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Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Today so often people are not interested in family. People tell me, “Why should I come to a Bar Mitzvah? Am I going to add anything? It’s not my Bar Mitzvah.” People are alienated and alone and only interested in themselves. Unfortunately, this does not make them happy. Many of them are lonely and miserable. They do not know who they are and what they are.

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn about such a young man. We learn about Moshe Rabbeinu who was raised in Pharaoh’s court. He was a man of immense power. The Torah says Vayigdahl twice. He did not know who he was and what he was. It must have been a shock when he learned that he was a Jew. He went out to his people and tried to solve his problem of who he was and what he was. He saw an Egyptian hitting a Jew and he turned this way and that way and slew the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. The next day he went out again to his brothers and there he saw two Jews fighting. He asked them why they were fighting. They told him, “Are you going to kill us like you killed the Egyptian?” Moshe then ran away saying, “Surely this thing is known”. Moshe did not run away because he was a coward. The Rabbis say he ran away because he said now he understood why the Jews are in slavery. They deserve it. They realize that in a family there are always petty squabbles.

In any worthwhile organization problems always occur, but they do not destroy relationships. Moses ran away to Midian and did not even tell the people he met that he was a Jew. He said he was an Egyptian. There he found out that other people fight, too, when a group’s abusiveness forced him to protect the daughters of Jethro so they could water their sheep. Moshe worried Ziporah and even agreed to raise his first son as an idol worshipper. Moshe was completely alienated.

In life there are two facets: knowledge and experience. We can have knowledge of certain things but they will have no effect on us. For example, I bet that everyone in this room knows that smoking is bad for your health and can cause cancer but I bet that 50% of you still smoke. The main point of all religion especially religious education is to allow us to take knowledge of morality and right behavior and implement it in practice. This is the symbol of the burning bush teaching us in life we are to be filled with enthusiasm and passion but passion and enthusiasm should not consume us. Moshe was told to go down to Egypt to save the Jewish people. As he is going down to Egypt we come across a strange episode and he was at an inn and G‑d approached him and wanted to kill him. Ziporah took a flint and circumcised her son and this saved Moshe. What a strange story. Moshe is going down to save the Jewish people and G‑d wants to kill him? If we look closely at the text, though, nowhere does Moshe say that he was going to go down to save the Jewish people. He tells his father-in-law that I will return to my brothers in Egypt and see if they are alive. His attitude was an attitude of “I’ll see”. He was not committed fully. He was still alienated. G‑d was angry at him and G‑d said, “Moshe, you want to save Judaism, you want to save the Jewish people, then you have to start with you own children”. Ziporah knew this. Therefore, Ziporah (which also means the essence) circumcised her son with the flint. Many rabbis explain that it was not Eliezer but Gershon, their oldest son, that Ziporah circumcised. 
You can always tell what a person’s true commitments are by the way they educate their children. Even today, so many Jewish leaders aver they want Judaism to thrive. By the type of education they give their children, though, they must know that their children will not practice the type Judaism these leaders want them to. Moshe was told to go down to Egypt and to present three signs to the Jewish people. The first sign was to throw his staff down and turn it into a snake. The word Nachash in Hebrew for snake also means assumptions, speculations. He was to tell them that their assumptions were wrong. They did not have to be slaves. For families to care for each other is not wrong, for parents to give advice nor even for children to take it. The second sign was for Moses to put his hand in his bosom and to remove it. His hand would become leprous. We are not to keep our hands in our bosom. We are to work. We have the power to do many things. In Judaism we do not believe we are powerless. We do not believe that we have to be resigned to our fate. Of course, we believe in G-d, but we believe G‑d helps those who help themselves. We would have thought that we have to be resigned to our fate. Of course, we believe in G-d, but we believe G‑d helps those who help themselves. Who would have thought that a Jewish day school could thrive in Houston? Everyone said it was impossible.

Finally Moshe was to take water and turn it into blood. Water is a good thing in Judaism. The Torah is compared to water but even water, even the Torah, if not applied correctly, can turn into blood. We can never use anti-Torah means to further Torah ends. Moshe was told to treat Pharaoh with the utmost respect. 
Do we want to solve our problems? Do we want to end alienation? Do we want to feel enthusiasm and fire? Then we have to return to the values of our people as Moshe did. Let us not worry about every fad, etc. There is a story which illustrates this point. Elvis Presley once went to London with a bolt of cloth and asked them to make a suit. They said there was not enough cloth. He then went to Paris where they told him the same thing. He then went to Rome where they told him the same thing. Finally he came to Israel. There they told him that they could do it. He came back the next week and not only did they make him a suit, but they made him an extra pair of pants. He said, “How is this possible? ‘In London, Paris and Rome they said there was not enough cloth. How were you able to do it?” The man looked at him and said, “In Israel you are not such a big man”.

