. Sodom and Gomorrah was an evil city. The people did not believe at all in helping the stranger. They did not believe in helping the poor. In fact, the rabbis say that the punishment for a girl who helped a poor man was that she was tied up and smeared with honey so that the bees would sting her to death. They also had a special bed where if a stranger came to town and was short this bed would stretch his legs. If his legs were long, the bed would cut off his legs.

The people in Sodom and Gomorrah were completely selfish people. Yet, when G‑d tells Abraham that He is going to destroy the city, Abraham protests and asks, “Will You wipe away the righteous with the evil? Perhaps there are 50 people found in the midst of the city. Will You not forgive this city for the sake of these 50 righteous people? Far be it from You for doing something like this to kill the righteous with the wicked. Far be it for You, the Judge of all the world, all the land, that He will not do justice.” Then G‑d says that if He will find in Sodom 50 righteous people in the midst of the city that He will forgive this place for their sake. Notice that it says 50 righteous people “in the midst” of the city, not 50 scholars somewhere in ivory towers. Not 50 people who are sitting in solitude meditating, but people who were in the midst of the city, people who were doing business in the city, people who were part of the city, but G‑d says, “If I will find 50 of these people in the midst of the city I will forgive the city for their sake.”
But Abraham does not stop now, and, of course, we Jews have been always portrayed as people who haggle. The Nazis used Abraham’s persistence to say, “See, the Jews are bargain-hunting again even in this issue.” But that is what we are supposed to do. We are supposed to argue with G‑d and man to save human beings, to save lives. This is not a question of bargaining to make a few cents for yourself. The Nazis, though, would stoop to everything in order to defame us, and so Abraham answered Him and said, “Behold, I will continue to speak to my Lord. I am dust and ashes.” The rabbis say, why here does he have to say he is dust and ashes? That he is dust and ashes is mentioned in no other place when he is bargaining with G‑d over the people of Sodom. He asks, “What happens if they are lacking five of this 50? Will You destroy because of the lack of five all the city?” And G‑d says, “I will not destroy if I find there in the city 45.” Notice, though, that G‑d does not say that He is going to forgive the city. He just said He will not destroy the city. It does not mean He will not destroy part of the city, but that he will not totally destroy the city. Then Abraham continues, “What happens if there are only 40 there?” Then G‑d says, “I will not do.” He does not say He will not destroy, He does not say He will forgive. He just says He will not do for the sake of 40. Then Abraham continues, “What happens if there are only 30 found there?” G‑d says, “I will not do again if I find 30.” Then Abraham persists, “I will again take upon myself to speak to G‑d. Perhaps there are found only 20.” Then G‑d does not say, “I will not do.” He says, “I will not destroy.” That means, “I will not destroy the whole city. I may destroy part of the city.” And then Abraham proceeds, “What happens if there are found only 10?” And G‑d again says, “I will not destroy for the sake of the 10.” Then it says G‑d went when He finished speaking to Abraham and Abraham returned to his place. G‑d did not let Abraham proceed any further.
The rabbis ask, what is going on here? Why these changes of expressions? Why does Abraham say when it is 45, “I am dust and ashes”, and what about the answer to Abraham’s question, “Will the Judge of the whole world not do justice? Will you sweep away the righteous with the guilty?” The rabbis say that the reason that Abraham first mentioned 50 was because there were really five cities here; Sodom and Gomorrah were just the two main ones. So Abraham said, “What happens if there are 50 people, 10 people in each city, if there is an organized community, a minyan in each city? Will You destroy the cities?” And G‑d said, “Not only will I not destroy them but I will forgive them because if there is an active community that is there that seeks to put across a point of view, that is opposed to the majority point of view which is wicked, then that city can on its own regenerate itself, can on its own become a good place.”
