ALWAYS WITH OTHERS
VAYESHEV 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In Vayeshev, we learn how Joseph was not sensitive to others. Because of this, he caused great hatred and rancor. The rabbis teach us that even in reaching out to G‑d we must be sensitive to others, that having a relationship with G‑d together with people is of a different and higher quality than just having a relationship with G‑d by yourself. This point is stressed that when G‑d appeared to Abraham and Abraham spied out three strangers whom he could help, he told G‑d to wait a minute. He had to take care of the needs of the strangers. This, of course, is the meaning of the Minyan, too. It is different when we pray with a Minyan or pray for ourselves. The quality of the relationship is much better and the prayer is better when we pray with others. People who just want to do their own thing cannot even accomplish that if they are alone.
SENSITIVITY, HUMILITY, AND SUCCESS
VAYESHEV 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayeshev, we learn about the story of Joseph and his brothers. Joseph was a brilliant boy who had great talent, but all he seemed capable of doing was stirring up hatred and jealousy. His great dreams only ended up in alienating people, not bringing them together. Joseph was right in what he had to say but the way he said it infuriated his brothers.
The rabbis tell us that what happened to Joseph is what happened to Jacob. Jacob caused his brother to hate him. Jacob was separated for 22 years from his father and Joseph was separated from his father for 22 years. Joseph always looked for perfection. He was a tattletale. He brought back evil reports about his brothers. The rabbis tell us that because he brought back reports claiming his brothers were sexually immoral, he was accosted by the wife of Potipher and she tried to seduce him. Because he told his father that the children of the maids were being ill-treated, he became a slave himself. Joseph was a person who might have been right in his views, but he ended up doing harm because of the way he expressed them. His story was the same story as the story of his father, being right but still doing lots of harm. Perhaps the Torah emphasizes this story and repeats it so often because this has always been one of the major problems of our people. Individuals who think they are right, which in reality and in fact are right, allow themselves to adopt means which they hope will accomplish their goals, but do the exact opposite. Ma’aseh Ovos Simon Levonim, “The deeds of the forefathers are indicative of the actions of their progenitors.”
Joseph was known in our tradition as a Tzaddik, a righteous man. He is the only one who has that title except for perhaps Noah, and Noah is considered traditionally as a doubtful Tzaddik. Joseph, although he was a Tzaddik, suffered and brought upon himself hatred and bad things because he did not know how to communicate, how to be sensitive to the needs of others. He always looked for faults.

When did Joseph eventually succeed? Only when he was able to listen to the dreams of others. When Joseph was put into prison and the butler and baker of Pharaoh had a dream, he was able to interpret a dream for them. He learned how to be sensitive to the dreams of others. Up to this time, he had only been concerned about his own dreams. He was not interested in the dreams of others. When his father sends him to Shem to see his brothers who had taken the flocks there from Hebron, he tells Joseph to see the Shalom, the wholeness of his brothers. He tells them to be sensitive to their needs. Do not just look at their faults. Look at the whole picture. Do not just look at what you need, look at what they need.
Unfortunately, in our day and age there seems to be a tendency to be only concerned about a person’s own needs. There is a sort of a selfishness which permeates our society. A person is only interested in doing something if he gets something out of it, if that something makes him feel good. If he feels like doing it, he does it, otherwise, he is not interested in doing it. Joseph, in the beginning, really did not have any use for his brothers except to have them bow down to him. He told his dreams to his father and his father rebuked his and said, “Will we come, I, your mother and your brothers, to bow down to you?” However, it also said, “and his father watched the thing” or in Hebrew that word can also mean to strain. The Hebrew word for preserve comes from the same root. His father wondered whether Joseph’s ambitions were going to be limited or strained by the good of the whole group.
This week we celebrate Chanukah. It is very interesting halachically that if we have only enough money to buy Chanukah candles or to buy wine for Kiddush we are supposed to use the money to buy Chanukah candles. Why should this be so? After all, Shabbos is from the Torah. Chanukah is only a rabbinical holiday. We would think that we should have to buy wine for Kiddush and not candles for Chanukah. What’s more, the rabbis tell us that if a person makes Kiddush, he will gain personal wealth and achievement; but if he lights Chanukah candles, his children will grow up to be scholars. The answer I believe is because when we drink the Kiddush, only we really benefit, only we taste the wine. However, when we light the candle, everyone benefits from the light. Everyone can see it. The Maccabees gave up their personal careers to help the Jewish people. Kiddush stands for individual achievement, but if the Maccabees would have only thought of their careers, there would not be any Jews today. Just stressing our individual achievement does not always lead to the common good.