DIRECTING THE PAST TO BUILD THE FUTURE
SHEMOS 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn something very strange. We learn how after Moshe was commanded by G‑d to go down to Egypt to redeem Israel, he took leave of his father-in-law, Jethro, and it says “and Moshe took his wife and his children and he set them on a donkey and he returned to the land of Egypt and Moshe took the staff of G‑d in his hand”. We can understand why it said “and Moshe took his wife and children and he returned to the land of Egypt” and we can also understand why it said “and Moshe took the staff of G‑d in his hand”. The staff represented his office as G‑d’s representative. Also, the staff was turned into a snake which can also mean the assumptions of the time.
Moshe was to challenge the assumptions of his time. We can only approximate truth. Many of the things we do are only based on assumptions, not reality. However, why did it have to say “and he rode them on a donkey”? What does a donkey have to do with this whole story of the Exodus of Egypt? What’s more, the Medrash quoted in Rashi even goes further and says that this donkey which Moshe had was the same donkey that Abraham saddled when he went to the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac; and, what’s more, this was the same donkey the Messiah will ride at the end of days. Why are the rabbis so concerned with this donkey? I know a lot of people who make donkeys of themselves, but what is all this stress about the donkey? These three instances that stressed the presence of a donkey refer to the three aspects of Judaism. In Abraham, we have a Judaism which brings personal fulfillment. In the story of Moshe, we have a Judaism which is to work for national and group fulfillment. In the story of the Messiah, we see how we are to work for the fulfillment of all mankind. As we say in the Oleinu, “On that day G‑d’s name will be one and He will be recognized as one by everyone”.
Unfortunately, in our day too often these three elements of Judaism have been divided. In America today Judaism is only conceived of as a group matter. That’s why many Jews are having a hard time in America. Because they really only consider Judaism as a group matter, they are willing to work for every Jewish cause and organization, but in their personal lives they really do not observe it. On the other hand, paradoxically, a group of Jews have arisen who have found great personal fulfillment in Judaism but they still have perverted Judaism because they feel no responsibility to help their fellow Jews or the world. All three elements in Judaism are needed. There are many Jews who work just for the social development of mankind and reject the Jewish people and the personal aspects of Judaism. There are other Jews who just concentrate on Jewish group survival and others on just Jewish personal observances. We need people who integrate all these three aspects. That’s why, I believe, the symbol of the donkey is there in all three. Chamor in Hebrew means more than donkey. It also means material things. It also means wine and it means to settle, foam, burn, to heap, to be strict, and to pitch. To achieve these goals we have to direct the material aspects of our lives, not deny them. We must use the past which may include burnings and horrors and troubles, but we must also control overly strict. Many times that will destroy our goals rather than allow us to achieve them. 
Too often we have stressed only the past instead of the future. Jews have wanted to prove that they are as good as everybody else but once they have, so what? Then they can be like everybody else. This is actually the theme of “Chariots of Fire” and other books and movies. This will not assure a Jewish future. We have to aim for the future. To convince ourselves that Judaism still has much to teach the world, we have to be above the past. We must direct it. The donkey is a slow, methodical, animal, stubborn but very helpful, especially if it is led right. We, too, have to learn how to use our past and our material things to direct them to make an integrated Judaism which combines personal observance dedicated to the Jewish people and dedication to all humanity. If we do it then we will truly find fulfillment in all three areas.

The story comes to mind about a class who had as its project to sell candy. Each student was given 10 boxes of candy. The next day the teacher asked the students how they were doing. Everyone sold maybe one or two or three boxes of candy, but one little boy said, “I sold ten boxes”. The teacher asked, “How did you do that? Did your mother or grandmother buy them all?” He said, “Oh, no, I sold them all to the very first house I went to”. The-teacher said, ”You must be a super salesman. How did you do it?” “Well”, he said, “it was easy. Their dog bit me.” We do not want to build personal or national fulfillment on the horrors of the past. We want to build them on a vision of the future, on the dreams and material things which we can control and guide to a beautiful destiny.

THE FAMILY: SOURCING THE INDIVIDUAL
SHEMOS 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn about Moshe Rabbeinu. We learn how he was raised as an Egyptian; how he identified completely with the Egyptians in the beginning; how, according to the Medrash, he was a great conquering Egyptian general; he was even put in charge of the Hebrew slaves. It mentions in the Torah “Vayeegdah Haleled” twice. The first time the rabbis say it refers to his physical stature, to his responsibilities. He grew in wealth and power. He became a big man. The second time it says “Vayeegdal Moshe”; immediately afterwards it says “Vayetze Elochov” “and he went out to his brothers”. When it says he grew the second time he grew because he went out to his brothers.

