OVERCOMING PROBLEMS, COPING WITH LIFE
VAYAETZE 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We Jews are known by the name of Judah, the fourth son of Leah. Why? Why should we be known by this name? The rabbis say that after Judah was born, we have all the letters in the name Israel. We have the Yud from Judah, the Shin from Shimon, Raysh and Aleph from Reuben, and the Lamed from Levi. When a boy becomes 13, he becomes a man of responsibility. What does responsibility mean? In English, the world responsibility comes from the word respond. If you are a responsible person, you know how to respond to the needs of others. You know how to distinguish what they mean from what they say. The word Reuven comes from the word, to see. The word Shimon comes from the word, to hear. The word Levi means to accompany and the word Judah means to praise. We must learn to hear, see, accompany, to be with people, and to thank, praise and appreciate if we are really to be a responsible person, a Bar Mitzvah or son of Israel.
Earlier in this Torah portion, we learn how Jacob had a dream and how he awoke from his sleep. The rabbis explain this also means he awoke from his learning ‑ that Jacob learned life was more difficult than he had imagined. He had not learned to respond properly. After all, had Jacob known how to respond, wouldn’t he have anticipated Esau’s reaction when Jacob took the blessing from him? Jacob knew that he had to overcome different problems in life, that he had to have the strength to overcome these problems to respond adequately. After he awoke, it says that he took the stone under his head, made a monument of it, and poured oil on it. One of the words for stone in Hebrew, Tzur, also means troubles. To cope adequately with life, he knew he had to pour Shemen on it. Usually you do not pour oil as a sacrifice. We pour wine. Why did Jacob here pour oil?
The word oil stand for three qualities, which Jacob would need to overcome life’s problems. He would need Simcha, joy. A person obtains joy by achieving his goal, but that is not enough. He also must know that he is accepted and can bring joy to others. A person should always look at the good things in life, at positive things in life, the good in other people. Nobody is ever perfect. We can easily find faults in people but will never have any friends if we only look for perfection. We will not even like ourselves. We also need Mishpocha, family, from the letter Mem. We need a family, people who accept us no matter what. Thirdly, we need Navona, understanding. We have to know what people really mean, what their real needs are. If we have these three things, then we will be adequately able to face life’s problems and to respond correctly. The story about the man who came to Florida to a mouth of a river comes to mind. He asked someone if there were any sharks there. The man said there were not. He asked, “Are you sure?” And the man said, “Yes”. He went swimming. After getting out of the water he said, “How come you are so sure there aren’t any sharks here?” The man said, “It’s easy. They’re afraid of the alligators.”

SOLUTIONS VS. CONFRONTATIONS
VAYAETZE 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayaetze, we learn about the evils of confrontation. In life, we all live with many problems most of which cannot be solved. It is not good to constantly dwell and try to clarify problems which are always with us. For example, the problem of death. We are all going to die, but that should not be the center of our focus like it was in ancient Egypt where the whole society revolved around building pyramids. Of course, inevitably, we are going to have problems with spouses and in-laws and institutions. Problems of balancing an individual’s needs with the needs of the community and the needs of his family will always arise. Most of the important problems in life cannot be solved. We just learn how to deal with them, how to balance them.
We learn in this Torah portion that Jacob left Beersheba, went to Beth El, and had a wonderful dream, a dream of a ladder whose base touched the earth and whose head reached up to the heavens. Jacob was filled with idealism. He had dreams and goals. At the end of this Torah portion, we learn how he had another dream, a dream of one sheep mounting another. All he could think about now was money and how to outfox his father-in-law. His lofty dreams were gone, his idealism was gone, and all he had left were dreams of one sheep mounting another. He knew he had to leave if he was still to be Jacob.
We Jews have always faced problems of assimilation. If all the Jews who ever were Jewish had remained Jewish, there would probably be billions of Jews today. During the time of the Roman Empire, probably as many Jews existed as there are today. Many solutions have been proposed for Jewish survival. Some of them work and some of them do not. Each generation has its own solution. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes even within the same generation there are different solutions. Jacob had started out filled with idealism and ideas of G‑d. He ended up thinking only about money, business. He had become more like Laban than Laban himself. There had been some doubt whether Jacob, the naive scholar, could make his way in the world. He proved he could, but so doing almost cost him his Jewishness.