Today we see this all over. Individuals are only interested in themselves. Marriages fail because each person’s individual achievements are more important that the marriage. Institutions have trouble because individuals are not looking out for what’s best for the total institution, only for what is best for themselves. Ambition and achievement are important, but they have to be strained through looking out for the common good. That’s what Jacob wondered about Joseph. If his achievement would be strained by the common good, he would be successful. If, however, he didn’t care about his brothers and their needs, he would fail even if he was right and even if he was a Tzaddik.
Joseph, when he comes out of prison and interprets Pharaoh’s dream, does not take credit for himself. He says it is not him who is doing it but G‑d. This, of course, is what humility means. It does not mean that saying something that you have done is not good. It means that you do not deserve special privileges because you have done good things. You have been given the talent by G‑d to do good things and they are good, but this does not mean that you deserve special privileges because you are doing what you are created to do. Joseph, when he talked to his brothers, did not mention G‑d. All he could think about was his own greatness. He was special and deserved to be treated special. He was not sensitive at all to his brothers’ dreams, to their needs. Today, unfortunately, we find the same thing all over society.
In order for marriages to succeed, they must be the number one priority for the couple. Their personal achievement must take second place. All other things must take second place. If this commitment is made, the marriage has a good chance to succeed. If the marriage is second, third, fourth, or even tenth, the marriage will fail. It is our hope that the young couple getting married today will always realize this and always strain their ambition and dreams by the common good of the marriage.
I remember something that happened in class many years ago. I asked the children what they wanted to be. One little boy raised his hand and said, “I don’t know what I want to be but my Mommy wants my sister and brother-in-law to be stoics.” I said, “Are you sure your Mommy wants them to be stoics? They are ancient Greek philosophers who do not exist anymore. Are you sure your Mommy wants them to be stoics?” The boy looked at me and said, “Don’t the stoics bring babies? That’s what my Mommy wants my sister and brother-in-law to do, bring babies.” We hope that this young couple will become “stoics” and we will have many simchas to celebrate together.

G-D’S INTERVENTION ‑ NOT CHANCE, NOT COINCIDENCE
VAYESHEV 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today is Shabbat Chanukah, and today we read a special Haphtorah. The Haphtorah is from Zechariah and speaks about the redemption of the Jewish people, and about Yehoshua, the Kohen Gadol, removing his dirty garments and putting on clean garments ‑ symbolizing the Jewish people are to remove those ugly things they acquired in exile and are now to serve G‑d in purity. Zechariah also has several visions which he mentions to Yehoshua, the Kohen Gadol. In one of them he says, “Behold, the stone that I have placed before you, Yehoshua, seven eyes toward one stone.” What does that mean, seven eyes? What is the symbol of the seven eyes?

Also in this Haphtorah, we learn about the menorah that Zechariah sees. “And behold, there is a menorah made entirely of gold with its bowl on top and seven lamps upon it, and there are seven tubes to each of the lamps on its top, and two olive trees are near with one to the right of the bowl and one to the left.” What does this mean, a menorah which has an olive tree on its right and left?
It is also in this Haphtorah that we have the famous line, “Not through armies and through might but through My Spirit, says the Lord.” On Chanukah, we all know that we light the menorah. The menorah is different from the Shabbat candles because we cannot use and benefit from the light of the menorah. It is just there for Pursumay Neesah, for publicizing the miracle. That’s why we have the shammash. It is not really necessary to light the other candles with the shammash, but we need to have the shammash burn because if per chance we would use the light of the Chanukah menorah, we could say we are not using the light of the regular candles, but the light of the shammash candle. We also know that originally the menorah was to be lit outside on the left side of the house as you enter. The mezuzah was on the right and the Chanukah candles on the left. We do not do this anymore because the Persians, who were followers of the Zoroastrian religion, prohibited us from doing this, and for many centuries we had to light the Chanukah candle in the basement or some other hidden locations; otherwise, we would have been severely punished by the Zoroastrian priests, thrown into jail, or killed.
Today, we know that we are supposed to light the candles in the window to publicize the miracle. The Lubavitch are really doing the right thing when they are lighting these huge menorahs outside. Why, though, should we have this great need to publicize the miracle? Wasn’t the miracle evident to everyone? The answer, of course, is no. Many people thought that what happened on Chanukah was just a chance occurrence, a coincidence. After all, if we look at the events of Chanukah, they seem very similar to what is going on now in world history. On Chanukah, we play with the dreidle. The dreidle you spin from the top to teach us that Jews are above chance or fate or luck. G‑d is ruling our destiny. G‑d makes miracles for us. G‑d helps those who help themselves. This is different from Purim. On Purim, we spin the grogger from underneath. The message of Purim is there is evil in the world and we must make noise against it. Purim was a holiday against our physical bodies. Therefore, we celebrate it with food and drink. Chanukah was a holiday directed against our souls. A holiday commemorated our spiritual redemption. Therefore, the symbol of Chanukah is the light. As we say, “Our soul is the light of G‑d in us.” The dreidle tells us that the Jewish people’s survival is not just a result of chance. G‑d intervenes in history to help us if we will take the initiative and begin to act.
