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Many people have asked, what it is that makes our religion unique? Whersin
do we differ from other religions? After all, almost all moiern religions
speak about loving your neighbor, doing good, being moral, raising a family,
ste. Thié is trus. Howsver, what distinguishes a religion or culture from
another is how it balances the various competing forces in life, how it
orioritizes competing vositive valuess. You can tell what a person's true
value systam is when h= comss to ;?cfossroad& in 1ife and must chooss not
betwesn gool ani evil but bstwsen two comveting positive values. What are
his prioritiés? Doss he deciie to send his children to college or invasst
his monsy for his rstirement? Doss he take his aged parent into his home or
does he accept an assignment in anothsr city which would be.gooi for his

caresr but would force his parent into a nursing home?

What distinguishes the Jewish religion is the oriority of its valus system
which differs greatly from other value systems. For example, traditionally
great smohasis was placed on education. In sfastern Zurope it was not

unheard of for a family to spend 50% of their income to insure that their

>

cbildren received a Tewish sducation. If a person came to choose betwesn
hiring a teacher or buying a pair of shoesithe teacher would come first.
If the choice was sithsr to study or miss several meals/the choice was to
study. There was’also}a great emphasis on family, what you were exvected
ani required to 4o for your family. Judaism's priority system is what

makes it unique.

W3 balievs that when G-4 intervensd in history on Mount Sinai He gave us a
voint of balance for these compating positive forces which we maintain to

this very day. He orioritized our values. This is what we mean when we say
the Torah has never changed. The law naver changes but obvicusly circumstances
do. Somsetimes in order to maintain the same balance, we do exactly the

opvosite thing we‘did before. For example, the Torah commands us to guard
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our hszsglth. This msans that in the summer we must do thz2 exact opvosite of
what we 3Jo in ths wintzr., In ths wintser 32 must put on a coat when ws Zo
outdoors whils in the summer w2 must take it off. The Torah has not changsd
one bit but circumstances have. A vivid illustration of this was brought

homs to m=z several ysars zgo vhen an inilivi lual avorcached me with & question.

it permissibls to stick little babizs with pins?" I looked

Hs askad wme, "I

]

th anger anil was rsady to throw him out. 1 saii, "What, ars yecu

«

t=te

at him w

jy¥}
"3
(O]

a sa2dist? In Tudaism you not allowsz1 to make a wouni. You are not
allowsd to torture v2opie. Jo you realize ths vsychological Jamage =2s well
2s ths physical damzge you coull do to ths baby? Asiie from ths damage

you woull do vo th=z baby, look a2t the terrible damsgs you woull bs Jdoing to
your own soul. Wwhat are you? Some kind of a nut?" He looked at me crushed
anl said, "But. Rabbi, I arm a doctor”. He wantsed to know if he could give -
babies shots. ”Oh"; I saiil, "that's different”. Actually though, whsn you

give 2 baby a shot you arse sticking it with a pin but it is for its bznafit.

It is to vrevent dissases, =stc. Obviously the law 3did not change but the

e
e

circumstances 3ii. The JTawish religion clearly dictates that to pressrvs

a baby's health anl orsvent diseass we are allowsd to give shots.

In ordsr to tsll how Judaism prioritizes the various compvesting positive
values in lif% requirses a great deal of study. That's why the study of
Torah is so important. Whan peovle try to changs Juiaism,they do not want
to allow Judaism to oraservs its own voint of balance bstwesn comveting

values but they want it to adopt another culturs or religion's priority

(@]

system. They want to changs Tulaism ani maks it into something it is not.

For example, theoss vho weull downgrads the family and accevot altsarnative
life«styles comnletsly destroy Juiaism's oricority s

ystem. Thoss who 3downgra-dis
g

ct

Jewish 1lsarning ani are not int

o]

4]

restzd in supnorting what they want to do
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with Tewish sourcess ani ovinions obviously have alrsady vorsjuiged any issue

thzay are discussing by alenting another culturs's oriority system ani

e
'3

2ly. The Torah doss not change. Circumstances,

discounting Judaism's ent
though, somstimes 4o change ani in ordsr to maintain our same position we

may do opposite things. 1In fact, this distinctior betwsen the law and ths
facts is rscognizedl in the court.systems of America where we have jurie

who 3Jetermine the facts an? julges who then dstermine ths law baszd4 on

the facts. 1If ths facts change,then a differsnt law avpliss. The law

does not chliangs bHut which law avoliss dsvends on the facts. In Tswigh 1lifs
throughout *the azss most of the argumsnts have bsan on interorsting the facts)

not on what is thes laur.

~

Cne of the ways Tulaism 4iffasrs from other religions is that Judaism is not

Just concerned with the individual. Tudaism is very much concerned about

3

building a comrunity. We balieve that the way you crganize a community

-

has a great 4sal of dearing upon how veople live ani act. We have a
resovonsibility not cnly to’ourselves ani to G-1 but)alsd)to our community,
This can be seen sven in our American system. Whét.iistinguishes the Unitegd
States from, for examnle, Mexico®? The people in Mexico are obviously as
smart and as virtuous and as dedicated ani as commited as the veople in the
United States, but we hers in the United States, have had much grsater

. his "
sucecess in allowing each infivijual to. fulfill thedir votentigl thanANexico.
Why 1s this? It is bscause of the way = are organized, the way our
comrunity is set up. It is becauss of our form of government, becauss of
our having originally distributed the lani, the Homestead Act, etc. America
is strong ani prosperous,sﬂq not vrimarily because Americans are ambitious

(<]
and hard working, but hacause the way ths community is set up. Cur prioTitiss

havo—eliewod—us 4o accomplish what ve_baanE&mnfEukﬂL

—_—— T
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Scon we are to celsbrats Israzl's Independence Oay. Israsl gives Taws

throughout the world ths unique opvortunity to demonstrate to the world
Jewish values on a community lsvel which is impossiblemany other place in
the wvorld. We already know of the many positive contributions that Israel
has maije admeady in the areas of agriculture, scisnce, child care programs,
community living, Tcrah scholarship, stc. This is only the bazinning. It

1s our belief that TIsrael rust continus to flourish ani grow because the

that i1l come from it. It +ill serve as a beacon

(&)
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n

worl i nseds the m a
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to ths whole world because it will show the worlid the unigueness of our
religion, ani based on Israel's experisnce the whole world will bensfit.
May Israel continue to grow and flourish and may we soon ses it at total

peace with all its neighbors.
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ih tgé Torah portion Behar we learn how society my be just even though things
may look good on the surface if things below are rotten the whole society
will collapse. This holds true throughout life. Unfortunately, there are
many people who just like to put on a good show. They constantly stress
surface things. This reminds me of the story of the businessman named
Goldschmidt who could not find time to take a vacation. Finally his wife
prevailed upon him to go to Florida. Unfortunately, at the end of two weeks
he dropped dead. They brbught his body back to New York. His family did
not observe the Jewish rules of not viewing the body. 1In Houston most

of our rules of mourning are observed primarily, I believe, because Levy's
Funeral Home is located in a far neighbor. We are not bothered by the
problem of viewing and all the bodies buried in our cemeteries are washed
and buried in fééhreecheem thanks to the good work of Chevra Kadisha headed
by Julius Chapman. 1In any event, the body was placed for viewing and some
of the business partners passed the body and commented how tanned and heélthy
the man lookéd to which his wife»;eplied, "He should. The two weeks in
Florida did him a world of good“{' This, of.course, stressed how many people
just base all their opinions on surface impressions. This, many times, does
grave injustice. Not éll Jews in Houston are rich and just ask Henry Spira
of the Gemillos Chesed Society how many free loans are needed. One of the
major reasons why cofporation; want college graduates is not because of the
skills they learn in college but because they speak a similar language.