At the end of this Sedra, we learn how Jacob had a confrontation with Laban. Jacob, who patiently endured all of Laban’s trickery and insults, finally loses his cool and tells Laban, who accused him of stealing his gods, that the person who stole them should be put to death. Laban searches all of Jacob’s things and does not find them because Rachel is sitting on them. Jacob then blows up and tells Laban how he had mistreated him, changed his wages, cheated him on his wife, etc. Here was the only time Jacob blew up and he was wrong. His wife, Rachel, had stolen them. He should not have sought this confrontation. Only because G‑d intervened was he saved. No good results from confronting people when ideas are involved. You accomplish nothing. Laban and Jacob then made a pact. Laban called it in Aramaic, “Yegar Sahadusa”, a gathering of stones. Laban tried to say that Jacob and he were identical. Jacob, on the other hand, called it “Galaid”, a burier. Laban swore on the G‑d of Abraham and the G‑d of Nochor. Jacob just swore on the G‑d of his father, Isaac. Laban wanted to pretend that he and Jacob were identical. Jacob knew that he was different and that he remained different.
This has always been the Jewish problem: How are we to exist in the world and still be different? Jacob had to become like Laban in Mesopotamia to survive, but Jacob knew also that he had to be Jewish and that he had to break away at a certain point from Laban. We all have this problem, and like many other problems, we have no ultimate solution. Just as with the problem of human relationships, there is no solution. There is no solution between doing your own thing and trying to please others. Judaism has always said, not either or, but both. We must both do our own thing and please others. We must live in the world and be different from it. Many times some people emphasize one aspect and not another, but no good come from picking on problems, picking on faults. In a marriage, obviously, no partner is perfect, but the good outweighs the bad and you continue.
The problems of individuality and family will always be there. This does not mean I am saying we should not fight cancer or things outside of us. Certain things we can attack, but when it comes to the basic human condition and the basic Jewish condition, we must learn never to seek confrontations because they solve nothing. Even after a person had done his own thing, he still needs others; even after we prove that we have to be Jewish, we still have to live in the world. Jacob did no good by confronting Laban. He probably would have ended up wiped out if not for G‑d and, what’s more, in this instance he was wrong. Let us all learn how to reconcile how to live with different perspectives, not to try to confront them or destroy them.
In our day especially, there is a great feeling of selfishness around. To get volunteers to do work is hard. People want what they want and do not want to think about others. They want to do what they want and still have the support and admiration of others. This is impossible. We must all recognize how to live with problems, not try to destroy them. A beautiful story perhaps illustrates this. A little boy was seven years old and still had not made up his mind what he wanted to be (doctor, lawyer, etc.). His parents were very worried so they put him in a room with a Bible, an apple, and a silver dollar. They said they would come back in fifteen minutes and see what the boy had chosen and then they would know what he would be. If he chose the Bible, he would be a Rabbi. If he chose the apple, he would be a farmer. If he chose the silver dollar, he would be a banker. When they came back fifteen minutes later, he was sitting on the Bible eating the apple with the silver dollar in his pocket. His mother turned to the father and said, “What does this mean?” He said, “It’s obvious that he’s going to be a politician.” Many times we malign politicians, but they perform an important function: They teach us how to live with many problems and not just confront them and destroy ourselves and others.

‘ROCKING’ OVER LIFE’S PROBLEMS
VAYAETZE 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayaetze, we learn about the different troubles that will come upon the Jewish people especially in exile. Four times rocks are mentioned. Rocks are a symbol of the trouble we all face in life.
We learn in the very beginning of the Torah portion how Jacob takes the rocks from the place where he had slept and puts them under his head. He then has that beautiful dream of the angels ascending to heaven on the ladder then descending. After he awakens, we learn how he takes a rock, turns it into a form of an altar, and pours oil on it. He then says, “If G‑d will be my G‑d and I will return safely home to the land of Canaan, I will give one-tenth of what I earn to G‑d.” We discover a rock a third time when we learn how Jacob comes to Mesopotamia and sees how all the shepherds are surrounding a well upon which rests a huge rock. Jacob asks them why they do not remove the rock. They tell him that they have to wait until all the shepherds assemble so they will have enough people to move the rock. He then spies Rachel. He immediately falls in love with her and he, unaided, is able to push the rock off the well. At the end of the Torah portion we learn about a fourth rock, how after Jacob decides that he has to return home because all he is dreaming about is one sheep mounting another. In other words, all he is dreaming about is money. He flees Laban. Laban then overtakes him, but G‑d warns Laban not to harm Jacob. Laban erects a stone, which he calls Yegar Sahadusa and which Jacob calls Galaid.
These four rocks stand for different problems that we Jews have to overcome to remain Jews. Jacob saw the angels ascending the ladder and descending. The rabbis explain that these were the guardian angels of every nation. They were able to go up the ladder only so far because the civilizations they represented had a fatal flaw and they were eventually forced to descend. Many nations, though, went very high up the ladder. Jews would become discouraged. How could they maintain themselves when these nations were going up so high? Perhaps it would be better to join them. They could gain positions of importance, etc.