In fact, that is what has happened many places in the world during the past year where we see that democracy has sprung up because there are organized communities. They were putting forth the ideals of human rights and human dignity and that the individual counts and that everything is not just the state. We see then that if there are 50, if there is an organized community, then G‑d said not only will He not destroy the city but He will even forgive the city. Then Abraham goes further, “What happens if there are only 45?” In other words, there is not a minyan in each city. There are only scattered individuals in each city, righteous individuals. There is not an organized resistance but there are scattered individuals. He says, “Take my example. I am dust and ashes. When I went up against the Babylonian gods, the gods of Mesopotamia, and when I went against Nimrod and threw me into the fiery furnace to make me into ashes, yet, I did have some sort of effect. And later on when I raised an army to fight against Klordeomor, who captured the people of Sodom and my nephew Lot, I risked being turned into dust. I did have an effect. So, G‑d, scattered righteous individuals can have an effect.” We saw that in Russia where Sakarov and others had an effect. In Russia, there was probably also an organized community of people who were interested in human rights, but scattered individuals do have an effect. G‑d said, “Yes, they do have an effect but they, unaided, cannot generate a community. Therefore, I will have to punish the community. I will have to bring food shortages. I will have to bring maybe plagues. Things will have to change in that community but these righteous individuals alone cannot bring that change unless they are also aided by calamities from the outside.”
Then Abraham persists, “What happens if there are only 40?” The rabbis explain that what he means here is that only four of the cities have a minyan, but there is still an organized group. And G‑d says, “All right, I will see. Maybe because there is an organized group in four of the five cities, they will have an influence and will be able to rectify the evil situation which is found in these cities.” Then Abraham says, “What happens if there are only 30?” Again, G‑d says, “I will not do. I will be passive. I will wait and see because maybe still a majority of the cities have an active group, an active community which is opposed to the evil practices of the majority in these cities.” Then Abraham says, “What happens if there are only 20, if only two of the five cities have an active, organized community?” And G‑d said, “They are now the minority of the cities, that now I will have to destroy. I will have to bring plagues. I will not destroy the whole city in order to aid them so that the evil majority can be overturned.” Then we say, “What happens if there are only 10, if there is only one minyan out of five?” G‑d said again, “I will not destroy because it is doubtful whether unaided this one organized group in one of the five cities can affect a change in all the cities.” Then G‑d left Abraham.
We see from this that there are two different components that are necessary for an evil society to be transformed. One, you need to have active groups, active communities who are opposed to the false ideals that the leadership of these cities are putting forth, who condemn the evil practices of the leadership of these cities. If you do not have that, you should have at least a scattering of righteous individuals. Also important, we apply this principle when we seek peace with other countries, that we also have to look and see if in these countries are there also active groups who want peace. Are there at least scattered righteous individuals who want peace? We know Israel is about ready to enter into a peace process. In Israel, there are organized groups who are interested in peace. We know that on the left there is the Peace Now Group, with most of whose ideals I do not agree, but even on the right wing there are people who want to give the Arabs complete autonomy. They do not want to rule over the Arabs. Even on the extreme right are people who want to give Arabs complete 100% citizenship so that they can vote. There are people in Israel who want to solve the problem, whether it is territorial compromise, giving Arabs complete 100% rights, whether it is giving them complete autonomy.
Where are the organizations in the Arab countries? We know that in Jordan to sell any land to a Jew is a capital offense. I am not talking about just on the West Bank. Even in the capital, Ammon, a Jew cannot live in Jordan. If a Jew buys land in Jordan, the person who sold him the land is subject to the death penalty. A Jew cannot live in Saudi Arabia. In fact, Jews are not even allowed to enter Saudi Arabia. Look how the Syrian community is being treated. The Jews in Syria are being treated terribly. In most Arab countries, a Jew cannot own land. If you own land before 1948 you can keep it, but the Jews of Syria are hounded. The secret police looks into every one of their dealings, oversees all their conversations, taps all their phones. Young girls cannot get married because there are not enough Jewish men to marry them. They will not let them out. Jews in the Arab countries are not treated very well at all. But where are organized groups seeking peace with Israel? Do we hear or see any of them? Are there any righteous individuals there? It is a big problem. We hope that peace will come in the Middle East, but is a constituency in the Arab countries who also want peace as in Israel? We are not just talking here about foreign aid and Russians coming in. We are talking about and life and death.