In our modern day and age we worship success, individual achievements, but we human beings need something more than we do wealth and power and stocks and bonds. We need people to whom to relate. Moshe only grew when he went out to his people. In our modern day we have considered the family a nuisance. Almost every institution is against the family. The family hinders individual development and achievement. Corporations are against the family because it stops people from moving. Doctors, medicine, and hospitals do not like the family because they get in the way. In a hospital in Israel the whole family camps out with the patient. We do not allow that here. In the law the family has no standing. There is no such thing as a family in American law. There are only individual rights, and we keep hitting away at the family reducing our sense of obligation to first, distant relatives and then close relatives and then even spouses. Today if you have not been divorced at least three times you have not lived. People try to say that children are not hurt but do not believe them. They are. Everyone is interested only in doing their thing, in individual achievement.
In Judaism we say there is no conflict between individual achievement and the family. This may be true in other cultures, but it is not in ours. The family gives the individual the emotional security to reach out and to achieve. If you have a strong family, you do not have to worry who you are or what you are. You can then go and achieve and bring your achievements back to the family to admire.
In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we have illustrated how to raise a family. Jacob knew how to raise a family. All his children stayed Jews. He set standards for his children and he expected them to live by these standards, but he did not reject them out of hand if they did not. He might criticize them and not give them honors, but they were still his children. His grandfather, Abraham, dealt with the family in a different way. When children did not meet his standards, he gave them a present and told them to leave. This he did with Ishmael, at Sarah’s insistence, and later with his six children by Ketura. Isaac was completely blind to the faults of all his children. His children could do no wrong. Many American Jews treat their children this way, too, and because of it, they fail to teach them a sense of responsibility. They do not create a family. Family is important if we are to grow. Moshe could not grow fully until he was attached to a family. There is no conflict between the family and achievement in Judaism. We all know about the many famous doctors, lawyers, dentists, architects, musicians who came from strong Jewish families. Their families were the reason they achieved.

Unfortunately, today there are many false assumptions. I am reminded of the story about the man who came to class to teach children the evils of whiskey. He poured a glass of water. Then he poured out a glass of whiskey. In each of them he put a worm. The worm in the water thrived. The worm in the whiskey immediately died. He then asked the class what they learned from this. One of the boys raised his hand and said, “We learned that if you don’t want worms, drink whiskey”. This, of course, is the wrong conclusion, as is the conclusion that individual achievement arid family are incompatible. We need strong families and we should maintain them.
‘A DONKEY SERENADE’ –
RESPONSIBILITY TO ACHIEVE FULFILLMENTS
SHEMOS 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn about the burning bush. We learn how Moshe gradually was enticed to come and see it. First, Moshe thought he would just turn and see this great sight. Then G‑d appeared to him. Initially, it said an angel of G‑d appeared, and then it said “and G‑d called to Moshe”. This indicates, of course, the fact that Moshe gradually worked up to the perception that G‑d was present and wanted something from him.
In this life we must constantly work for the right things. In this life there are many weeds which must be pulled. The bush never was consumed. There is so much that we must do in life before our passions become free from weeds and bushes. It is a long task. In this Torah portion we read how after Moshe decided to go down into Egypt, “and Moshe took his wife and his children and he made them ride on a donkey and he returned to the land of Egypt and Moshe took the staff of G‑d in his hand”. We can understand why he took the staff of G‑d. After all, that was a symbol of his authority, but why did the Torah have to tell us that he took his wife and children and sat them on a donkey? The Torah does not tell us everything that Moshe did. It does not tell us about all the preparations he made for his journey. Why should it tell us that? What do we care whether Moshe went down to Egypt on a donkey or in a Mercedes Benz? What significance does it have? The rabbis tell us that this fact was significant because this was the same donkey that Abraham rode when he took Isaac with him to the Akeidah, and this is the same donkey that the Mashiach will ride when He comes. The Mashiach, of course, is only a man who announces what G‑d does. Moshe, himself, was a prototype of the Mashiach. What does this mean, though?

The rabbis explain that besides a person’s responsibilities to G‑d, a person has a responsibility for personal fulfillment. This responsibility is signified by the donkey Abraham rode. Abraham had to establish a relationship with G‑d, and thereby be personally fulfilled. That gave him the strength to go on to the Akeidah. The donkey that Moshe’s family rides is the symbol of the responsibility one has to his people and nation. In America today we believe we have only one responsibility and that is to our careers, to our personal fulfillment. Moshe was willing even to endanger his family and wife in order to go down to Egypt. This was similar to the pioneers in our day who went to Israel sacrificing many times wonderful careers. The third donkey is a symbol of a person’s responsibility to all humanity, to humanity’s fulfillment. We have a responsibility to see that all humanity is clothed and fed and taken care of in a decent way with justice and freedom. Unfortunately, in our day many people have felt that the responsibility to humanity does not jive with the responsibility to their people. There are many Jews who became Socialists and even persecuted and hounded their own people. 