Just look at what happened at Chanukah time. Why did Judah Maccabee win? Judah Maccabee won because of the geo-political events of his day, just as in our day the birth of Israel is a miracle. Many people, though, would deny it because the geo-political events of our day seemed impossible to have happened. We say these were not just coincidental acts. After all, the only thing that Russia and the United States ever agreed on in the United Nations was the formation of Israel. Stalin, the great anti-Semite who, a few years after the creation of the State of Israel, was planning to murder all the Jews of the Soviet Union and actually saved Israel. In 1948, in an operation Ben Gurion labeled Yikum Purkum, Stalin sent over to Israel all the captured German weapons which he had stored in Czechoslovakia. It was because of these German weapons that Israel was able to defeat the Arab armies. I had friends who even flew the Messerschmidts and used German artillery pieces and rifles, etc.
Seven empires had to be destroyed before Israel could come into being because every one of these empires would have taken Israel for themselves: the Turkish Empire, the Russian Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Italian Empire, the German Empire, the French Empire, and the British Empire The Six Day War, in itself, was a miracle. However, many people today cannot see the miracle. It is hard for them to see the miracle. Therefore, we have to Pursumay Neesah, constantly publicize the miracle because people cannot or do not want to see it.
Why did Judah Maccabee win? Because there was a power struggle going on between Rome and the Seleucid Empire. After Antiochus decreed that all the Jews had to worship pagan idols, Judah revolted and defeated several Syrian armies. Antiochus was then preparing a huge army to come at him again when he died. He was not killed by any of the Maccabees. He died and left a young son, Demetrius, to ascend the throne. Immediately upon his death, a usurper arose in Mesopotamia who claimed the throne. The Seleucid Empire extended from Turkey to modern day Iraq. They were under pressure from Rome in the West, and now a revolt broke out in the East. Licius did not want to fight on two fronts while also having to leave an army on Turkey’s western edge to deter the Romans from any attack. He, therefore, made a treaty with Judah. However, Judah still had to agree to leave a Syrian garrison in part of Jerusalem. Later, after he would defeat the usurper in the East, Licius thought he would then come against Judah. The Temple, though, now was free, and we were able to rededicate it three years to the day after is had been desecrated. Judah knew, however, that this was not the end, and he made a pact with Rome. Licius did come after him, and he was actually killed in that battle. We did not get our freedom completely from Syria until 22 years after the Temple was dedicated.
One could look at all these events and say they were just a result of coincidence. G‑d had nothing to do with it. However, we know that this is not so. When we spin the dreidle, we proclaim G‑d is above chance and so is the survival of the Jewish people. Sometimes, though, it is very hard to see how G‑d works. There are so many ups and downs. If it had not been for World War I, which started on Tisha B’Av, the seven empires would not have been destroyed in that war and World War II, which made Israel possible in our day. People can still say, though, that it is coincidence.
In the Torah portion, Vayeshev, we perceive how difficult it is to see things right in front of our eyes. Jacob could not see how his favoring Joseph was harming the family. Joseph could not see how telling his brothers his dreams would infuriate them. The brothers could not see how getting rid of Joseph would actually sour their relationship with their father, who now was perpetually mourning. Judah could not see how his withholding his third son from Tamar would cause him to actually sleep with his daughter-in-law, although unwittingly. Joseph could not see how his being alone with his master’s wife would lead to his imprisonment for twelve years. It is hard to see things in the world, their ramifications and consequences.
That’s why in the Prophet Zechariah we have the stone of the seven eyes. We must constantly see that G‑d is working in the universe. Chanukah proclaims it, but it is not easy to see that. You can just see everything as coincidence and current events, which turn on unusual events like the death of a king, as coincidence. The menorah is fed by seven tubes directly from the two olive trees, but the olive is a bitter fruit. You cannot eat it directly, like a peach or pear. You have to prepare it in some way; but the oil is pure light and can be used, but appears only after the olive has been beaten. It is sometimes hared to see how G‑d works. G‑d does help those who help themselves. Maybe the reason it is so hard to see how G‑d works is because, otherwise, we would all sit back and do nothing, but G‑d wants us to act, to be His partner in bringing about a better world.