They are able to communicate much easier. They do not have so many hassles,
but it is really only a surface tﬁing. In Judaism we are taught not to rely
on surface impressions. In this Torah portion we are taught that you should
not take from him interest and you should fear the Lord youf G-d and your
brothers should live with you. You are not supposed to charge interest to
those who need a loan for the basic necessities of life. We are not talking
about business investments. It is strange, though, that here it uses the

expression and you shall fear the Lord. Usually this expression is used when
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only the individual himself can tell whether he is doing the right thing.
For example, only you know whether or not you are giving good advice. I
once had a friend who was a stockbroker and when another one of my friends
came to him he gave him the worst possible advice. He was mad at him about
a girlfriend or something. It turned out that the stock market acted
according to his advice and in two months my friend was a millionaire and

he gave my stockbroker friend a Cadillac. My stockbroker friend felt so
guilty he had to come and pour his heart out to me. In this case, though,
the expression and you should fear the Lord your G-d does not fit in because
we can tell whether or not the person has charged interest. The meaning
here, the Rabbis say, is you should not even use the fear of G-d to fool
people. That, too, is a terrible sin. Once in New York we found a caterer
who was cheating on the kosher laws. When we confronted the Rabbi who was
in charge of the mashgiachs he said how is this possible. The caterer davens
with a Gartel. Surface impressions were false. There are many people in
the world who all they crave is publicity and honor and they are only
concerned with surfaée things. One of the big differences between Israel
and the United States up till now has been that in Israel they are concerned
with the real thing.rather than appearances. The fruits may not look as
nice as the fruits here but Eﬁey taste a lot better. The hospitals may not
look the way we expect a hospital to look but people live longer in Israel
with all the terrorism than in the United States. Today we are honoring

a couple who shun publicity, who have done so many good things that nobody
knows about. They are real people. It is not the surface that counts.

It is what is beneath it. Substance is always more important than appearances.
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the suits and clothes and houses they need and the poor, like in South America, would
grow poorer and society would collapse. We need each other. Parents need children and
children need parents and we should teach them that we need each other more than we need
things; The story about the Roman father who took his son to the Colliseum. There some
people were being thrown to the lions. The little boy started to cry. The father said,
"Why are you crying? These people are enemies of the State." The little boy said, "I
know, Daddy". "Then why are you crying?" said the father. "Because the little lion in
the corner is not getting any." Unfortunately, that's they way many people feel today.
They just want to get theirs. This attitude can only lead to destruction. We all need
each other and only when we all work with each other can we gain material prosperity.
The symbol of Judaism is a Covenant, a treaty. We need G-d and even in some ways G-d needs

us and we certainly need each other.
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Everyone knows that the 7th day is Shabbos. We all speak about Shabbos and its obligations
and duties and many people think that Shabbos, itself, means the 7th day, but the word
"Shabbos'" in Hebrew refers not only to the 7th day of the week. In the Torah Shabbos

also refers to holidays and in the Torah portion Behar it also refers to the sabbatical
year. In the 7th year there should be a Shabbos for the land, a Shabbos for G-d.

We also learn that the Jubilee Year, or Yovel year, is also refered to as a Shabbos.

The word ''Shabbos" in Hebrew means '"to cease'", "to desist'", and "to rest". The word
Shabbos does not just refer to the 7th day. The Rabbis teach us that if we look at

the four things Shabbos refers to we can understand the needs of the human soul. On

the Sabbath, the 7th day of the week, we say "Shofas Vayeeno Nofash" "and he rested",

and it is commonly explained "he was refreshed", but the word "Vayeeno" comes from .

the soul. Shabbos is what we need in order to have a rich inner life. Life only has
meaning and depth when we have a rich inner life. The Shabbos, the 7th day, stands

for one of the concepts that we must have if we are to have a meéniﬁgful life, if we

are to'haVé an enriched and integrated life. Shabbos teaches all of us that everyone

has worth just because he is and not because he creates or does things. So often in
America today the view is that you are only what you do, that if for some reason you

cannot produce you are no good. Of course, we believe people should work and produce

. things, but that is not the essence of their.being. They are important just because

G-d created them. So often today people feel they only have worth if they have accomplished
certain things, and if not they are failures. I remember when I was a Hillel Director,
that the students who came to me contemplating suicide were not the "C" students afraid

of getting an "F'", but the "A" students afraid they would get a "B". They just could

not take the fact that they were not "A" students, and although most of them never
attempted suicide, they had deep psychological problems and some ended up under psychiatric
care. It is not important whether you have achieved all your goals or are elected
president of this or that, but just that you gave it your best. Each of us have self-worth

and Shabbos teaches us that. Every Jew is a king or queen on Shabbos even though on



BEHAR 1984

Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

PAGE TWO

Shabbos we do not produce anything. The Shabbos is used in conjunction with the holidays
of Pesach, Succos, and Shavuos, and teaches us the importance of community. The holidays
come at particular times of the year. We can overcome the cold and the heat and all

of nature's vicissitudes if we have people to help us. The holidays also stand for
history. We can overcome slavery and exile and wanderings if we have a community,

if we help eachrother. Our inner life needs theufupport of fam?ly and friends and
community. The Shabbos that we talk about in fhis Torah portion, Behar, is concerned
with spaée. We each need a space that we know is ours to which we belong. One of

the problems that we Jewish people had during the exile was that we had no space.

This led to great insecurity and, although we were able to survive because we knew

G-d needed us and wanted us and we had a community, it was difficult. Our space was

our books, but tdday with the founding of the State of Israel each Jew breathes easier
because we know we have our own space and Jews in this country are much more aggressive
politically becaﬁse we know we have a space. Everybody has to feel they have a place,

a place in a family and a place somewhere on earth,ﬁfFinally, the Shabbos of the Jubilee,
of the Yovel, stands for freedom, that we are f;ee, that our fate is not sealed by

the gods, that we can make meaningful choices, that we have the power to do good and

we know we can do good. That's why at the end of this Torah portion it says "Es Shabbos
Sosai Tishmoru Umigdoshi Tiro" "My Sabbath you should observe and My holy things you
should revere." If a person has these qualities of Shabbos, if he knows he has self-worth
just because he 1is, if he has a community and.has a place and knows that he is free,

then he can accomplish great things as long as he realizes that this world is a holy
place and we are supposed to be G-d's partners in creation. I am reminded of a story
they tell about a fellow who went out to the golf course and there he came across a
difficult hole and he was thinking to put his new ball down, but then he saw there

was a lake and he decided to put down his old ball when, all of a sudden, he heard

a voice shout out to him, "Use the new ball." He took out the new ball and put it

down when all of a sudden he heard a voice call out, '"Take a practice swing.'" He then
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took a practice swing. Feeling confident he stepped up to the tee only to hear the
voice boom out, '"Use the old ball." 1In our scheme of things it does not make any
difference whether you use the old ball or new ball. It is up to us and whether we

knock it into the lake or not does not matter. We each have great self-worth.
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In- the Torah portion Behar we learn about the Sabbatical year. The
Sabbatical year is referred to as Shabbos. Actually, in the Torah the
word "Shabbos” is used to describe four ditferent occurances. It, of
course,_descbibes the weekly Shabbos, whith commemorates the creation of
the world. It refers to all Jewish holidays as Shabbos. Also, in the
Torah tﬁe Sabbatical year is referred to as Shabbos as is the Jubilee
leear; the Yovel The characteristic of all these Shabbatot is that they
...;réihoiy We - all know about Shabbos Kodesh, the hol1ness of. the Shabbos

Ne all know, too, about the hol1days, whlch are called Mlcra_Kodesh,;the

f convocations of holiness. Of course, we iearn about the.Jubileg.Year in
this week’s Tbrah portion. - ‘V’Kee Dashtem Mishnassa HaMeesﬁeeﬁ Shonoh --
And you shall sanctify the 50th year." Th¢ characteristics of all these
four institutions is holiness. 1In fact, there is another institution
which is called holiness in Hebrew and that is marriage. Marriage is
known as Kedushim. What exactly does it mean, though, when we talk about

holiness? What does holiness mean?