Abraham asks the question to G‑d, “Will You sweep away the righteous with the guilty?” G‑d did not give him an answer. He left him. We know from the Holocaust that many times the righteous are swept away with the guilty. G‑d made a promise to the Jewish people that He will not completely destroy us, but He never said that parts of us will not be destroyed, even large parts. Do the Arabs want negotiations so they can get back land that they can more efficiently, with fewer casualties, destroy us; cast us into the sea; murder us all in Israel; or do they want negotiations so that there can be real peace? If we give back territory, are they going to use that as a springboard for a final offensive against us? Are they going to use it as a way to make peace with us? These are hard questions, and, as is knowing the answers to them. If organized peace communities would be in the Arab lands, then rest assured that when they are entering negotiations they are doing so because they want peace. If there are righteous individuals who will speak out for peace, we could be more comfortable. The negotiations that are being entered into now are very important. Israel cannot make a mistake because life and death is what is at stake. It is not continued American aid or continued Russian immigration, it is life and death. Let us hope and pray that quickly will be revealed in different Arab lands groups and communities who really want peace with Israel so that peace will be in the Middle East. Amen.

DOING RIGHT BUT NO UNNECESSARY PAIN
VAYERA 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why did G‑d test Abraham with the Akeidah, with the binding of Isaac? This seems to be an excessively cruel test. All of Abraham’s faith was called into question. Here he had been railing against child sacrifice and the immorality of pagan practices for years, and now he is being called upon to sacrifice his own son.

Also, why is it that on Rosh Hashonna we read about how Hagar was expelled from the camp with her son, Ishmael, on the first day of Rosh Hashonna, and on the second day of Rosh Hashonna we learn about the Akeidah? Is there a connection between these two events?
The rabbis tell us yes ‑ G‑d treats us the way we treat others. The concept of justice as expressed in Hebrew is Midah Tashas Midah, what you do comes back to you, or as they say in Texas, what goes around comes around. According to many rabbis, Abraham endured this severe test because of the way he treated Hagar and Ishmael. True, G‑d told him to listen to Sarah, Shema B’Kolo. G‑d told him that if Sarah felt that Ishmael and Hagar had to be expelled from the camp because of Ishmael’s violent behavior towards Isaac, then that should be done. However, why did Abraham give Hagar only bread and a pitcher of water? Why didn’t he give her adequate provisions, and why is the same word used when Abraham expelled Hagar, Vayashkain ‑ and he got up early in the morning - and also when Abraham took Yitzchak toward the Akeidah ‑ Vayashkain Abraham ‑ and Abraham got up early in the morning? Hagar, too, did not understand what was happening to her. She thought her boy was going to die, but an angel of G‑d called her from the heaven and showed her a well of water, and she and the boy were saved. Abraham, too, was stopped from slaying his son by an angel who allowed Abraham to lift up his eyes to see a ram which could be used as a sacrifice in place of his son, just as he had opened up the eyes of Hagar so she could see the water that would save Ishmael.
Even though we are right, and even though to expel Hagar and Ishmael from the camp was necessary, there are ways to do so to prevent unnecessary pain and suffering. Abraham was, in effect, called to account because he caused Ishmael and Hagar unnecessary suffering. He should have been more sensitive to their plight.