It has often been asked, why is it that civilizations stagnate and die? Why in America today, which is only about 250 years old, do we care and take care of our people so much better than the Chinese culture, which is 5000 years old? The answer can probably be found in the fact that after a ruling class makes it, it is only interested in its own personal fulfillment. It would rather keep the serfs uneducated and poor so it would not have to share what it has with them. Usually it only starts to train its own people when an enemy arises over the horizon; to use the latest weapons, its people have to be trained. Because there is no balance between personal fulfillment, national fulfillment, and humanity’s fulfillment, many times the world suffers mightily. This is emphasized in another teaching we learn here in this Torah portion. We learn how after Moshe heart came to Pharaoh, Pharaoh’s heart hardened and he refused to give the people straw anymore. In Hebrew the word is spelled wrong. The word Tosifon does not have an Aleph in it, but here it is written with an Aleph. The rabbis say this is no mistake. Pharaoh not only prohibited them receiving straw, but from getting together to distribute the tasks so it would be easier for them.

The Aleph stands for unity. This, the rabbis aver, is the only difference between Ge’ula, redemption, and Gola, dispersion, degradation, persecution. Redemption comes when there is unity, when personal fulfillment, national fulfillment, and humanity’s fulfillment go hand in hand. When they do not, then degradation and persecution prevail, not redemption. Interestingly, the rabbis tell us that Moshe’s name was not Moshe; that the real name he was given was “Tov” or “Tovieh”, and they quote from the sentence which says “Vatereh O’Tov Ke’Tov”; “she saw him that he was tov”. The other rabbis says that Moshe had then other names. The name given to him and the name by which G‑d called him was the name that was given by the Egyptian princess who saved him. She called him Moshe because Moshe means “he was drawn from the water”. However, his name should not have been Moshe, but Moshu which means “to be drawn”. Instead, his name is Moshe which means “he draws”. The name of the Egyptian princess was Batya. Batya means “daughter of G‑d”. She is the only one to whom G‑d linked His name. Others had the names changed by G‑d, like Abraham and Israel, but her name is special. She was a kind, compassionate person and, therefore, deserved to have G‑d’s name linked with hers. Moshe was able to draw others out, to help others because he, himself, had been helped. Moshe was a great man because he was not only interested personal development, in his career. He was interested in his people and in humanity 

Unfortunately, today too many people are interested only in their careers or in their theories of what is right for humanity. They do not have compassion. The rabbis ask, why is it that personal fulfillment, national fulfillment, and humanity’s fulfillment are symbolized by a donkey? Why couldn’t another symbol have been chosen? The answer they give is that a donkey is a very plodding animal, sometimes very stubborn, and very hard to lead. Bringing personal and national fulfillment takes patience. You cannot force it. You must be patient and show compassion and it will come. The word for donkey also means “material things”. You must be on top of them and direct them in the right way. They must not direct us. In our day too often we see people or movements who do not know how to balance these things. Sometimes we see very brilliant people who are not concerned about anything but themselves other times we find people willing to kill millions to bring about what they think is national fulfillment. Personal fulfillment, national fulfillment, and humanity’s fulfillment must go hand in hand. A story concerns a woman during Stalin’s time in Russia who ran to catch a bus. She just made it. As she grabbed hold of the rail she said, “Thank G‑d”. A man sitting next to her looked at her and said, “Young lady, you shouldn’t say ‘Thank G‑d’. You should say ‘Thank Stalin’.” The woman said, “You are right. From now on I am going to say ‘Thank Stalin’, but tell me, what do I say after Stalin dies?” The man looked at her and said, “Then you say ‘Thank G‑d ‘”.

PRACTICING DERECH ERETZ, THEN TORAH
SHEMOS 1996
Rabbit Joseph Radinsky

The question can be asked, why is it that a bar mitzvah is called a bar mitzvah? After all, the word bar is not Hebrew. It is Aramaic. It should really be called a ben mitzvah. Why bar mitzvah? 

Perhaps we can get the answer to this question if we look carefully at this particular Torah portion, Shemos. We know that G‑d calls Moshe and tells Moshe that he is to be the leader of the Jewish people and to redeem them from Egypt. Moshe reluctantly accepts this position. Then he goes back to his father-in-law, Yisro, who is not even a Jew at this time, and asks him for his permission to go down to Egypt. How can we understand this? After all, G‑d had just told Moshe to go down to Egypt. Why did he have to go to his father‑in‑law and ask his permission? That does not seem to be at all logical.
The Torah here is teaching us something very important. It is teaching us that even before we can fulfill Torah, even before we can fulfill G‑d’s command, we must be polite. We must have Derech Eretz. We must show respect. We must show politeness. We must show refinement. Unless we show refinement, then we cannot really practice the Torah. That’s why they say that Derech Eretz precedes the Torah. We all know that there are 613 mitzvahs. These are the building blocks of our life, but the mortar that holds these blocks together is Derech Eretz, the ability to treat people with dignity and respect.
This is something that every bar mitzvah boy should know. A bar mitzvah boy should know that he should learn from his parents and the people around him that the important thing is Derech Eretz. If you have Derech Eretz then you can learn Torah, but if you have Torah without Derech Eretz then the bar mitzvah is really a sham. Your 613 building blocks will soon collapse. We must, in order to become a mensch, have these two characteristics, that we have the characteristics of following the mitzvahs of the Torah and that we treat each other with dignity and respect and politeness. If we do this, then we can rest assured that we will be a mensch.