I am reminded of a story they tell about a person who went down to Padre Island. He asked a local whether there were any sharks in the water, as he wanted to go swimming. The local said there were no sharks. The man went swimming and came out a half hour later. He asked the local, “How were you so sure there were no sharks?” The local said, “Because they are all afraid of the alligators.” Many times, we cannot see what is obvious. Many times, we do not realize that G‑d is behind many of the events that we experience in our personal lives as well as our national lives. Life has its ups and downs, but the beaten olive leads to great spiritual life. Let us hope and pray that we will all see G‑d’s work in history and in our personal lives so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

SEEING MIRACLES, THE MENORAH,
THE OLIVE TREES AND THE TUBES
VAYESHEV 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why is it so hard to see how G‑d acts in history? How come so many people cannot see the miracles G‑d is constantly doing for the Jewish people and for each of us? Why, too, do the rabbis have us constantly publicize the Chanukah miracle on Chanukah, even going so far as to ban us from using the Chanukah lights for any other purpose?

On the first Shabbat of Chanukah (this year there are two), we read the special Haphtorah, Roni V’Simchi. The Haphtorah is from Zechariah and speaks about the redemption of the Jewish people, and about Yehoshua, the Kohen Gadol, removing his dirty garments and putting on clean garments. This symbolized the Jewish people were going to remove those ugly things they acquired in exile and were now going to serve G‑d in purity. Zechariah also had several other visions which he mentions to Yehoshua, the Kohen Gadol. In one of them he says, “Behold, the stone that I have placed before you, Yehoshua, seven eyes toward one stone.” What does that mean, seven eyes? What is the symbol of the seven eyes?
In addition, in this Haphtorah, we learn about the menorah that Zechariah sees. “And behold there is a menorah make entirely of gold with its bowl on top and seven lamps upon it, and there are seven tubes to each of the lamps, and two olive trees are near, with one to the right of the bowl, and one to its left.” What does this mean, a menorah which has an olive tree on its right and left?
It is also in this Haphtorah that we have the famous line, “Not through armies nor through might but through My Spirit says the Lord.” On Chanukah, we all know that we light the menorah. The menorah is different from the Shabbat candles because we cannot use or benefit from the light of the menorah. It is just there for Pursumay Neesah, for publicizing the miracle. That is why we have the shammus. It is not really necessary to light the other candles with the shammus, but we need to have the shammus burn because if perchance we would use the light of the Chanukah menorah, we could say we are not using the light of the regular candles, but the light of the shammus. We also know that originally the menorah was to be lit outside on the left side of the house as you enter it. The mezuzah was on the right, and the Chanukah menorah was on the left. We do not do this anymore because the Persians, who were followers of the Zoroastrian religion in Talmudic times, prohibited us from doing this, and for many centuries we had to light the Chanukah candles in the basement or some other hidden location. Otherwise, we would be severely punished by the Zoroastrian priests, thrown into jail, or killed.
Today we light the candles in the window to publicize the miracle. The Lubavitch rabbis are really doing the right thing when they light these huge menorahs outside. Why, though, should we have this great need to publicize the miracle:’ Wasn’t the miracle evident to everyone? The answer is no. Many people thought that what happened on Chanukah was just a chance occurrence, a coincidence. After all, if we look at the events of Chanukah, they seem very similar to what is going on today in world history.
On Chanukah, we play with the dreidle. The dreidle you spin from on top to teach us that Jews are above chance, or fate, or luck. G‑d is ruling our destiny. G‑d makes miracles happen. G‑d helps those who help themselves. This is different from Purim. On Purim, we spin the grogger from underneath. The message of Purim is, “The message is there is evil in the world, and we must make noise against it. Purim is a holiday celebrating our victory over those who wished to destroy us physically. Therefore, we celebrate it with food and drink. Chanukah is a holiday which celebrates our victory over those who wished to destroy us spirituality. It is a holiday commemorating our spiritual redemption. Therefore, the symbol of Chanukah is light. As we say, “Our soul is the light of G‑d in us.” The dreidle tells us that the Jewish people’s survival is not just a result of chance. G‑d intervenes in history to help us if we will take the initiative and begin to act.
Just look at what happened in Judah Maccabee’s time. Why did Judah Maccabee win? Judah Maccabee won because of the geo-political events of his day. Just as in our day, the birth of Israel came about because of the geo-political events of its day and we say that was a miracle. These events seemed so incredible as to be impossible to have happened. We say they were not just coincidental acts. After all, the only thing Russia and the United States ever agreed on in the United Nations was the formation of Israel. Stalin, the great anti-Semite, who a few years after the creation of the State of Israel was planning to murder all the Jews of the Soviet Union, actually saved Israel. In 1948, in an operation Ben Gurion named Yikum Purkum, Stalin sent over to Israel all the captured German weapons which he had stored in Czechoslovakia. It was because of these German weapons that Israel was able to defeat the Arab armies. I had friends who even flew Messerschmidts and fired German artillery pieces and rifles, etc.
