DO YOU WANT TO ALLEVIATE SUFFERING

OR DO YOU SAY IT’S INEVITABLE?

VAERA 1982

Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Page 3

DO YOU WANT TO ALLEVIATE SUFFERING
OR DO YOU SAY IT’S INEVITABLE?
VAERA 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In this week’s Torah portion we learn how G‑d hardened Pharaoh’s heart. Because of Pharaoh’s stubbornness G‑d was able to bring one plague after another to Egypt and display His might. This concept, though, of G‑d’s hardening Pharaoh’s heart is very hard to understand. The whole concept of Judaism is free will. We do not believe that a person is guilty unless he willingly made a wrong choice. If Pharaoh had no choice then he was not guilty and G‑d should not have sent any plagues. 
We do not believe, as the ancient Greeks did, that no matter what your intentions if you do an evil thing, you are punished. This, of course, is the story of Oedipus Rex, a young boy who was separated as an infant by his parents and was raised by other people. One day he met a man at a mountain pass. The man challenged him. He killed the man and later found out the man was the king of the nearby city. He took over his harem and became the king. It turns out later that the man he killed was his father and one of his wives was his mother. He was punished terribly. In Jewish law he would not have been punished at all. He did not know it was his father and he did not know it was his mother. How could G‑d punish Pharaoh if G‑d hardened his heart? 

Also, we learn at the beginning of this Torah portion, about how G‑d appeared to a disconsolate Moshe and He told Moshe not to worry. It is true things had gone badly since Moshe had demanded the people’s release from Pharaoh, but things would be better. G‑d revealed Himself by the name Yud Kay Vav Kay. It says in the Torah that G‑d was not known to the patriarchs by this name. This, however, is not true since G‑d was known to the patriarchs by this name. What does this sentence mean? I read an explanation by Rabbi Kanotofsky which I think will give an insight into both these problems. It is true that G‑d had used His name of Yud Kay Vav Kay with the patriarchs before. However, when He made them a patriarch, when He confirmed their status as patriarch He used the name Kel Shaddai. Each of the forefathers approached G‑d from a different way. Abraham found G‑d by studying nature and human psychology. Isaac had a very personal experience. He, of course,-was bound on the altar and he felt the full force of G‑d’s presence. Many times people do not realize that Judaism, too, gives credence to an overwhelming personal experience. A young lady came to see me a few weeks ago. She had an overwhelming personal experience. All her Christian friends told her that Jesus had appeared to her and she should become a Christian. I told her there was no need for this. Judaism, too, realizes that we can have personal experiences. Jacob approached G‑d through history. He had the famous dream of the ladder with the angels going up and going down which the Rabbis explain as a paradigm of history. Jacob found G‑d in human events. All these ways are valid. When Abraham’s name was changed, when G‑d made His promise to Yitzchak, when G‑d changed Jacob’s name to Israel the name of G‑d, Kel Shaddai, is used. The G‑d who provides for us, the mighty provider, the one who gives us comfort and solace and allows us to have the inner strength to overcome our problems.

When G‑d appeared to Moshe in this week’s Torah portion he appeared to him with the name Yud Kay Vav Kay which encompasses all these approaches to G‑d. Yud Kay Vav Kay means the G‑d of nature, of personal experience, and of history. G‑d was going to demonstrate to Pharaoh that G‑d was found in all of life. The Rambam explains that when we use the expression G‑d hardened Pharaoh’s heart it does not mean that G‑d took away his free will. It means that G‑d gave him the capacity to withstand suffering. He was-not going  to free the Jewish people because he suffered. He was going to free the Jewish people because he knew that it was the right thing to do. He was not going to be able to say that G‑d is a personal experience to me. He allows me to feel good but, you know life is hard and I have to have slaves. He is not going to be able to say that G‑d is the G‑d of history and nature and G‑d said that you do have to have slaves. It is the natural thing. He will not be able to say that some people have to be slaves and some people have to be rulers and it is better to be a ruler. History does not prove that and nature does not prove that. Pharaoh was not to say that suffering was inevitable. He was to let the people go because that was the right thing to do.
Unfortunately, in our day we hear many people, too, who claim that suffering is inevitable. They, of course, are talking about other people’s suffering. In order to protect their position they manufacture all sorts of theories. Saying that unemployment is inevitable and then cutting unemployment benefits is the worst kind of callousness. We should all want to alleviate suffering, not say that G‑d made the world in such a way that people have to suffer so it might as well be them and not me. Pharaoh was to realize that his ideas were wrong. He was to change them not because he suffered but because he finally realized that causing suffering is wrong. G‑d is the G‑d of history and nature as well as a G‑d of personal experience. We should never justify suffering by saying that is the way it has to be. We should try to ameliorate and end it.