In our day, too, to be sensitive to the plight of others is necessary, even if they deserve what they got. This, of course, has ramifications in the current Arab-Israeli struggle. We must always be sensitive to do what we have to do without causing unnecessary suffering. If we cause unnecessary suffering, we will be called to account, and we will suffer, too, as Abraham suffered, even though at the end everything will come out all right. Let us hope and pray that we will always be sensitive so that nobody will have to suffer.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went to the doctor. After examining him, the doctor said, “I have good news and bad news. What would you like to hear first?” The man said, “The good news.” The doctor said, “They are going to name a disease after you.” Sometimes fame and glory and other things that come to a person are not worth the suffering these things would cause to that person or to others. Let us hope that we will not cause anyone to suffer unnecessarily so we will not have to suffer unnecessarily, that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

CONTROL-SPINNING AND TRUTH-SEEKING
VAYERA 2000
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the disheartening aspects which has come out of the election tie in Florida between George Bush and Al Gore is that so many good people are just following the party line. If you are Republican, you will say one thing; if you are a Democrat, you will say another. The object is not truth or fairness, but to win. Every Democrat is acting like a lawyer for Al Gore, and every Republican is acting like a lawyer for George Bush.

We know that basically lawyers are not concerned about the truth. They are concerned about winning the case for their client. In our system of justice, they are supposed to discover as many credible arguments as they can for their client, and the opposing lawyer is supposed to do the same thing. The judge and jury are going to determine the truth. Lawyers perform a very valuable function, because they bring to our attention arguments of which we may not have thought and of which could have a bearing on finally determining the truth. They are looking just to put the client’s case forward in the best possible way. They are spinning. We can understand why Al Gore’s lawyers do what they do, and why George Bush’s lawyers do what they do, but why does every Republican and Democrat act like a lawyer? Certain issues have arisen that a Republican could in good faith agree with Al Gore, and that a Democrat could in good faith agree with George Bush, but on television and in the national press every Democrat hues the Democrat line, and every Republican hues the Republican line.
This is different form the Talmud where when two parties argue, one can stymie his opponent with a terrific question and not be satisfied to win the argument, especially if he knows there is an answer to his question. He is supposed to provide his opponent with an answer. What they are both seeking is the truth, not winning.
Abraham was never concerned about public relations. He was never concerned about winning. He was only concerned about the truth. The Akeidah, the binding of Isaac, was diametrically opposed to everything he had been teaching against the act of child sacrifice. Yet, when he thought G‑d had commanded it, he proceeded to implement it-even though his hand was stayed at the last moment, and despite the fact the sacrifice of Isaac would heap ridicule upon him. He was not concerned about the way things looked. He even prayed for the people of Sodom and Gomorrah that they should be saved, even though the destruction of these people would prove that you had to be moral. It may be good for his cause, but it was inhuman. He did not want to send away Ishmael and Hagar until G‑d told him to listen to Sarah. He was not interested in spin control, in proving how important it was for the survival of the Jewish people for him to send away Ishmael. He was not willing to do it until G‑d Himself told him to listen to Sarah.
Only one time in the Torah portion do we learn how Abraham uses spin control-when he asks Sarah to say that she was his sister and not his wife to prevent the King of Gerar, the modern Gaza, from killing him and taking her. When Avimelech reprimands him about this, he answers, “And it was when Heesu, when G‑d made me wander.” The same word, Toeh, is used by Hagar when she wanders in the desert after she is sent away from Abraham’s home. This same word is used to describe what happened to Joseph when he was seeking his brothers in northern Israel, “And a man found him wandering, Toeh, in the field.”
Rabbi David Silber says that this word, Toeh, means not just physical wandering but also spiritual wandering. In all these three instances, there was a spiritual wandering, a deviation from the truth which was not right. Hagar did not see what was in front of her. She thought she and her son were going to die in the desert from thirst, and because she closed her eyed to other possibilities, her wish almost became a self-fulfilling prophecy had G‑d not intervened. Joseph, because he could only see his own dreams and not the dreams of his brothers, and could not comprehend their feelings, was destined to spiritually wander. Abraham, here, too, spiritually wandered when he asked Sarah to say she was his sister. He had difficulty with this episode later on when people claimed that Yitzchak was really Avimelech’s son, not his. Abraham, though, always tried to see the truth and to fight for it, even with those with whom he was ideologically opposed.