That is why we say to the bar mitzvah boy, “you are a bar mitzvah.” Bar is an Aramaic word which refers to all the peoples of the world. We have to have Derech Eretz, politeness, and only then can we come to mitzvah.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who came down to Corpus Christi and asked a man there if he could swim in the water. The man said he could. He asked if there were any sharks and the man said no. After he came out of the water he looked at the man who told him that he could swim in the water and said, “How could you be so sure there were no sharks?” The man answered, “Because they are afraid of the crocodiles.” When it comes to living a life as a mensch we have to watch out for two things: Always practice Derech Eretz, that we do not violate the norms of politeness and respect, and, two, that we do not violate the norms of the mitzvahs. Let us all hope and pray that all of us will practice Derech Eretz so we can do the mitzvahs in the correct way so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

THE POTENTIALITY OF THE JEW –
FULFILLING HIS GOAL
SHEMOS 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos we learn how G‑d chooses Moshe to be the leader of the Jewish people to redeem them from Egypt. When G‑d approaches Moshe with this mission, Moshe is very reluctant to take it on. We learn, “And Moshe said to G‑d, ‘Who am I that I will go to Pharaoh and that I will bring out the sons of Israel from Egypt?”‘ And Rashi comments on this statement by saying, who am I to be so important to speak with the king, and how shall I bring out the sons of Israel because even if I am important, what merit do the Jewish people have that a miracle should be made for them that I should bring them out from Egypt.

According to Rashi, Moshe had two complaints. First of all, he said, who am I to go speak before Pharaoh on behalf of the Jewish people, because, after all, I never spent one day in slavery and I was never really raised in a Jewish home. Moshe was raised by the princess of Egypt. He, himself, had deserted the people, had left the people and gone to Midian and married a non-Jewish woman. According to the rabbis, he had even agreed to raise his oldest son, Gershon, as a pagan, so Moshe said, how am I fit to go and redeem the Jewish people? But, more than that, he said, why is the Jewish people worthy of being redeemed? Moshe, when he had been next to the Pharaoh, had gone out to the Jewish people to actually help them. He had killed an overseer who was oppressing a Jew, and then the next day when he carne back to the Jewish people he found two Jews quarreling and he reprimanded them and they looked at him and said, “Are you going to kill us like you killed the Egyptian?” Then Moshe said, “Surely this thing is known.” In other words, according to the rabbis Moshe said, now I understand why the Jewish people are in slavery. Now I understand why they deserve slavery because here someone is trying to help them and they turn on the person who is trying to help them. So Moshe Rabbeinu really did not see how the Jewish people were worthy to be redeemed, to have G‑d to all these miracles for them. The question has many times been asked, how is it that the Jewish people have survived exile and persecution and that we have continually renewed ourselves? How is that possible that G‑d has always seen fit to deliver us eventually from our enemies, though not without losses, yet we are still here. We are still existing.
The answer to that question is probably found in the burning bush, that bush which continually burns but is not consumed. In other words, G‑d was telling Moshe by this symbol of the burning bush that as long as the Jewish people have a passion for justice, have a passion to redeem the world, to be G‑d’s partner in this redemption, have a passion for Torah mitzvahs, then the Jewish people, no matter what their faults, will be able to be redeemed because they will never be able to be completely assimilated into the nations. Those Jews who, of course, gave up on the Jewish passion to redeem the world, to make justice flourish, to make Torah known to the world by showing as an example to the world these Jews will assimilate and drop out as a Jewish people. He reprimanded Moshe for the statement that he made because Moshe should look at the potentiality of the people. As long as they still have a Pitele Yid, as long as they still have a Jewish Neshoma which wants to redeem this world and be G‑d’s partner in creation, then they are still worthy of being redeemed.
Other rabbis also looked at this statement of Moshe Rabbeinu and they say not that Moshe was complaining why he should go and redeem the Jewish people but why should the Jewish people be willing to go out from Egypt? True, to be a slave is not good, but at least a slave has food and shelter. At least a slave will have his basic necessities taken care of because it is in the interest of the master to take care of them, but if they go out into the desert, how are they going to survive out there? But G‑d said, “Don’t worry. I am going to give them the Torah and with the Torah they will be able to withstand everything. With the instructions that I will give them in the Torah, they will find the inner strength to overcome everything. This, of course, explains why the Jewish people have been able to survive all sorts of terrible obstacles and that is because we have a vision. As long as the Jewish people have this vision, the Jewish people will be able to survive.
As you all know I just returned from Israel and, while there, several of we rabbis met with Shimon Peres and I asked him the following question: Listen, in America many studies have showed that nationalistic Judaism, secular Judaism, ethnic Judaism is dead, that the only Judaism that could possibly survive is religious Judaism. I said you could do us such a great favor. You could give us such strength if only you and your government would start speaking in religious terms, as Clinton does, and if you will go to shul on Shabbos, as Clinton goes to church on Sunday, that this will give such strength to American Jewry. It would help us greatly. He looked at me and I think he was taken aback by the question because it is not one for which he had prepared, one that he had expected and it must have hit a raw nerve. He turned to me and he said, “I want you to know I am religious. What do you think we have done all this for? Why do we bring all the Jews to Israel? Why do we build up the land? We did because of Emunas Yisroel, because of the faith of Israel. Why do you think we want peace now? We want peace now so we can have a spiritual flowering, so we can have a renewed Yavneh.” He waxed eloquent. He must have spoken for 15 or 20 minutes, even recalling his parents in Poland and how religious they were, etc. So we see that as long as the Jew is filled with this passion of trying to redeem the world and serve as a model for the whole world’s redemption, then we can see that there is hope for Jewish survival no matter what the difficulty of our situation. In Israel today the people want desperately to become this model. There are many problems in Israel but even those that we would think are far from Judaism. Still these people would want to be a model to the rest of the world. Of course, there are many Jews in Israel, like the Jews in the United States, who have given up on this passion and when they give up on this passion then they assimilate whether in Israel or here. They want to become just like the west. Of course, scholars have said that in America that if all the Jews would have stayed Jews, over 60 million Jews would exist in America; and that was a statement that was made about 10 years ago. So we know that the secret of Jewish survival has to do with a passion for the values of Judaism. Therefore, it is wrong, G‑d told Moshe, to criticize the Jewish people who have this potential. As long as they are still connected to the Jewish people, then they have potential. Therefore, you should not criticize them, Moshe, because they can be more than themselves. They can shuck off any influences that idolatry has on them right now and become a shining example to the world. That applies to our world, too. Unfortunately, there are many Jews who look down their noses at any Jews who do not observe exactly what they observe. Every Jew is precious and if Jews are still fulfilled with a passion for justice and redeeming the world and a passion for Torah mitzvahs even though they do not observe everything, they should be welcomed and encouraged, just as G‑d told Moshe that the Jewish people were worthy and should be encouraged to go out to the desert and to observe Torah. We, too, must always keep ourselves open to welcome everyone. In fact, I know many times that there are those who seem to keep everything but their children desert them, while, on the other hand, there are those who do not keep everything, yet their children are true to Judaism.