The second rock which Jacob anointed after he woke up from his dream stands for the fact that he recognized that he was going into an alien environment and that G‑d would keep His promises to him, but perhaps he would stop believing in Him. Perhaps G‑d would no longer be his G‑d. He had to make a living and he could become so engrossed that he would forget all about his people and his religion.
The third rock, the rabbis say, covered a well. The Torah many times is compared to a well. Jacob knew that if he would observe the Torah he would be able to overcome the problems of exile, but it was a hard rock to uncover the well. It was only when he spied out Rachel that he gained the necessary strength to roll away the rock so he could study Torah and use Torah in his life. Only when a man has a helpmate like Rachel can he overcome the vicissitudes of life and maintain his Jewish character.
Finally, he faced the severest test. When Laban erected the rock, he said, “Let us swear by the gods of Abraham and Nochor that we will do no harm to each other.” In other words, Laban was saying, “Our values are identical. We are exactly the same. Nochor’s god is just like Abraham’s G‑d. There is no reason for you to maintain any differences. You really have nothing left to teach the world. I accept you fully.” That is the great test of America today. Jews are accepted fully. Why should we try to be different? Why should we insist, as Jacob insisted, that he swear only by the G‑d of his father, Isaac? Rachel knew that her father’s gods were not the same as Abraham’s G‑d. She assisted her husband in maintaining his Jewish identity. Only because of Rachel and Leah was Jacob able to persevere. They both backed him when he decided to leave Laban’s house. They knew that a Jew had to be interested in more than making money. The rabbis teach us that the first man, Adam, was androgynous, male and female, that G‑d split him in two to make man and woman. A man needs a woman to maintain himself in this world. Jacob was able to overcome his problems because he had Rachel by his side.
We all hope and pray that this young couple will be like Jacob and Rachel and are able to overcome all life’s problems. Man alone cannot even study Torah correctly, the rabbis teach us. That’s why the rabbis always favored early marriage. Let us hope and pray that this young couple will draw strength from each other and will continue the chain of Judaism into the future; that they will be blessed with a vibrant Jewish home filled with Jewish values; and that their children will be able to learn Torah because of the strength they draw from each other. May they be blessed with only good things and good health always.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a woman who came to a lawyer for a divorce. The lawyer asked her if she had any grounds. She said she had and acre and a half. He then asked her if she had a grudge. She said she only had a carport. He then asked her if her husband beat her up. She said she got up fifteen minutes before him everyday. The lawyer then asked, “Why do you want a divorce?” She replied, “Because we can’t communicate.” May this young couple communicate well so that they will build a faithful house in Israel based on the legacy of Jacob and Rachel. Amen.
CORRECTLY CHALLENGING ‑ MEASURE FOR MEASURE
VAYAETZE 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayaetze, we allude to many themes. The most prominent one, of course is Midah Tachas Midah ‑ measure for measure. Just as Jacob tricked his father and brother, so he, himself, was tricked by his father-in-law. The Torah emphasizes over and over again the fact that what goes around comes around, that the way you treat people is eventually the way people treat you. For example, we all read a few sedras ago about the Akeidah, how Abraham thought that he was to sacrifice his son, and almost lost him. What could have prompted such a test? The rabbis answer that this, too, was a case of measure for measure. Abraham had sent Hagar and Ishmael away from the camp. G‑d told him to listen to Sarah’s voice. However, according to many rabbis, he sent Hagar and Ishmael out of the camp without adequate provisions. Ishmael almost died, and if an angel of G‑d had not appeared to Hagar, he would have. This is similar to what happened to Abraham. If an angel of G‑d would not have appeared, Abraham would have sacrificed his son, Yitzchak.

In this Torah portion, we also learn about the lot of the Jewish people in exile. Jacob’s sojourning in Mesopotamia in the house of his uncle, Laban, was the first instance of exile of the Jewish people, and we learn about the different angels that accompanied him in exile and who left him when he went into the land of Israel, where new angels awaited him. The whole scope of Jewish history is explained by many rabbis in the dream of the ladder, with the different guardian angels going up as far as they could only to have to return. Only the descendants of Jacob will get to the top of the ladder.