When he prayed for Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham asked G‑d to forgive them if there were 50 righteous people among them. Why 50 righteous people? Because there were five cities, and if there was a minyan in every city, the city should be forgiven because this minyan could eventually reform the city. He then prayed if there were 45. There was not quite a minyan in every city, but at least these five cities allowed a group of people who believed in correct values to live unmenaced. G‑d said he would punish these cities, but not destroy them because, after all, some potential was still there. Abraham then asked for 40 and 30, which meant that the majority of the cities had a minyan. Therefore, maybe these cities could influence the total of five cities, and bring them back to the right path. G‑d said He would wait and see. Abraham then prayed for 20 and 10, which meant there was a minyan in the minimum of cities. G‑d said he would punish them but not destroy the five cities. He would wait and see after He punished them whether they would repent. Abraham always sought the truth. When he tried spin control, it did not work.
A religious leader should not be a lawyer; he should look for truth. We should not always follow the parry line, even in Jewish politics. Our own group is not always right. Sometimes other groups have it right, especially in non-Halachic matters. We should not always support something just because our group is pushing it. Following the party line is something reminiscent of Communist countries and totalitarian regimes. We need to be able to follow the truth, even if something is opposite to our own group’s opinion in a particular point of time.
I am reminded of the story of the lion who was wandering through the jungle asking everyone he met who was king of the beasts. He met a tiger, and tiger said, “Oh, you are, O lion.” He met a deer, and the deer said, “Oh, you are, O lion.” He went further along and met an elephant. He asked the elephant who was king of the beasts. The elephant wrapped his trunk around the lion, banged him against a tree three or four times, and threw him off a cliff. The lion dragged himself back and said, “Just because you don’t know the right answer doesn’t mean you should get so mad.”
Let us all hope and pray that all of us will aim for truth and not always follow the party line so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

PROTESTS AND RECONCILIATIONS
VAYERA 2001
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayera, we learn about the Akeidah, the binding of Yitzchak. Abraham thought that he was commanded to sacrifice his son. Why didn’t Abraham protest? After all, he protested when G‑d said He was going to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Perhaps one answer could be that when it concerned other people, Abraham could protest, but when it concerned himself and his family, he did not feel he could.

I remember that my father was the president of the Seattle Talmud Torah, which later became the Seattle Hebrew Day School. There was an essay contest, which I entered. My father was one of the judges. He disqualified my essay because he was one of the judges. I asked my father years later why he didn’t disqualify himself and enter my essay in the contest. I was also, and still am, the oldest of the five children, and I remember when my father used to discipline some of my siblings by saying, “You have to go to your room,” or, “You lose your allowance,” etc. I would stick up for my brothers and sisters. I could not do it for myself; perhaps Abraham felt he just could not confront G‑d when he was personally concerned.
Rabbi Soloveitchik, though, gives a different answer. He said that immediately before the birth of Yitzchak, Abraham went to Gerar, which is the modern day Gaza Strip, and there he tells his wife, Sarah, to tell everyone that she is his sister. She was still a beautiful woman, and he was afraid that they would seize her if they knew that Abraham was her husband, and kill Abraham. Avimelech, the ruler of Gerar, did seize her. Sarah was actually Abraham’s niece, and a niece in many instances in those days was considered like a sister. G‑d punished Avimelech, as He had earlier punished Pharaoh for also seizing Sarah, by making all the men in Gerar impotent. G‑d appeared to Avimelech in a dream, and He said, “Behold, you will die because of this woman which you took because she is a married woman.” Avimelech protested, and said he was innocent. He did not know she was married. G‑d told him to return Sarah to Abraham, and have Abraham pray for him so he should live. Avimelech called Abraham, and protested, saying, “What did you do to us? How did I sin to you that you brought upon me and my kingdom to do a great sin?” Abraham told Avimelech that the reason he did this was because, “There is no fear of G‑d in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.” In other words, in Gerar with no fear of G‑d, murder was not beyond its people. Avimelech did what Pharaoh did before, and he gave much wealth to Abraham, and Abraham prayed for Avimelech, but then Abraham committed the same sin as Lot. He lived in this place for many years, even though he had said before this was a place which did not have the fear of G‑d. He could make a lot of money there. He had broken relations with Lot because Lot, too, seemed to prefer the easy life instead of the moral, upright life. Therefore, he did not feel he could argue with G‑d now. He was very tolerant of other people. He ran out to entertain three wandering Arabs. He prayed for the people of Lot, but for his own family he was exceedingly strict.