RECOGNIZING‑DIVINE PROVIDENCE
VAERA 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vaera, we learn how Pharaoh is afflicted with many plagues. Why, the rabbis ask, did G‑d have to afflict Pharaoh with many plagues? Why didn’t G‑d just cause one big plague to come down on Egypt, and why weren’t all the plagues of such overwhelming supernatural power that everyone could not mistake them as being acts of G‑d?
Many commentaries state that until the last plague, all the plagues could be explained naturally. After all, some sort of allergy could have developed in the water to cause the river to turn red; then the frogs could not live in the river. Because the frogs came out of the water lice abounded in Egypt. Because the water was not good, the animals went into the cities, etc. In fact, Abarbanel explains that these plagues were really supernatural occurrences that came out of the natural. In other words, their supernatural character was covered and hidden by seemingly natural events. G‑d wanted to convince Pharaoh that not only was He G‑d, but He was constantly present in all the events of history: that such a thing as divine providence prevailed. Therefore, all these miracles had to occur the way they occurred, because only when Pharaoh was convinced that G‑d exists in history and in nature on a continual basis would Pharaoh feel compelled to free the slaves because he was conforming to G‑d’s will. If Pharaoh would recognize G‑d’s omniscience, then the Jewish people would recognize it.

Unfortunately, throughout history the Jewish people have not been willing to recognize G‑d’s power and even the efficacy of many mitzvahs until the gentiles recognized it. When the gentiles say it is real, then the Jews say it is real. G‑d’s ultimate purpose was to convince the Jews that this was real so they would accept the Torah and keep the mitzvahs. G‑d is continually acting in history through nature, but many times we fail to see it. We can see that in the miracles of the Israel War of Independence and the Six‑Day War. Many Jews did not even recognize it until some of the gentiles, especially the American churches, pointed it out. We have to realize that G‑d acts in the world, and to know that even our enemies, like Pharaoh, recognize this, is good.

I am reminded of the story they tell about an anti‑Semitic policeman who stopped a Jew in Russia who was riding a bicycle. He checked the bicycle inside and out. He checked the Jew on his person inside and out, and could not find he violated any law. He looked at the Jew and said, “I am surprised. It is the first time I have ever stopped somebody and not found at least one infraction. How do you account for this?” The Jewish man replied, “Because G‑d was with me.” Immediately, the anti-Semitic policeman took out his ticket book and gave the Jewish man a citation for having more than one person on his bicycle.
We hope G‑d will always be with us, and we hope we Jews will always recognize His presence so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

VAERA 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

To work for the community is difficult because you have to take stands many times and in so doing, you cannot help but hurt some people if you fail to support their stand. However, you have to put forth your best effort, that you put forth those ideas you think are right so the community can stand on its feet and grow. You want to help make things happen in the community to allow Judaism to flourish and the individual to reach his potential more fully in a Jewish way. People criticize you. People say things to you and against you. Sometimes all this is very hurtful: After all, when a person works for the community he gets no compensation unless he is a professional. Therefore, the hurt sometimes becomes very intense. However, we all know that without responsible community leaders who are willing to give of themselves, the community cannot grow – all of which becomes a difficult, difficult proposition.

At the end of last week’s Torah portion, Shemos, we learned how Moshe Rabbeinu got extremely discouraged because he had come to Pharaoh and asked that Pharaoh free the Jewish people, but, instead, Pharaoh turned around and made life much harder for the Jewish people. He said that they were lazy and, therefore, he refused to give them straw. Not only was Pharaoh mean and cruel but the Jewish people turned against Moshe, the man who was trying to help them. After the Jewish overseers came before Pharaoh and protested that the Jewish people will not be able to make their quota of bricks because they were not given straw they were beaten. Of course, straw is essential for bricks. Straw fulfills the same purpose as does steel in our modern concrete. Without straw the bricks will fall apart, and the building will not hold together. Therefore, they needed straw. When they were beaten then they, in turn, beat the Jews to make sure that they would produce the bricks, and the overseers beat them both. When they saw Moshe Rabbeinu and Aaron they said to them, “G‑d shall see you and judge you that you have caused us to stink in the eyes of Pharaoh and in the eyes of his servants to give a sword in their hand to kill us.” Moshe was very discouraged. He came before G‑d and said, “G‑d, why did You send me? Since you sent me to speak Your name it has gotten worse for the people, and You have not saved the people.” Moshe was extremely hurt because of the criticism that had been leveled against him. Here he had given up so much for the Jewish people and, yet, the Jewish people did not appreciate his efforts and, in truth, they were suffering. G‑d, though, turns to Moshe in this week’s Torah portion Vaera and He says to him, “I am G‑d and I appeared to Abraham and Isaac and Jacob with the name El Shadai but My name Yud Kay Vav Kay I was not known to them.” What kind of an answer is that? Then, also He says, “I have erected My treaty with them to give them the land of Israel, the land of their sojournings which they lived in (referring to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) and also I heard the cry of the sons of Israel in Egypt that they are oppressing them, and I will remember My covenant and, therefore, say to the sons of Israel, ‘I am G‑d and I will bring you out from under the burdens of Egypt to Hotsaizi and I will save you from their work and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm with great judgements and I will take you to Me as a people’.” What kind of an answer is that? Moshe is very discouraged and G‑d tells him, “I have made known to you by the name I am G‑d but I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob with El Shadai”. What does that mean?
There are actually three ways to find G‑d in the world. That is why we have three fathers. Abraham found G‑d through science, through the study of nature. He saw the hand behind everything. He saw that there had to be a unity in the world. He saw that worshipping the moon was foolish because the night came and the moon was not the most important thing during the daytime after the night. The same thing was true of the son and the stars, etc. Abraham found G‑d through the study of nature, through the rules and principles and the laws of nature. That, of course, is one way to find G‑d.
Yitzchak found G‑d through personal experience. He, of course, was almost sacrificed. He found G‑d through a mystical experience. Jacob found G‑d through history, through the ladder of history.