We see this, too, in the Torah portion later on when Moshe goes on to Egypt and as he is going on to Egypt G‑d tries to kill Moshe. Why does it say G‑d tried to kill Moshe? Because his son was not circumcised. Now you could claim that maybe it was because the rigors of the journey. It was too hard to circumcise his son there, etc, but the truth of the matter is that anybody who wants to be a leader in the Jewish people must himself believe in the covenant, must himself believe that the Jewish people are a light unto the nations and are a partner with G‑d in creation. If leaders do not believe this, then they really cannot be Jewish leaders. We find many times that there are Jews who themselves are proud Jews, but they do not encourage their children at all to practice Judaism. In fact there are some instances of Jewish leaders who have even had their children baptized to other religions. Of course, these cannot be Jewish leaders. You can always tell, too, what a person really believes by what type of education he gives his own children. If a person, even if he is totally observant, gives his child an education which does not at all include religious principles, you know that this person is only tied to his religion for emotional reasons, and that really is only a facade as he, himself, does not believe in it deeply. There are others who may not observe everything but you know by the type of education that they give their children that that is what they really believe and that is what they are really aiming at. Therefore, we can see that the potentiality of the Jewish people of the time of Moshe was very great because they still clung to the ideal that they wanted to be G‑d’s partner in creation, that they still clung to the ideal that they wanted to perfect the world according to the way G‑d was going to command them to perfect the world. We always have to make sure when we deal with people that we are open, that we recognize the potentiality of every Jew.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was sitting next to a very distinguished looking man on an airplane. He looked at the way he was dressed and said, “You must be a rabbi.” The man said he was a rabbi. The man asked if he was a chief rabbi. The rabbi said he was not. He asked if he was a rabbi of a synagogue, and the rabbi said he was not. The man asked if he was a teacher in a school, and the rabbi said he was not a teacher in a school. The man said, “Well, what do you do?” The rabbi said, “I work in a factory.” The man asked if he was a mashgiach. He said he was not. The man said, “Well, what kind of factory do you work at?” He said, “A battery factory. When the batteries come down the assembly line I look at each one of them and raise my hand and say, ‘May you have a long life’.” G‑d has told us, too, that we as Jews can have a long life. What is the secret of the Jewish people’s ability to overcome all sorts of persecution, to come back from all exiles? A burning passion that we are G‑d’s partners in creation and that by following His teachings we can make this world a good world, a world that eventually will see the coming the Mashiach because we have prepared the way by the way we have lived. Let us all hope that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