First of all, of course, we_ﬁhow holiness means to be separate, to be
distinct. The Jewish peopléfare considered to be a holy people because
we are separate; unique, aﬁd distinct. It does not mean we are better
than other peoples, but we have been given a special mission from G-d to
\
be His p?htners’in spreading His moral teachings throughout the world.
‘Although'many Jews are not worthy of this task, and many Jéws do not -even
‘waﬁt this task the rest of the nations of the world know we. have this
>task. That is HoQ H1tler,”whtﬁ hé set . about dettroy1n§ us,‘Justifléd
what he was doing by saying, "The Jewish people gave the world a

conscience, and we do not need a conscience.” So, holiness means to be

separate.
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That is the same context it has in marriage as well, that the couple are
now sepafate frﬁm each other; They now are separate frdm everyohe eise.
They must now be devoted to each othéf, that they bannét now -go qbt éhx
dates with other people, that they are separate; that théy.ar§ ﬁ0wv£§.be
dedicated and devoted to each other. That’is what it means whgnfit says,
"Haray Admed Kedeshes Lee - Behold you are sanctified'tovmé,* Qﬁich mééns"
that from now on you cannot have other‘boyfriends. Yog qannof:ﬁéék,other
husbands. You are devoted to me, and, of course, the man is also devoted

~ to his wife. So, the first connotation is to be ‘separate: -

‘The second connotation{of'thefuordffKodégh; mEaﬁsithat-YouﬁafVE“GDJ;EEt
of your independence in the sense thét'you no lqn?er-can da-anYthingjyou
want to do. You are limited now. ‘Thgt is, of bourse, what thg weekly
Shabbos means. You cannot do anything you want with your time. You musf
now devote that day to study and meditation. You are no longer man the
creator but man the appreciator. You have to spend time with you family
and enjoy them and don’t go out to do business, etc. The same thing is
true with the Sabbatical year. You are limited as to your ownership of
land. You are not the compl?iefmaster of Ehe‘laﬁdf “You must give up
some of your rights. Every-#gvénth year you cannot sow, plant, harvest,
etc. The same thing applies goffhg'holidays. Thé h&lidays speak about
the relationships we have wifﬁ each other. We are not free to do
anything we want with other people. We have to establish loving and
caring relationships. The same idea is wifh the Jubilee year, is that we

are not free to engage labor any way we want. We have to treat our

“workers correctly and properly and make surfe they have dignity, etc. so, .

the connotation of holy means to be separa;e, that we have to be devoted

and set aside from others as a bride and groom are set aside and
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separated from others in their own relationship, and also it means that
you are giving up part of your "Bilus", part of your mastery, part of
your independence, that - you are 11m1ted This, of course, is‘the.

negative connotatlon of gett1ng marr1ed

of eourse,rthere ene posifive connotations and these'positive
connotations come fnom:the eecond part of the marriage ceremony which is
called "Nasueem”. The first'part'of‘the marriage ceremony is called
7Kedusim L 0f course, the ‘couple stands under a chupa, ‘and they do not
stand as ind1viduals but with their famlly to show, too, that when they‘
' det marr1ed they are not divercing: themselves from their family. That’s
why_ln Judalsm‘we want the couple to be married in a community. You need
a minyen in drder:to eay the.blessings of Nesueem; the blessings of
marriage. You are not cutting yourself off from your family. It is true
that from now on your mate must be number one in your life. No longer
are ypur parents number one, but your mate must be number one. O0Of
course, we all know about the in-law stories, most of which are not true,
but they speak about this tension that is there, becauee all priorities
nave'to be rearranged. When you take & mate,fwhat yod are dofn§ is not
just adding another loyalty to your relationships; you are changing all
'the loyalties completely.. Yoqr parents are now number three or four.
Your mate is, of course, number one. You will have chiidren,vand they
will be number one or two, etc., but your parents are still number three
or four. You are not to cut yourseives off from them. We do not beiieve
you make a successful marriage by cuftlng yourself off from your family,
but marrlage net only has the negative connotations of being llmited and

of belng separate, but it also has positive connotations.
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That is, of course, what the word "Nesuee” means. It means "to be lifted
up". The word "Naso"” means ;to lﬁft up”, "to carry", "to éndure’, "to
marry”, and also it means "to forgive', that each of you when you get
married usually marry someone who is an emotional opposite, that your
mate makes up for your own emotional deficiencies. O0f course, this
sometimes can lead to tfouble, because sometimes vef} tactful people
marry very frank people, and although it is probably that frankness which
attracted the tactful pérson to the frank person, sometimes in public the
frank person’s comments may cause the tactful person to become very
upset, especially if it is at an important business or social occasion,
‘that many times the very qualities which attract also cause disagreement.
That is, of coﬁrse, wh§ the couple have to understand each other. They
have to undérstand that when they are married they are actually becoming
more than themselves. It uplifts them. It also allows them to endure
the vicissitudes of life, to overcome the inevitable problems of life.
They must be willing to carry each other, to help each other, especially
over the rought spots of life. And, of course, they must be willing also
to forgive each other. Because of the inevitable problems that their
different emotional natures have there will be occasions, an important
business or social party, where they have to realize that these are the

exact traits that drew them to each otheb that causes the problems now.

We also know that in marriage it is this idea that really you are better
together than singularly apart that makes marriage unique and special.
Marriage is not just a business arrangemenf. In fact, if marriage is
based on a buéiness arrangement, then, of course, it will probably fail.

In the Torah portion Bechukosai we learn how when a person gave an
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offering to the Temple’and he said, "I am going to give my value to the
Temple," there were two different ways he could do it. He could say,
“Arkeeolai", which means "My value is upon me," or he could say;
"Domeeolai”, which roughly translates, "My value upon ﬁe', too, but, of
courée, it refers to something else because "Domee” really means “my
price is upon me". When you are talking about Domee - pfice this reaiiY‘

answers the question of, "What do you do for a living?" What can you

gain if you are a lawyer or an architect, for example, in a slave market,

how much would people be willing to pay for your services? When we say . : '

Arkeéolai it refers to your Vﬁlug. .uho 3?°'Y¢U? And when ue‘feferAtﬁ.ﬁt f
your value everyone’'s value is the same bé#ically;"Everyﬁﬁé’évvaiuejis'
the same in certain categories, but when it com¢5 to your price, then, of
course, everyone's price differs, and price reférs to éohething outside
of you, what you can do, not who you are. In Judaism, of course, values
are more important. It is not important to have a fancy house, cars,
etc. It is more important that you share common values together, that
you are willing to work for the same goals and aspirations. Therefore, a
marriage must havé Arkee - values. Values must be the center of
marriage, and that will allow you then to overcome and enduﬁé and carry

each other and make your marriage an uplifting experience.