In this Torah portion, we learn how we need each other’s strengths. We learn how Jacob was tricked into marrying Leah. It says, “And it was in the morning, and behold, it was Leah.” Didn’t Jacob know that it was not Leah before the morning? Couldn’t he tell? It is true, as the rabbis tell us, that Rachel did not want her sister, Leah, to be embarrassed, so she gave her the secret signs that she and Jacob had arranged between themselves. Jacob feared that Laban would try to trick him. However, this can only explain their going through the wedding ceremony, but afterwards when they were together, couldn’t he tell? Some rabbis try to explain it by citing the extreme modesty of Leah and Jacob. This seems to be a little far fetched. Rabbi Aaron quotes the Kabbalah, which gives a different reason. He says that when Jacob married who he thought was Rachel, he was pleasantly surprised to find out that she had certain traits that he had not expected. After all, we marry our emotional opposite. We marry people who will complete us, who will add to our traits. It was not until the morning that he realized that this was not Rachel, but Leah. Many times, we find hidden traits in others, which we probably, subconsciously, knew all along. Jacob knew that he needed these traits of Leah, as well as these traits of Rachel. The question remains though, why didn’t Jacob divorce Leah in the morning? He could have gotten an annulment. After all, it was Mechach Tous, a fraudulent marriage from the beginning. Jacob did not because he knew he needed Leah, too. He recognized that this was part of G‑d’s plan. Rabbi Soloveitchik asked the question though: If this was part of G‑d’s plan, why didn’t he just marry Leah openly and then marry Rachel since polygamy was allowed in those days?
The answer is that part of Leah’s traits that Jacob needed was persistence in the face of adversity. After all, Jacob probably would not have married her unless this trick had happened. Eventually, her courage and her spirituality allowed Leah to win over Jacob. Jacob fell head over heels in love with Rachel the first time he met her. Love at first sight is recognized in the Torah, and Rachel was a stunning beauty. She was a born leader. It was she who went out with the sheep. Leah stayed home because her eyes were Rochot, which many rabbis interpret to mean sensitive, not as weak or ugly. Leah was a sensitive, quiet person. Rachel was a star. When she entered a room, everyone recognized her. She was the center of everything, while Leah sat in the corner. Rachel was a woman of action, a modern career woman. When she, Jacob, and the whole family left, she even took her father’s idols with her so her father would not worship them anymore. She seized the initiative. Leah, on the other hand, was a sensitive, shy, demure girl who knew how, in her quiet way, to get what she wanted. Rachel loved beautiful things, and even traded a night with Jacob for the beautiful Dudaeem flowers that Reuben, Leah’s son, had brought. Leah was persevering and there all the time ready to be of help. Jacob needed her strong, quiet, persistent qualities.
Interestingly, only Jacob was able to keep all his children Jewish. Abraham had eight children, only one of whom remained Jewish. Yitzchak had two children, one remained Jewish. Jacob had 13 children, and they all remained Jews. Rachel stands for leadership, for brilliance. Leah stands for the family, the home, and the children. Rachel had a hard time having children. In fact, the name she gave her son, Joseph, is strange. It could mean either “G‑d has taken away my disgrace” or “My G‑d, add for me another son”. When Leah named her children, she called them “G‑d has seen” and “G‑d has heard” and “I will bless G‑d”. She stressed her gratitude to G‑d. Jacob knew he needed the traits of both these women to form the people of Israel. He needed Rachel’s strength and leadership, but he also needed Leah’s persistence, courage, and quietness.
In and for our community many people work very hard. They do so many good things, like Rachel did, but their grandchildren are not Jews. It is not enough just to have good leadership. We also need to have Jews. Leah made sure that the whole family stayed Jews. We cannot just run after every fad. It is important that we will recognize we Jews have Nobel Prize winners, that we Jews excel in the arts and sciences, but we should also know Torah. It is important that we add to the world’s economy, and that we be experts in many fields, but we also have to make sure we have the proper spiritual tools to combat all the false ideologies around us to ensure we stay Jews. Jacob knew that he not only needed Rachel but also Leah. Rachel provided a vision, and that is why Rachel was not buried in the Me’Aras HaMapelech. And if Rachel provided vision, then Leah provided the means to implement that vision while still staying Jewish. We need both so we can interpret the events of our days the correct way that we will most assuredly all remain Jews.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a couple living in Anchorage, Alaska. The news said they would have two - three inches of snow that night, so everyone must park their cars on the odd numbered side of the street. The husband went outside and moved the car. The next week, the radio announced two to four inches of snow would fall and everyone must park their cars on the even‑numbered side of the street. The man got up and again moved the car. A week later an announcer on the radio said, “We will have 10‑12 inches of snow and you must....” Then the radio went dead. The man said to his wife, “What should I do now?” The wife replied, “Today, why don’t you just leave the car in the garage?”
We need leadership to point the way, but we also need common sense, perseverance, and spirituality to know that we are interpreting the challenges of the day in the correct way. Jacob needed both Leah and Rachel to raise a Jewish family. We, too, need both these traits if we are to have Jews in the future. Let us hope that this we will all do so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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