LIFE:  INCONSISTENT, CONTRADICTORY, AMBIGUOUS
SHEMOS 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu was chosen to be the leader of the Jewish people to take them out of slavery. He, according to certain interpretations, did not know Hebrew. That’s why he says that he was heavy of speech. After all, he was raised as an Egyptian from the time he was three months old. He never spent a day in slavery. True, when he found an Egyptian beating a Jew to death, he interceded and killed the Egyptian. However, the next day when he went out and found two Jews fighting, he remonstrated with them for doing so. They answered him by saying, “Are you going to kill us as you killed the Egyptian?” He then said, “Ochai Noda Hadover, “ which means, “Surely the thing is known.” He was not referring to the fact that it was now known that he had killed an Egyptian, according to many rabbis, but he says that he now understands why the Jews deserved slavery. They cannot get along among themselves. He, in effect, fled saying, “A plague on both your houses.” 

He then went to Midian where he married the daughter of a pagan priest, and even agreed to raise his eldest son as a pagan. This explains why when G‑d appeared to him at the burning bush and told him to go to Egypt, he demurred. Just how was he fit? But G‑d said that he should go. G‑d chooses who He wants. In our own day, too, when Herzl started the Zionist movement, people said, “Who is he?” He had gone so far away from Judaism. Life, though, is ambiguous. Life is not filled with consistencies. Many paradoxes thread through life. When Moshe said to G‑d, “When people ask me, ‘What is your name?’ What will I tell them?” G‑d said to Moshe, “Tell them I will be whom I will be.” Usually, many English translations have G‑d’s answer as being, “I am who I am,” but that is incorrect. Eyeh Asher Eyeh means I will be whom I will be. Rashi explains that G‑d said, “I will be with them in this trouble like I will be with them in future enslavements. “ Moshe answered by saying, “G‑d, shall I mention to them other troubles? Isn’t this trouble enough?” And G‑d said to him, “You spoke well.”
We do not have all the answers. We do not know why there is suffering in the world. We do not know why G‑d had to create death and pain. We do not know why little children die. True, Orthodox Judaism is an intellectually satisfying system, but it does not have all the answers. We must learn to live with contradiction. In the past, especially among the intellectual of Europe, it was considered very desirable that a person be intellectually consistent. If a person or system was not intellectually consistent, something was the matter. That’s one of the big differences between America and Europe. In America, intellectual consistency was never thought to be a proper goal. That’s why Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds adored by little statesmen and philosophers and diviners.” This, of course, explains the fact that in America contradiction is accepted. American culture can sanction a great deal of compartmentalization with intellectual contradiction. After all, Thomas Jefferson, the great proponent of anti-slavery legislation, who fought slavery all his life, had slaves. In fact, it even looks like he had children from a slave who was actually his wife’s half sister. He had these children after his wife died. Wasn’t Thomas Jefferson being inconsistent? He probably figured that if he gave up his slaves, he would lose all his wealth. Thomas Jefferson was always teetering on the edge of bankruptcy. If he would give up his slaves, he would certainly go broke and would not be able to influence anybody. It was better that he had slaves and maintained his social position so he could influence people.
We had something very similar happen in America just a few years ago when many of the great leaders of the integration movement would get very upset if a member of the minority would buy a home in their area. They believed in integration, but did not want to see their property values drop. American culture allows having a great deal of inconsistency and contradiction. That’s why in America orthodoxy wins all the battles but loses the war. When we argue with other groups, our case is usually more convincing, but we do not usually gain any more adherence because of it. People are willing to live with contradiction.

I remember in 1964 I attended a meeting at the home of one of the members of my shul who had organized this meeting to lambaste other members of the shul who were not following him in implementing certain Halachic measures in the synagogue. After the meeting, his wife served refreshments. Prominent among these refreshments were shrimp. I immediately walked out. I called him and asked how he could serve shrimp. He said, “Rabbi, what I do in the synagogue is one thing, but what I do at home is another.” I said, “But why did you serve shrimp when I and other frum people were there?” To that he had no answer. We know that many times when people demand consistency in religious matters, they are just copping out. Someone told me the reason they do not keep kosher at home is because they cannot wear a yarmulke at work. Another person told me that he cannot say Kaddish during the week because he works on Shabbat. We all know that this is foolish. Just because you cheat on your income taxes does not mean you have to murder your mother.
Ambiguity pervades life, as we all know. We both love and hate our spouses, our parents, our children. Life is not easy. It is filled with many contradictory feelings and desires. I am reminded of the story of a woman who gave her son two ties. To please his mother, he wore one of the ties. She said, “What’s the matter? You don’t like the other tie?”
Even after Moshe agreed to go down to Egypt, we learn that G‑d was going to kill him. He had not been circumcised, and if not for Tziporah, he would have died. Of course, we can understand that episode to mean if you are going to be a Jewish leader, you have to live the way you preach. You have to walk the walk, but, still, G‑d had spent all that time convincing Moshe, and here He was going to kill him? Life is filled with conflicting goals and standards and drives. G‑d had promised Moshe no harm would come to him if he went to Egypt, but that only meant harm from the Egyptians, not the harm he was going to do himself by not identifying fully with the Jewish people.