I am reminded of the story about a man who propésed to a woman. The
woman asked, "How much money do you have?’ The man said he had $500.
The woman said, "I won’'t marry anyone unless they have $100,000." So the
man left for the big city and was away for.five vyears. When he came back
home hé-looked up the woman again and said, "Well, will‘you marr} he
how?" She asked, "How much money do you have?" He replied, "Well, I

worked real, real hard but all I was able to accumulate was another $500.
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All I have is $1,000." She looked at him and said, "Well, that's close
enough; ‘Let’s get married.” Marriage is not just a financial
arrangemenf. It is sométhing which fylfills an emotional need. It is
also based upon holiness. 'If’is alsd baged on devotion and care which is
based upon an exclusive helationship that the man and wife have with each
ogher which is unique and speéial,.which means the hﬁsband and wife are
willing to give up some of their Bailus, that they are willing to give up
some of their freedom and mastery of things in order to compromise and
live together. A marriaée is also supposed to be an uplifting experience
whichvaHQS positivély f6 £:§§rsonfs Life, which makes the person marfied
. éibetter'pérson'thah-if”he Séd'hemainéd,sihgle. It is our hOpé'and'
prayer that the young beople who are getting married shortly will have

this type of marriage. Amen.




BEHAR 1989
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

I am very happy to be here at the National Museum of American Jewish History
in Philadelphia, and, of course, to the synagogue Mikvah Israel which 1is
housed in this museum. It is indeed a great honor to speak from the pulplt
in which such great distinguished rabbis as Isaac Leifsir and Sabato Morias
preached from. This 1s a very historical setting, because this congregation
which was founded in 1740 had much to do with the forming of the American
Jewish experience. I know my father is an amateur historian and since

my very earliest days he has always filled our house with such names as

the Franks and the Bushes and the Michaelsons and the Levis and Nonas

and Russell, etc. Of course, not to forget Chaim Solomon who helped finance
the American Revolution. We all know that just two blocks down the street
1s the hall in which the Constitution of the United States was adopted,

and after it was adopted the story is told that the rabbi of Mikvah Israel
and the leading minister walked arm and arm leading the parade which celebrated
the writing of the Constitution. Just a few months ago this same act

was re-enacted where the rabbi of MIkvah Israel and a leading clergyman

led the parade that celebrated the 200th anniversary of the American Constitution.

The Torah portion which we read this Shabbos 1s particularly relevant
because in this Torah portion we have the famous line, 'And you shall
sanctify the 50th year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land

to all its inhabitants." This line is inscribed on the LIberty Bell which
1s found just a few blocks away in Constition Hall. The history of the
Jewish community of America is intimately connected with the history of
America, itself. In fact, Washington's alde de camp was David Salisbury
Franks, who was also a colonel. He was a man who contributed much to George
Washington's view of the Jewish people. Washington sent the famous letter
to Congregation Mikvah Israel in which he affirmed that all citizens, no

matter what their religion, could take an equal part in the public life
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in America. And so it was that the United States was the first country
in the whole world to grant the Jewish people civil rights. Many people
think it was some country in Europe or maybe England, but it was not.
America was the first country in the whole world which granted our people
civil rights. We were excluded from public life for many hundreds of years.
Our contributions were shunned. From the time of the first Crusade in
1099 until actually 1789 the Jewish people were excluded from all public
life. Jewish contributions were masked. When they were presented to the
general public, the Jewish authors were given Latin names so as not to

appear that Jews could make any positive contributions. In fact, most

of the instruments and maps that Colubus used to sail across the Atlantic

were actually invented by Jews. Jews continued to make positive contributions

but in a very low key way. It was not until 1789 when our Constitution
was adopted that the Jews were formally recognized as being a part of the
American experience. Even after that it was not universal because many
states still banned Jews from voﬁing. Even 1in Pennsylvania it was not
until the 1830's that the Jews had full voting rights in state elections.
But this country of ours, America, afforded the Jew the great opportunity
to be a full participant in the public life. Of course, our contributions
to the arts and sciences and especially to medicine is so overwhelming
that the world has been greatly enriched because of our contributions.
Think of what medicine would be without the Jewish contribution. Most

of the diseases that we know today would still not be conquered. Lives
would be shortened without our contributions especially in this particular

field.

In this Torah portion, too, we learn about the Jubilee Year. In the Torah

the word Shabbos has four distinct meanings. The word Shabbos can refer

to the seventh day of creation, which we know is the Shabbat and which
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we celebrate every week. Shabbat can also refer to the Jewish holidays,
Pesach, Shavuot, Sukkot. They are also referred to as Shabbat, and Yom
Kippur is referred to as Shabbat Shabbaton, the Sabbath of Sabbaths, just

as the weekly Sabbath is also known as Shabbat Shabbaton. The Sabbatical
Year in the Torah is also known as Shabbat. The Sabbatical Year, which

we learn about in this Torah portion, where you had to leave the fields
fallow and remit all bets. Of course, university professors throughout

the world thank the Torah profusely for introducing the sabbatical. Then

we have the fourth meaning, which refers tot he Jubilee Year. The Jubilee
Year is also called the Shabbat. Why do we have four meanings for the

word Shabbat? We know that the United States is founded on the principles

of freedom and equality, but 1f we really analyze the concepts of freedom

and equality we will see that they are really mutually exclusive. Irf
ymlhavec??pkwe equality, then you really cannot have freedom.

Some of the early kibbutzin stesses equality to the nth degree.
They stressed it so much that it became completely absurd.

In fact, when a person used to turn in his shirt to be laundered
he would be given the first shirt that came in the pile, whether he
was six feet or five feet. Everyone was equal, so, therefore,
eeryone got the first shirt tﬁat came out of the laundry. It

was not even your shirt.

On the other hand, freedom carried to the extreme can also be
completely absurd ahd can be completely destructive. We know
that when we talk about freedom it does not mean that we can

do anything that we want to do. Unfortunately, this is the way
many people describe freedom today, that freedom is the ability

to do anything you want to do without any restraints. We know today
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the tragic consequence of this type of freedom, where young boys
roving in packs feels that if they want to do something, they

do it and they call it wilding. If they want to rape young women
or beat then up or vandalize stores, what difference does it make?
That is what they feel like doing. I remember when I was a member
of the ministerial commission, I was appointed to a committee to
visit the jails. I visited teenagers. One day I visited a 14
year old boy who viciously attacked an 80 year old woman. I asked
him why he did it and he said he felt like it. I looked at him and
asked if he did everything he felt like doing. He said, ™Rabbi,

I am surprised at you. You wouldn't want me to become neurotic
would you?" In other words, there is some sort of false notion
based on some misreading of psychology that if people do not do

what they feel like doing they will become neurotic. How could it

be more neurotic than to attack an 80 year old woman?

This is the idea of freedom in America today, to roam free and not
have any resonsibilities, to do what you feel like doing. Whatever
you feel like doing is good. I am afraid that this is embedded in

one of the concepts of America that we cannot agree with. We agree
with life and liberty. It is the pursuit of happiness that gives

us a lot of trouble. The only thing you get when you pursue happiness
is you get tired. Happiness cannot be achieved directly. Happiness
is a by-product of other things. To my mind, a person can only

become happy if he does three things simultaneously. One is that

he sets himself a goal that he tries to achieve. America does

recognize this type of happiness. The other type of happiness is

that you know that you loved for yourself. G-d loves you, your
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family loves you, your wife loves you, your children love you.