In fact, at the Akeidah we learn all about Abraham’s family in Mesopotamia. We learn how Nochor had eight children. Abraham had eight children, too, eventually. Only one of them stayed Jewish. According to the Medrash, he had no contact with his family until after the Akeidah. For over 60 years, he did not have any contact with his family. He was not tolerant of their foibles, even though they had sacrificed for Judaism. After all, his brother, Choron, according to the Medrash, was killed by Nimrod because of his belief in monotheism. His belief was not as strong as Abraham’s, so he did not survive the fiery furnace, but Nochor did produce a Rivka eventually.
Abraham had to learn to be more tolerant of his own family. He had to become reconciled with them. How often have I had to intervene these past 25 years in family disputes here in Houston where members of the family were not talking to each other? Usually, a trivial incident started the argument. Many times, I was successful because I told them to say that the Rabbi said that they had to talk to the other family members so they could save face. We all must learn how to reconcile ourselves, especially to members of our own family. I have perfect faith that eventually the Arabs will reconcile themselves to we Jews, and peace will be in the Middle East. After all, they are our cousins. We know that there are many interpretations of the Moslem religion. Right now, the Wahabi interpretation, an extremist interpretation, has gained a foothold. Osama bin Laden’s philosophy is just a little more extreme than the philosophy which rules Saudi Arabia. It also is a Wahabi philosophy. There are no Jews in Saudi Arabia. Christians cannot practice their religion in Saudi Arabia, and anyone caught drinking will be punished severely, but eventually reconciliation will occur. Eventually, the terrorists will be overcome. Let us hope and pray that the government will continue to pursue terrorists and will support Israel while it pursues terrorists. After all, the law is if someone comes to kill you, you should kill them first, and the terrorists are trying to kill us all.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Sam Goldberg who was training to fight terrorists. He learned karate and judo. When he finished the course, the instructor asked, “What steps would you take if a terrorist came at you with a grenade in one hand and knife in the other?” Sam Goldberg replied, “Big steps.”
Let us hope and pray that we will all be reconciled to our Arab neighbors, and that all terrorists will be defeated so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

LIVING, NOT DYING, FOR JEWISH VALUES
VAYERA 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

One of the underlying themes of the Torah portion, Vayera, is that a Jew must always try to influence the world, to observe the basic moral law, the seven commandments of Noah. He must always be concerned about the world. However, he must not let the world change his basic religious outlook.
This is explained in the very beginning of the Torah portion, when we learn how G‑d appeared to Abraham, and how Abraham tells G‑d, in effect, “Wait a minute, G‑d. I have some important things to do. I see some strangers I have to take care of.” That’s how the rabbis explain the sentence, “My Lord, if I find favor in Your eyes, do not leave Your servant.” Abraham was quick to help everyone.