Many times good people suffer and evil people seem to have it good. This is a problem we really cannot solve. Judaism is, compared to other philosophies and faiths, consistent, but not wholly consistent. If we would be wholly consistent, we would have the same mind as G‑d, and we do not. Until we had airplanes, we could not see both sides of the mountain. G‑d sees everything and knows everything. We do not have G‑d’s body or mind, but we share with G‑d a common morality. We have questions, though, which we have faith will be answered at the end of days. We are religious not because we have all the answers. We do not. In fact, we say the Torah has 70 different interpretations. We are not fundamentalists. We do not say that Torah has only one answer. As long as the Halachic method is used, all answers are right, even if they are contradictory. We are traditional Jews because our religion elevates us and gives us the strength to overcome our problems and allows us to face life’s contradictions.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a widow who was walking along the beach with her only child, a boy. All of a sudden, a big wave came and took the baby out of her arms. She looked to heaven and said, “G‑d, he’s my only baby. I am a poor widow. “ The wave returned and threw the baby back in her arms. She said, “He had a hat.” We have to look at life and appreciate what we have and realize that we will not have all the answers until the Mashiach comes. Rather, we should always look ahead with confidence, in spite of life’s problems, and try to rise spiritually so indeed the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

HELPING US AND OTHERS TO ACHIEVE MORAL POTENTIAL
SHEMOS 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn how the Jewish people were enslaved. The rabbis all ask, why is it that G‑d brought slavery upon the Jewish people? Many reasons are given. We know that the brothers sold Joseph into Egypt as a slave, and, therefore, were punished by slavery. However, this happened many, many years after Abraham had been told that his children would be enslaved. We can always argue that G‑d knows the future, so, therefore, He knew what the brothers were going to do to Joseph. Others say that because Sarah mistreated Hagar, who was an Egyptian princess, the Jews were sold into Egypt.
In the Gemorah, Nedorim, we give three other reasons, one which Rashi quotes that says that the Jewish people were enslaved because Abraham pressed into service 318 students against their will to fight to rescue Lot. Based on this, many people say it is wrong to force Torah scholars to go into the army. Others dispute this, quoting other sentences in the Torah which say that in times of national emergency, everyone has to serve.

The second reason given is because Abraham doubted G‑d. When G‑d told him that he would have a very great reward, Abraham complained and said, “G‑d, what can You give me seeing that I am childless and the steward of my house is Eliezer of Damascus.” Then Abraham said, “See, to me You have given no offspring and see my steward inherits me.” In other words, he was complaining to G‑d.
The third reason given is that after Abraham defeats the armies that had captured Lot, he is met by the King of Sodom, who said to him, “Give me the people and the property keep for yourself.” Abraham refused even to keep the property, but he gave them back the people. Rav Yochanan was very critical of that because he said by Abraham turning his back on these people, he caused them not to want to convert to Judaism, and they quickly reverted to the evil practices of Sodom. In other words, Abraham should have continued this process of trying to convert these people, at least to get them to observe the seven commandments of Noah.
From all these reasons, we see that a Jew must be active in the world, that he is responsible for his brother, whether they are Jews or not. Abraham rescued Lot, and pressed many into service, though it not have been necessary to do such a thing to defeat the forces of Cheeorlamaomer. Some rabbis think that we should only serve as role models but not actually take up arms and especially not make others take up arms, but others disagree.
Another reason is that we should never spurn any blessing or reward, even though it is not the one we are looking for. The nations of the world many times will not give us credit for the good things we have done, but whatever they are willing to credit us with, we should accept because we know that G‑d is there watching out for us.

A third reason, we should help people fulfill their moral potential. We should not turn people back to the King of Sodom and say, “Well, it’s not our business.” We Jews must actively participate in the world, always guarding our values but always participating. If we fail, then we will not fulfill our destiny. We will not have learned what the slavery of Egypt was meant to teach us, that we have to be kind and compassionate to all and help everyone achieve their moral potential.
I am reminded of the story about a ship that hit a rock and was starting to sink. Everyone was running to the lifeboats. One man just sat and did nothing. The other passengers yelled at him, “The ship is sinking. Come to the life boats.” He replied, “What do I care? It’s not my ship.” Unless we are all actively involved, the ship will sink under us, and we will not be able to fulfill our moral destiny. We will sink, if not into physical slavery, into moral slavery. Let us hope that we will all help everyone achieve their moral potential so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen
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