The third thing that brings happiness is that you know that you

can being happiness to others. You can bring a smile to their

lips. There is nothing more wonderful than after having not seen

a nephew or niece or grandchild for a while, they run to you and
say, "Poppy, Poppy." They are so happy to see you. That brings

you such a warm feeling when you know that you are needed and wanted
and can bring love and happiness to others. This is a great source
of happiness, but you need all these three things together. You
need to be able to set self-set goals, to know that you are loved
for yourself, and to know that you can bring happiness to others.
This is what brings happiness. Happiness cannot be induced by drugs
or alcohol. The rabbis say that the difference between real
happiness and fake happiness is the difference between oh and ah.
Therefore, we would say that the Contitution should really read

in America, life, liberty and the pursuit of mitzvahs. It is the
pursuit of mitzvahs which really brings happiness te your life.

In fact, the rabbis say that what happens when you do a mitzvah,

you start out saying, oh, oh, oh, but in the mormning you say, ah,

it is wonderful. Sometimes when you do something that is beneath
you you start out by saying ah, it is nice, but the next morning

you say, oh, oh. In order to have real happiness you sometimes

have to start with oh, but we always have to end with ah. Unfortunately,
in America today there are many people who do not realize that.

They think that freedom means you can do anything you want, but

we do not- say that. We say that in order to have freedom you also
have to have kedusha, holiness. That's why it says you should

sanctify the 50th year because it is talking about freedom. To
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proclaim freedom throughout the land, freedom must be accompanied
with holiness, with doing mitzvahs, which means that you know that
G-d counts on you and you can be counted on. You can fill the
emptiness of your own self. What is the opposite of kedusha in
Judaism? The opposite of kedusha is Chalal, which means "space",
empty space. Many times when a person feels empty inside he has
to fill it with violence and all sort of other things because he
does not have the inner satisfaction of knowing that he is loved

for himself, that he can bring joy to others, that he can achieve

self-set goals.

In America today we have to blance freedom with equality. We have
to hold both these concepts in our mind in order for the American
democracy to work. We have to have freedom and equality in our
minds simultaneously. That is why, too, we have these four concepts
of Shabbos. We deserve respect just because we are, not because

we have to produce. On Shabbos we produce nothing. We just enjoy
what we have produced before. This means that G-d loves us and
cares for us and we are entitled to respect and dignity just because
we exist. We have the concept of yontif, the holidays, which is
different. That means that we are partners with G-d in creation,
that we and G-d together determine when the holidays occur. Shabbos
occurs every seventh day regardless of what we do, but the holidays
occur only when we agree to have them occur. That is why we can
manipulate the calendar so Yom Kippur never comes on a Friday or a
Sunday. We are junior partners with G-d in creation. We have to
produce and make this world a better place. The concept of the

Sabbatical year means rachmones. A Jew has to have rachmones. We
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cannot look down on people who fail to produce because many people
fail not through any fault of their own. You could have a terrible
drought and have no crops. You have to have rachmones. We have

to hold in our minds that we are unique and special and that we
should also be G-d's parnter in creation, but we are worthy of
respect even if we do not produce. These concepts have to be held

in our minds just like we have to hold in our minds the concept of
freedom and equality at the same time in order to make America work.
Finally, we have the concept of freedom. That is what the Jubilee
Year stands for, for freedom, for proclaiming freedom throughout

the land, but it has to be a liberty that is held in conjunction with
kedusha. We have to fill our life with mitzvahs. That is what

makes our freedom meaningful. In Jewish life we have to realize that
we can contribute but that we are unique and special, that we are
unique and special and have a right to exist. That is what Shabbos
teaches us: that we are unique and special and we have a right

to exist but we also have to contribute to the world, too, and that
is what the holidays teach us. That, of course, is why we are

so proud of what Mikvah Israel taught the Jewish community and what
is found throughout this Jewish museum, that Mikvah Israel taught the
Jewish community that we can be unique and special and still
contribute to the world around us. Unfortunately, there are many
Jewish groups who felt that in order to contribute to the world
around us, in order to make a lasting impression in America, we had
to give up our Jewish uniqueness. Mikvah Israel has preserved the
Jewish rituals the way they have always been. We say we do not have

to surrender our unigueness, our specialness, in order to contribute.

We have Shabbos as well as the holidays. Other groups who say we
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have to be only unique and segregate in some ghetto and not
contribute to the world, use our uniqueness. Mikvah Israel has
showed the way for the Jewish people to exist in America, and that
is to retain its uniqueness but, yet, to contribute mightily to
the United States but without sacrificing our uniqueness. We have
to hold two concepts in our mind just to make democracry work:
freedom and equality. In order to make Judaism work in America we
haQe to hold two concepts toeghether in our minds simultaneously

the concept of our uniqueness, our specialness, our Shabbos, and

also our responsibility to contribute to the general population.

May we continue to do so, and may we continue to learn from this
example of Mikvah Israel and everything that we see in this museum
so that Judaism will thrive in America and will continue to make the
great contributions that we have made. We are a small people, only
50 million people in the whole world, but we can continude to make
wonderful contributions as long as we safeguard our uniqueness while
contributing to the world. May we continue to do so by following

the example of Mikvah Israel. Amen.
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Today we read two Torah portion, Behar and Bechukosai. In the Torah portion
Behar we learned about the laws of the sabbatical year, we learned about
other rules of commerce, we learned about the jubilee year, we learned about
taking interest, etc. In the first sentence in the Torah portion Behar

" The question

it says, "And G-d spoke to Moshe on Mount Sinai saying...
can be asked, why all of a sudden are we talking about Mount Sinai? Mount
Sinal happened many years before. Why all of a sudden did it stress Mount
Sinai? And why is it that we learn the laws of business, basically, the
laws of commerce right next to the Torah portion which deals with the curses
and the blessings that will come upon the Jewish people if they observe

the Torah? That is what the Torah portion Bechukosai is all about, these
blessings and curses. The'blessings are very few and the curses are many.

The reason for it is that we all know what blessings are, but curses can

come in many different forms.

In the blessings we learn that basically there are four blessings: peace,
prosperity, and then it says, "And I will give My sanctuary in your midst
and My soul will not be digusted with you, and I will walk in your midst,
and I will be for you as a G-d and you will be for Me as a people." The
third blessing is that everyone will feel that they are important, that
G-d loves them and cares for them, that they will realize that their life
has meaning. That is a great blessing. It many times happens that there
1s peace and prosperity, but people are disgusted with themselves. They
do not feel that life has any meaning, or they get involved in all sorts
of terrible things like drugs and alcohol. They suffer frdm ennui, from
boredom, and because they suffer from boredom they involve ﬁhemselves in
all sorts of questionable enterprises. So the third blessing is that you
will know that you are important, that you count, that you have meaning

in your life, that you know that G-d is not disgusted with you, that G-d
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wants you and cares for you.

Finally there 1s the last blessing which says that, "I will break the poles
of your yoke, and I will cause you to walk up straight." In other words,

you will have dignity. You will never feel that you are garbage. You will
always realize that you are as important as the next person, and this applies
on an national level as well as on an individual level. It so happens that
many people, even though they have peace and prosperity and know that they
are important, feel inferior to other people. I am always struck by how

some of our Jewish people feel inferior to successful gentiles in America.

I remember how somehow used to always tell me how this woman in the bank
liked him and so forth and so on. What difference did it make? These people
are just like you and I. They have their good points and bad points, but,

by and large, the people in River Oaks are not any better than any of us
here. They are the same. In fact, the truth of the matter is that people
who have fortunes and have inherited fortunes usually are living off money
that was a result of a crime. Most big fortunes that were made in America
have been as a result of crime. Look at the Kennedy fortune, which is actually
based on bootlegging. What about the Rockerfeller's and how they connived
and actually stole away people's small businesses? Many of the great fortunes
in America were made during the times of the slave trade, etc., so that
actually most of the big fortunes in America are a product of crime, so

I do not feel that we should have to kowtow to people just because they

have money. What's more, probably 50 or 60 years from now when people look
at people who have money now they will find that most of their money was
gotten because of savings and loan scandals or drug trafficking they were

engaged 1in.
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If we look, though, carefully at these blessings we will see that these
blessings are stated for the nation of Israel, not for the individual.