There are three approached to G‑d, and they are all valid. G‑d said, “They found Me through hard work, through the study of nature, through an emotional experience and through history, but you, Moshe, are going to see Me in action. You are going to see an open revelation of My power. I am going to save you. I am going to bring you out. Don’t despair.” Then He told them what is necessary for the Jewish people to be redeemed. He said, first of all, I will bring you out from the burdens of Egypt. What does that mean that I am going to save you from the work? Before they could even be saved from the slavery they had to realize that they were free. They could not be burdened with inferiority complexes. The Jew had to feel that he was as good as everyone else. Unfortunately, in the years past Jews had inferiority complexes. They changed their noses and their names. After all, Gustav Mahler was Jewish but pretended to hide it as many other countless Jews did. I used to think that the Hungarians were great mathematicians until I learned that they were all Jews, and that the Germans produced great chemists but they were all Jews. The Jewish people must be proud of who he is and what he is if he wants to be redeemed, if he wants to make an impact on the world.
That, of course, is why we are so proud of our honorees today because they were always proud of their Jewishness when it was not fashionable to be proud of your Jewishness. In fact, Mollie was known as a rebbetzin and people mocked her in a certain way because she was so proud of the traditions of our faith. She would not give up her kashruth. She would not give up her traditions. Harry, too, when he worked in West Columbia and there was a lot of anti-Semitism was proud of his Jewishness and everyone knew that he was Jewish.
The second element is not to be afraid of work. We never said work is bad. It is work that you do for yourself, not their work. How they worked hard and how they were proud of what they were doing day and night. They did not ask anybody for a handout. They worked themselves. They built themselves. Again, if you are only working for yourself it is nothing either. That is why it says, “And I will redeem you with an outstretched arm.” When you stretch out your arm to help others. That’s what Harry and Mollie did on the east side. They fed almost the entire east side during the depression. The lawyer said when they eventually sold their store in 1952 if they would just collect everything everybody owed them they could live a very good lifestyle for the rest of their lives. That was in 1952.
Then G‑d also said, “I will take you to Me to be a nation.” Not only must you care for others but you must deepen your tradition. You must take G‑d to be your G‑d. You must be concerned with Jewish institutions to see that they thrive and grow. Mollie and Harry have done that with the Zionists and the JCC and the Federation and so many other Jewish organization, but especially the shul. We would not have the shul without them. It was Harry who was able to sell the old building when we were just a small little shul and nobody said that he could do it, and he did it and got a magnificent price and was able to build this shul. He was a pillar of this congregation. Without him we would not have this beautiful edifice. It was Mollie, too, who sat by his side all the time and, what’s more, what about the Hebrew Academy? There would not be a Hebrew Academy without Harry and Mollie. Yes, others made significant contributions but the financial structure of the Hebrew Academy would have collapsed without Harry and Mollie. Not only did they collect money from all their friends and relatives but they gave their own bank credit. Without them there would not be any Hebrew Academy.
So we see that in order for the redemption to come that you must be proud of who you are, you must be willing to work hard, and, third, you must be willing to give of what you make to others, and fourthly, you must be able to cultivate the institutions of our people which are necessary for its survival, the synagogue, the schools, and the other Jewish charitable organizations. Yes, G‑d, told Moshe, the Jewish people will be redeemed because you are going to imbue in them these lessons and your charge is different than Abraham and Isaac and Jacob’s. They showed a path how to reach Me, but they had to accept everything on faith. You are actually going to see My works in history, not just intimations, like Yaacov did through history, but you are going to see in your own life the fulfillment of your dreams. Here, too, Harry and Mollie are blessed because they are able to see the fulfillment of their dreams in reality, a thriving shul, a thriving Hebrew Academy, children and grandchildren who are imbued with the spirit of Judaism and want to continue it. This is indeed a great blessing. We have been very fortunate to have them in our community, and we hope and pray that we will have them for many more years because we need their contributions. We are living in exciting times with the State of Israel flourishing, and they have helped that, too, with Israel Bonds, giving towards the UJA and the Federation. Yes, we have had bad times, too, the Holocaust in our lifetime has been a horrendous event, but we are able to overcome it through the founding of more Jewish institutions. A Jew does not take revenge; he builds. We were able to build the State of Israel. We were able to build thriving Jewish institutions in America thanks to people like Harry and Mollie. May they be given many, many more years so that we can benefit from their insight, from their wisdom, from their goodness, and from their ability to see a need and fulfill it even though they do not benefit personally from it at all. That, of course, is a sign of greatness when you are willing to help even though you do not personally benefit from it at all.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went to a play. He loved the play and enjoyed it and thought it was a wonderful play but he had to leave before the second act. He told friend all about the play and how he had to leave before the second act. The friend asked why he had to leave before the second act. Why didn’t you stay in you enjoyed it so much? He said, “Well, it says on the program that the second act is to take place 13 years later and I couldn’t wait that long.” Harry and Mollie, we cannot wait another 13 years for another bar mitzvah. We want you to have another party when you are 85, Harry, just two years hence. May the Holy One, Blessed be He, continue to shower His blessings upon you, and may you continue to be a blessing to our community. Amen.