Seven empires had to be destroyed before Israel could come into being because every one of these empires would have taken Palestine for themselves: the Turkish Empire, the Russian Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Italian Empire, the German Empire, the French Empire, and the British Empire. The Six Day War, too, was a miracle. However, many people today could not see the miracle. It is hard for them to see the miracle. Therefore, we have to Pursumay Neesah, constantly publicize the miracle because people cannot or do not want to see it.
Why did Judah Maccabee win? Because there was a power struggle going on between Rome and the Seleucid Empire. After Antiochus IV decreed that all the Jews had to worship pagan idols, Judah revolted and defeated several Syrian armies. Antiochus IV was then preparing a huge army to come against him when he died. He was not killed my any of the Maccabees. He died from natural causes and left a young son, Antiochus V, to ascend the throne. Immediately upon his death, a usurper arose in Mesopotamia who claimed the throne. The Seleucid Empire extended from Turkey to modern day Iraq. It was under pressure from Rome in the west and now a revolt broke out the east. Licius, who was appointed Regent because Antiochus V was too young, did not want to fight on two fronts while also having to leave an army on Turkey’s western edge to deter the Romans from any attack. He, therefore, made a treaty with Judah. However, he obtained Judah’s agreement to leave a Syrian garrison in part of Jerusalem. Later, Licius thought after he would defeat the usurper in the east, he would come against Judah. The Temple, though, now was free, and we were able to rededicate it three years to the day after it had been desecrated. Judah knew, however, that this was not the end and he made a pact with Rome. Licius did come after him and Judah was killed in that battle. We did not get our freedom completely from Syria until 22 years after the Temple was dedicated.
One could look at all these events and say they were just a result of coincidence. G‑d had nothing to do with them. However, we know that this is not so. When we spin the dreidle, we proclaim G‑d is above chance, and so is the survival of the Jewish people. Sometimes, though, it is very hard to see how G‑d works. There are so many ups and downs. If it would not have been for Word War I and World War II, with Word War I beginning on Tisha B’Av, the seven empires would not have been destroyed and Israel could not have come into being. People can still say, though, that it is all coincidence.
In the Torah portion, Vayeshev, we see how difficult it is to see things right in front of our eyes. Jacob could not see how his favoring Joseph was harming the family. Joseph could not see how telling his brothers his dreams would infuriate them. The brothers could not see how getting rid of Joseph would actually sour their relationship with their father, who now was perpetually in mourning. Judah could not see how his withholding his third son form Tamar would cause him to actually sleep with his daughter-in-law, although unwittingly. Joseph could not see how his being alone with his master’s wife would lead to imprisonment for twelve years. It is hard to see things in the world, especially their ramifications and consequences.
That is why in the Prophet Zechariah, we have the stone of the seven eyes. We must constantly see the whole picture. We live in six physical dimensions - east, west, north, south, up and down ‑ and in a spiritual dimension. We must see that G‑d is working in all dimensions. Chanukah proclaims this idea, but it is not easy to see it. You can just say that everything is coincidence, chance occurrences, like the death of King Antiochus IV. The menorah is fed by seven tubes directly from the two olive trees, but the olive is a bitter fruit. You cannot eat it directly like a peach or a pear. You have to prepare it in some way, cure it, etc., but its light is pure, even though its oil can only be obtained after the olive has been beaten. It is sometime hard to see how G‑d works. We believe G‑d helps those who help themselves. Maybe the reason it is so hard to see how G‑d works is because otherwise, we would all sit back and do nothing. But G‑d wants us to act, to be His partner in bringing about a better world. Also, it is hard to see how G‑d works because He generally works in small increments from both the right and the left. That is the meaning of the seven tubes and the olive trees on the left and right. We have to look at the whole picture. One incredible event we can dismiss as a coincidence, but seven? How can we deal with that except to say that G‑d is guiding history? We have to always look with seven eyes, see the whole picture, and then perhaps we can see the miracles.
Many times we cannot see what is obvious. Many times we do not realize that G‑d is behind the events that we experience in our personal lives as well as our national lives. Life has ups and downs, but the beaten olive leads us to greater understanding of G‑d’s miracles. Let us hope and pray that we will all see G‑d’s working in history and in our personal lives so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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