For an individual we do not know why things are good for some individuals
and bad for other individuals. 1In Pirkei Ovos we say we do not understand
the prosperity of the wicked and many times the terrible suffering of the
righteous. When it comes to an individual level we cannot understand G-d's
ways. When it comes to a national level it is clear that if nations do
not conduct tbemselves in a proper way then curses are going to come upon
them, and if they conduct themselves in a proper way then blessings come
upon them. The same thing is true in physics. We can understand Newton's
Law, but when it comes to sub-atomic physics it is only probability. We
do not know what an individual atom or individual electron 1is going to do,

etc.

Why are these two portions put together? After all, the rabbis did not
have to teach us the laws of society, of organizing society right next to

the blessings and the curses, but they did to teach us that these laws are

also part of the moral code, that these laws were also given on Mount Sinai,
that when it comes to organizing society that is also a religious endeavor.
Religion is not just a personal matter which concerns 1tself with a few
rituals, but religion also has to do with the way society is organized.

Unless society is organized correctly it is hard to be réligious, too.
Religion deals with commerce and with business and with agriculture and

the way you organize and distribute the wealth. If people fail to distribute
the wealth properly they are going to suffer, then terrible curses are going
to come upon them. It 1s interesting to note that when we talk about Shabbos,
when we talk about the seventh day we say that it is Shabbos Ladoshin, Shabbos
to G-d. When we talk about the holidays we talk about the holidays "to

you'', that this is a Shabbos Lochem, that the holidays are a sabbath "to
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you". When we talk about the sabbatical year we talk about again a Shabbos
Ladoshim, a Sabbath to G-d. When we talk about the jubilee year we talk

about a Shabbos Lochem, a Shabbos to you. Why do we have these distinctions?

Shabbos, as we all know, stands for the spiritual stand of man, that man
lives in seven dimensions: the six physical dimensions, which correspond
to the six days of the week, which are, of course, up, down, north, south,
east, west, but we also live in a spiritual dimension. Unfortunately, there
are many people today who try to deny this spiritual dimension. They try
to say that it does not exist and try to override it. This can only be
done for a certain period of time otherwise the spirit rebels and shines
through. Man has a spiritual nature. Unless recognize that we have to
be more than ourselves otherwise we will act less than ourselves, we are
going to have a difficult time living in this world. Communism tried to
suppress this spiritual nature of man and ended up creating all sorts of
heinous crimes, and so did the Nazis. They both faltered and they both
were found greatly wanting. Communism is breaking up now, and one of the
reasons for it is they failed to recognize the spiritual nature in man.
This is something that is absolute. Man has a spiritual nature, and unless
it can be satisfied one one it will have to be satisfied another. Unless
Jewish people are going to give children spirituality aﬁd religion they
are going to find it some other way in cults and other religions. They
are going to find it or otherwise they are going to be destroyed. They
will destroy themselves. Therefore, Shabbos Ladoshem, Shabbos is eternal,
Shabbos can never be changed. Man has a spiritual nature. If you do not
want to fulfill it through the Jewish religion it will be fulfilled some
other way, maybe through witchcraft or terrible rites or cults, in which

people get hurt and maimed, and it has to be given its due spirituality.
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What are we talking about when we talk about holidays? When we talk about
holidays we are talking about something else. We are talking about life-
turning events. HOlidays celebrate important events in the life of a nation,
and it is just as important as life-turning events 1in the history of an
individual. Of course, most people today even in the Jewish religion do

not really look at Jewish religion as something which expresses spirituality.
For them it just expresses life-turning events. That's why in the city

of Houston with 40,000 Jews you only really have nine or ten fulltime pulpit
rabbis. The rest are teachers, part—time, retired, but that is really all
you have because rabbis are only used for life-turning events. In Israel,

on the other hand, for 40,000 Jews you would have a few hundred rabbis because
the people turn to the rabbis to help them in their spiritual life, but

this 1s not so in America.

When it came to the sabbatical year, G-d is also saying here this 1s also
a Shabbos for G-d. UNless you are going to rest your land every seven years
you are going to end up without having any agriculture at all. That's why
in Africa they have what they call slash anj burn. They procure some land
and work it for a few years and then they have to move on because the land
will not produce anything for them. They do not let it lay fallow. Today
we add fertilizer and nutrients to the soil and rotate our crops. We want
to make sure that the land will retain its nutrients so 1t can grow crops.
We must take care of the land. When it comes to envirommental concerns,
unless we are going to take care of our environment we are going to die.
The land will not produce any food. The land will not produce any crops
so, therefore, we see that this is a Shabbos for G-d, that this is‘built

into the nature of the world and we cannot, at our own peril, disregard

environmental concerns.
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When it comes to the jubilee year, when it talks about redistributing wealth,
when we make sure that the lands revert to the original owners, when we

make sure that there is no slavery among the Jewish people, when everybody

is set free and all lands are returned, when wealth is redistributed, then
this is a Shabbos for us because our societies will falter or be destroyed
unless we redistribute wealth. The means have to be found to redistribute
wealth. That is, of course, what many of the early social pioneers in this
country and in England knew when they instituted income tax and inheritance
tax, that unless you redistribute wealth in a very short time the wealth
will be concentrated in a few hands. In the United States today one percent
of the population owns 33% of the wealth. This is the highest concentration
is has ever been. Ten percent owns 867% of the wealth. If this continues

we will be like the South American countries. In fact, most people in America
all they have today is their job. If they lose their job they have nothing.
If we had a big recession here we would be in a lot of trouble. That is

why probably the easiest way to solve our budget problems now is just to
reintroduce the inheritance taxes the way they were before Reagan came into
power. It would probably solve two problems. It would probably solve our
budget problem. We could probably also make sure that wealth is redistributed.
The Torah is telling us something very important. It is 'for you". If

you want to retain any wealth at all make sure that you redistribute parts
of it otherwise a revolution will happen, otherwise people will seize your

assets if they feel that they cannot support their family any other way.

So we see from here that the blessings of a country are directly tied to
the way we organize society, the way we handle our environment, and the
way we handle our social system. So, therefore, Behar and Bechukosal belong

together. If we do not want curses to come upon the Jewish people not only
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do we have to be individually moral but society has to be moral, too. The
way 1t is organized has to be moral. There is no conflict in Judaism between
individual morality and social morality, as unfortunately there is many

times in the United States and other places in the west.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a congressman who retired after

50 years. A man asked him if he had any advice he would like to give to

new up and coming congressman. He said that, yes, he did have a piece of
advice. They asked what it was. He said, "Well, I advise all new congressman
to grow big mustaches." The reporter was astonished by this advice and

asked the congressman what he meant by it. The congressman said, 'Well,

1f new congressmen will wear big mustaches then they will not be able tor

ead their l}ps." In the United States today taxation seems to be a bad

word. Taxes are a bad word, but unless we are willing to pay our fair share,
unless we are willing to use the taxes to help redistribute wealth we will

end up by destroying our society and terrible curses will come upon us.