When G‑d told him that He was going to destroy the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and their three satellite cities, he immediately asked G‑d to forgive them. He said, “G‑d, what if there are 50 righteous among these five cities,” virtually saying, a minyan of righteous people is there. They can effect change. G‑d tells him He will forgive the cities. Then he says, “What if there are nine in each city, 45,” and G‑d says to that, “I will not destroy it,” but He did not say He would not punish the cities. Before Abraham pleaded for the 45, he said, “I am dust and ashes,” which means that, “It is hard to change the world, G‑d. I was almost burned up in the furnace of Nimrod and killed in the battles with the kings, but I was still trying to make moral changes.” G‑d listened to him and said, “Okay, if there is almost a minyan, nine, in each city, I will not destroy.” Abraham then pleaded, “What if there are 40...30,” which means that in four of the cities there is a minyan of righteousness or in three of the cities there is a minyan of righteousness? In other words, a righteous community may be able to influence all the cities because a righteous community is in four of the cities or three of the cities. G‑d said, “I will not forgive them, and I will punish them. I will wait and see.” When it goes to 20, G‑d again says, “I will punish them, but I will not destroy them,” because it would be very difficult to save these cities based on only 20. The same goes if there is only one minyan in one city, one righteous community. G‑d will punish, but He will not destroy.
Abraham was so concerned about Sodom and Gomorrah. Why? These were wicked people. They stood for values completely opposite to his own, but Abraham knew that, as Jews have always known since then, we have to do our best to make this world into a better place.
At the end of the Torah portion, we learn about the Akeidah. The rabbis all ask, why did the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac, come upon Abraham? Some rabbis answer that immediately before the Akeidah, we learn how Abraham went to live in Gerar, and he once again had to say that Sarah was his sister, because he was afraid he would be killed, and certain people would take his wife if they knew she was his wife. Avimelech, the king, did take Sarah, but G‑d intervened, and he did not touch her. However, afterwards he reprimanded Abraham and said, “What did you do? How did I sin to you that you almost brought upon me this great sin? What did you see that you did this thing?” Abraham said, “Because I think that there are not any G‑d fearing people in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.” After Abraham said this, he continued to live in the land of Gerar. If he thought this was an immoral, G‑d forsaken place, why did he continue to live there? We all know that Lot lived in Sodom because he was only interested in money, but why did Abraham stay there? Some rabbis say because he wanted to influence them.
That’s why the Akeidah came upon Abraham. Abraham, according to the Talmud, misinterpreted G‑d’s command. G‑d had commanded Abraham to lift up his son, not to sacrifice him, but Abraham thought that it meant actually sacrifice him, because that is what would impress the people of Gerar. After all, they practiced child sacrifice.
Even today, people are very impressed by the suicide bombers. After all, their cause must be right if they are willing to sacrifice so much for it. The people in Europe, especially, instead of condemning the suicide bombers, condemn Israel for reacting against them. According to many people, even today you prove the greatness of your cause if you are willing to die for it, not engage in the possibility that you might die, like in an army charge, but that you are going to die. You are going to blow yourself up for it. This evokes great admiration, but this is not the Jewish way. We are not a cult of death wishes.
G‑d’s hand did not stay Abraham’s hand, according to the Torah, but an angel. Some rabbis say this angel was the Torah. In Judaism, we are called upon to live for our religion, not die for it. Martyrdom is very restricted in Judaism. There are very few things for which you can be a martyr.
I am reminded of the story about a Cossack on a train who confronted a Jew in a black hat and black coat, and told him, “Drink this wine.” The man said, “I can’t. It’s not kosher.” The Cossack then said, “Drink this wine or I’ll shoot you.” The Jew answered, “Don’t you want me to taste the ham sandwich, too?”
Many Jews have been martyred, but it is not because we sought martyrdom. Our idea is to spread morality and goodness and love and compassion through living example, not through death. We live by our ideals. We do not commit suicide for them. We must try to make this world a better place, not blow ourselves up for a cause. This is similar to paganism when the Druid priest was king for a year, at the end of which he was sacrificed.
I am reminded of the story they tell about how Rothschild was on his deathbed when a beggar approached and said, “I have a cure for Rothschild.” The family quickly ushered him in and asked, “What’s the cure?” The man replied, “Well, I live in the slum by the river which is filled with rats and cockroaches.
I assure you if Rothschild will move into that neighborhood, he will not die because a rich man never died in this neighborhood.”
The job of each Jew is to try to influence the world and make it a better place, and to use the positive means and not the negative means. We are to live for our values, not blow ourselves up for them. May we all do so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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