Let's make sure that we always heed the words of the Torah so that we will
have peace and prosperity and that we will also be blessed by knowing that

we count and are i1mportant and also that we will be able to stand up straight.
When a person is impoverished he cannot stand up straight. He cannot feel
inner dignity. Let us all hope and pray that in this country and in Israel
and throughout the world there will be peace and prosperity, that everyone
will know that they are needed and wanted, and that no one will feel inferior

to anyone else so the Mashiach will come. Amen.
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Today we read two Torah portions, Behar and Bechukosai. In the Torah
portion, Behaf, we learn, "And you should not wrong each man his neighbor.
You shall fear the Lord, your G-d." Rashi explains on these words that we are
not supposed to wrong anybody with words. For example, we are not supposed
to vex people or provoke people with insults, and we are most assuredly not
supposed to give people bad advice. The rabbis say the reason it says you
~should not wrong your neighbor and you should fear G-d is because many times
people use the fear of G-d to wrong people. They say, "I can't give to that
charity because this is wrong and that is wrong. I can't help this person
because he has this vice or that vice. I have to attack and make fun of this
individual because he does not honor G-d correctly.” In other words, we can

use the fear of G-d to exact our own vengeance.

I remember how many years ago I had a friend who was going out with a
young lady. A second friend of mine did not know this, and he asked this
young lady out, and a few months later he married her. My first friepd was
furious with my second friend, but never let on that he was furious. My second
friend inherited some money from his grandfather. My first friend was a

stockbroker. The second friend, not know the first friend was angry at him,
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gave him all his money to invest in the stock market. The first friend tried to
cause my second friend to lose all his money, but the stock market, being what
it is, made him a millionaire instead. My second friend was so grateful he gave
my first friend a cadillac. My first friend felt so guilty he did not know what to
do with himself. We have to be careful ﬁlat we do not use the fear of G-d to

wrong others.

In the Torah portion, Bechukosai, we 1earn how it says, "And if My statutes
you will despise," and Rashi explains that this means that you will despise
people who keep My statutes. This is easy to understand. We know that many
of us criticize wholeheartedly people who observe a little more than we do and
those who observe a little bit less than we do. In fact, a wag once noted that
the definition of a fanatic to most people is a person who observes one more
commandment than they do, and the definition of a goy is a Jew who observes
one less commandment than they do. We can understand how when it comes to
practice, people may despise others for observing certain commandments
because it makes thelﬁ feel guilty, but people do not realize this also ¥efers to

the spiritual sphere. Many times religious leaders will resent people who come
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into their community to teach Torah. They will not want to have any
competition. They will resent the fact that new synagogues are being formed or

new approaches are being tried.

We all know that we are in the middle of Sfira. Originally, this was a very
happy time, but we know that since the days of Rabbi Akiva when his 24,000
students were killed during the Bar Kochba rebellion, this has become a sad
time. The rabbis teach us that these 24,000 students were killed because they
did not show proper respect one for another. They made fun of each other
because they did not share the same common philosophy of Judaism. They all

believed in Torah, but their approach to Torah was different.

We know that even today there are two different major philosophical groupings
in orthodoxy with, of course, many variations. In Israel, they even have a
terminolqu for it. One group is called Charaidim, or we would call them
ultra-orthodo}x, and the other is Datim, or modern orthodox. There are four
major differences between them. The Charaidim have not got much ﬁse for

secular education, especially liberal arts. They also do not feel that the State of
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Israel has any religious significance. They support the State of israel, but feel it
has no religious significance. They do not say Hallel on Yom H'Atzmaut, etc.
They also do not, by and large, want to have anything to do with reform and
conservative. They also do not feel that it is necessary to teach women
Talmud, and they place much greater limitations on the social mixing of men
and women. The Datim, on the other hand, are in favor of secular education,
feel the State of Israel has religious significance, feel women should study
Talmud, and they are in favor of contact with reform and conservative. There
are, of course, many variations among these positions. The important thing,
though, is that as long as these groups are honest and do not try to misrepresent
themselves or infiltrate others’ institutions, they should all be respected. The
Torah has its own corrective. Those who base their teachings on the Torah
must justify what they do by the Torah, and whether your interpretation is right
or left or center, the Torah will win out. Nobody knows what approach will

eventually win out.

In the Haphtorah portion which we would have read had we only none Torah

portion today, Behar, we learn about Jeremiah. Jeremiah was in jail. Why was
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he in jail? He was in jail because he had predicted that Jerusalem would be
destroyed, the Babylonians would ravish the whole country of Judea, and take
many of its inhabitants into exile. The king thought that he was undermining
the morale of the amiy and had him jailed. While he was in jail, G-d appeared
to him and told him to redeem the field of his kinsmen, as we are commanded
to do in the Torah portion Behar. He was to weigh out good money and to buy
back the field, which was in Anatot, the village in which he lived north of
Jerusalem. He did what he was told, and he instructed his servant, Boruch, to
take these documents, the bill of sale, the sealed one and the unsealed
document, and place them in an earthenware vessel so that it would last for
many days. In other words, he was to make sure that, according to modern
parlance, he registered the deed with the title company. The question, though,
is asked, why did they have to have a sealed bill of sale and an unsealed
document? They would put one document on top, which could be _read, and
then another document Which was sewed up in a leather pouch Rabbi
Soloveitchik said .the reasbn for this was that the future is never clear to us, but

is eventually going to happen.
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This is doubly emphasized in this Haphtorah. Jeremiah questions G-d and says,
"G-d, You told me that the Babylonians were going to conquer Jerusalem, |
completely ravish Judea, including my city of Anatot, and here You are telling
me to buy a field?" G-d answered by saying, "I am Hashem, the G-d of all
flesh. Is anything hidden from Me?" In other words, do not despair, Jeremiah.

Your people will come back.

The same is true of Torah. If people have made assumptions and interpreted
the Torah too much to the left or the right or the middle, G-d will see to it that
it comes back to the right interpretation. We just have to study Torah. Jewish
institutions which promote Torah are not in competition. They complement
each other in a great enterprise. Young Israel was founded in my office when
Rabbi Zeidman came in the 1980's and said housing was too expensive around
the shul. We have to do something for the young people. We gave the Young
Israel a Torah. Joe Mendelovitz paid for the insurance. We gave them bobks,
chairs, etc. Beth Rambam also started in my office when Timmy Kassin and
Terry Sagheh came to see me. We also gave them a Torah. - I believ‘e in

suppoi'ting the study of Torah, no matter what. I support the TORCH program
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and others, and I am proud to say that Rabbi Judy Abrams got her start in my

Torah class.

We should not despise anybody who is learning Torah and trying to spread
Torah. The Torah will correct all our assumptions either left, right, or middle.
Unfortunately, we all make assumptions, some of which turn out to be true, and
some not true, but G-d will see that they all get sorted out, and the correct

teaching will come through.

I am reminded of the story about a woman who was very overweight and who
went to the doctor. The doctor put her on a special diet. She was to eat
regularly for two days and then skip a day, and then come back and see him at
the end of the week. She should lose 5 pounds. She came back at the end of
the week, and, lo and behold, she had lost 20 pounds. The doctor asked, "Did
you follow my_directionsf? " She replied, "I did, but I have to tell you that
skipping a day was térrible. I ha;'e such rope burns.” Each of us make
different assumptions, but we should not despise anybody who learns ‘and tries

to teach Torah. May we by honoring everyone who teaches Torah be worthy of
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having the Mashiach come in our day. Amen.
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We all know that the basis of Judaism is assuming responsibility for our
actions. It is so easy to slough off responsibility and to blame others for our
misdeeds. It is so easy to rationalize away our lack of sensitivity. We can
always find somebody else to blame. We can always feel that it is impossible
to change. We are too lowly creatures. We do not have the stature or
strength to stand up for lofty principles. We are just lowly cogs in the wheel,
and people will just have to accept us the way we are. On the other hand, we
can also feel that it is degrading and demeaning for us to admit that we can
make mistakes. Admitting mistakes could lead to terrible consequences in
our relationships with our spouse or family or with our boss. We could lose
our job, or we could lose respect in the eyes of those whom we love.

Judaism says that we must be responsible. We cannot just confess our sins

and say that is it. We have to change.

The Torah portions Behar and Bechukosai are many times combined. It
seems strange that they are combined because they seem, on the surface, to
talk about different things. Behar talks about how society should be

organized, how we should have a Sabbatical Year and a Jubilee Year, how all



the land is to revert back to its original owners on the Jubilee Year and all
slaves freed, etc. The Torah portion Bechukosai speaks about the blessings
that will come upon us if we observe the Torah, and the curses that will come

upon us if we do not.

The Torah portion, Bechukosai, starts off with the words, "If you will follow
My decrees and observe My mitzvahs, and you will do them Va'Aseesem
Osom." The Medrash says you should read it Va'Aseesem Atem -- and you
should make yourselves. We all know that we are born incomplete. We must
make ourselves, according to Judaism, by assuming responsibility for
ourselves, for our community, for our people, and for the world. That's why
the key word of the Torah portion Bechukosai is Eem -- if. In English, the
middle of the word life is if. If we assume responsibility, we will have a good
life. If we do not assume responsibility, we will not have a good life. We
make ourselves by assuming responsibility. We complete ourselves by

assuming responsibility.

One of the prime reasons why we Jews have been so hated much throughout
the generations is that the nations of the world do not want to assume

responsibility for themselves and their actions. Somebody has to be blamed
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for their problems, and we Jews have been the scapegoat throughout the
generations. We see this today in the Arab world, where, because they do not
want to solve their problems, they must blame us. They do not want to
become democracies, their leaders do not want to give power to the people,
they do not want to confront the moral and practical problems that the world
presents them, so we become their scapegoat. They need somebody to
blame. Their failure to assume responsibility is the cause of this great hatred
toward us. We see how Syria, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia promote the
protocols of Zion and allege the fact that the Jews killed Jesus and attempted
to kill Mohammed, and that we are a perfidious people. They publish blood

libels against us, and call us monkeys and pigs.

This hatred for us is primarily because the Arabs and others do not want to
assume responsibility for their actions. They need somebody to blame. No
Allied soldier set foot on German soil after World War I. The Germans had
completely defeated the Russians. They still held positions in France, but the
German general staff knew the Americans were pouring in millions of men,
and they decided that eventually they would lose the war in four or five years
down the road, so they gave up. Somebody had to be blamed for Germany's

defeat and the great inflation, which occurred afterwards in Germany, and we
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Jews were it. It was and is the failure to assume responsibility for one's

actions which causes and has caused so much grief in the world.

We know that in Judaism marriage is the happiest of occasions because the
couple is assuming responsibility one for another. They complete themselves
by marriage. Not everybody can marry, for one reason or another, but
everyone can assume responsibility for his community, for his nephews and
nieces or for his extended family, for his synagogue, for his people, etc. We
all know of many good peoplé who never married, but who nevertheless
assumed responsibility for their family, for their synagogue, and for their

people.

In this Torah portion, Bechukosai, we learn, "And they shall confess their sin
and the sin of their father, for acting treacherously against Me, and for having
behaved toward Me casually. I, too, will behave toward them casually, and I
will bring them to the land of their enemies.” What does this mean? They
have confessed their sins, and G-d is still punishing them? The answer is,
true, they have confessed their sins, but they have not assumed any
responsibility for them. They, in effect, have said, "Yes, I did these sins, but

this is just the way I am." They treated their sins casually. They refused to
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take responsibility for them. The word for casually in Hebrew is Keree. This
is an interesting word because it is also used to denote how we read the word
in the Torah, and not how it is spelled. When we read the Torah, many times
there is a Keree and K'Seev. Keree is the way we read it, but K'Seev is the
way it is written. Many times, we can forget about how it is written. We can,
so to speak, gloss over our sins. Yes, many times we can make excuses, but
we have to know what our sins are, what we have done. We cannot fool
ourselves. We may be able to smooth what we have done, but we have to
assume responsibility for our deeds. We have to realize that our deeds are

written on the hearts and minds of others. We cannot rationalize them away.

The Gemorah tells a story about this about Eliezer Ben Dordi, who ran after
every courtesan. To support this habit, he engaged in thievery. He heard
about a courtesan who lived far away, who was the hottest courtesan in the
Roman Erﬁpire. He saved his money and traveled to see her. She took one
look at him, and although she accommodated everyone, she would not have
anything to do with him. She said, "You have gone too far." He took that as
a sign from heaven that he had to change. He then turned to the mountains
and said, "Mountains, help me.” The mountains refused to help him. He then

turned to the heaven and earth and said, "Help me." The heaven and earth
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would not help him. He then turned to the sun and moon and said, "Help
me." The sun and the moon would not help him. Then he turned to the stars
and said, "Stars, help me," but the stars would not help him. He then put his
hand between his knees in a fetal position and cried a_nd cried, "G-d, help
me," and G-d helped him. He was born anew and was able to live a good and

upright life.

The question is asked in the Gemorah, what does this Medrash mean? The
rabbis answer, he prayed to the mountain, which meant he said, "I was bom
in a certain place, and I am not responsible. The place made me doit." He
then prayed to heaven and earth, which meant he said, "I am a human being,
and this is the way humans act. I can't help it." He prayed to the sun and
moon, which meant he said, "I am a product of my time. This is the way
people act during our time in history." He prayed to the stars, which meant he
said, "It is my nature. I have a high libido. Ican't help myself." That did not
help either. Then he cried and cried to G-d and was able to overcome his
problems because he assumed responsibility. We have to assume
responsibility for our actions to overcome our problems. Every twelve step

program acknowledges this.



The Torah portions Behar and Bechukosai are combined because the Torah
portion Behar also talks about assuming responsibility. The rabbis ask, why
isn't this Torah portion called Behar Sinai instead of just Behar? After all,
Sinai is the word right after Behar. The answer they give is that the word
Behar, on the mountain, stands for standing straight, assuming responsibility.
Sinai stands for being humble, for not making a fuss. After all, the Torah was
not given on Mount Lebanon or Mount Herman, but on Mount Sinai, a low
mountain. We are supposed to be humble. When it comes to life and to all
relationships, we must sometimes stand tall and sometime%%umble. When it
comes to moral principles, we have to stand tall. We must assume
responsibility.  We cannot be humble. Ifa wife finds her husband is
embezzling or defrauding people, she should stand tall and make him quit. It
a husband finds his wife is becoming a drug addict, he should stand tall and

~ get her to quit, but on mundane matters, like what color the bathroom should
be or what style the furniture should be, there should always be give and take.
This Torah portion is called Behar because it stressed that we all have to take
responsibility for our actions. We have to stand tall and assume responsibility

when moral issues are involved.

That is the message also of the Torah portion Bechukosai. If we act morally,
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things will go well for our society; if we act immorally, things will go badly
for our society. We should act like a mountain when it comes to moral issues.
We must always stand tall. On other issues, we can be a Sinai. We can be
humble and non committal, but not on moral issues. Each of us must assume

responsibility for ourselves, our family, our community, our people.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a young boy who came to his father
with all F's on his report card and said, "Dad, is this the product of
environment or heredity?" He had not yet learned that he had to assume
responsibility for his acts. Ihope he has learned this since then. We all must
assume responsibility. We have been assured that if we will assume
responsibility, we will lead blessed lives, lives which may not be free of
problems, but lives in which we will be given the strength to overcome our
problems. Let us hope that we will live responsible lives so that the

Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.