VAERA 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion Vaera we learn how Pharaoh continually changes his mind, how after each plague he says that he will let the people go, but then when the plague lets up he recants. How is this possible? How is it that he could be convinced that he has to allow the Jewish people to leave, and then immediately after the plague ceases he changes his mind? This is especially clear after the end of the plague of hail. Pharaoh calls Moshe and Aaron and says to them, “I have sinned this time. G‑d is righteous. I and my people are evil. Pray to G‑d. It is enough from this todly thunder and hail. I will send you out, and you shall not continue to remain.” Immediately after Moshe prays and the hail and thunder stop, Pharaoh hardened his heart and he did not send out the children of Israel. How can we explain this obstinacy? Why does Pharaoh persist? He must know that another plague is coming if he persists on this course.
Also, near the beginning of this Torah portion when Moshe and Aaron go before Pharaoh, G‑d says to them, “When Pharaoh will speak to you saying, ‘Give for yourself a sign’.” The question can be asked, why did Moshe have to give for himself a sign? I thought he was supposed to give a sign for Pharaoh. Moshe does comes before Pharaoh and he tells Aaron to thrown down his staff. His staff turns into a serpent. The magicians of Pharaoh also thrown down their staffs and they become snakes, but then Aaron’s staff swallows up all their staffs. It is interesting to note that the word that is used for serpent here is Saneem, which also means “given” in Hebrew. Aaron and Moshe challenged Pharaoh by stating that they believed that there are different givens in the world, that the assumptions Pharaoh was making were false. The wise men of Egypt threw down their givens, but Moshe and Aaron’s givens swallowed theirs up. Why is it that Pharaoh could persist in his obstinacy? He could persist in his obstinacy because he had a world view, which no matter what the exceptions, was for him the correct view of the way things should be. He believed that slavery was an absolute necessity for civilization. Slavery was the tradeoff which made civilization possible. Civilization was essential for man’s progress, that there had to be slaves; it was regrettable but necessary. He was not alone in believing this. The great philosophers of Greece also believed this. Plato and Aristotle believed that slavery was absolutely necessary if there was to be culture and civilization. His given was that it was impossible to release this slave population. How could Egypt’s civilization exist? Yes, momentarily he may be, because of circumstances, forced to concede that perhaps this view was not right, but when these forces and pressures were released from him, he immediately reverted to his old stance.
We see that today. There are certain assumptions that are made in the world, and these assumptions lead especially the press and most of the governments of the world to be anti‑Israel. What is the assumption that is made by all the peoples of the world today? The assumption is that colonialism is wrong, that colonialism is evil, and that Israel is a colonial power. It has no business being where it is. All the colonial powers of the world have given up. The French are not in Algeria anymore. Even the Boers, after 400 years in South Africa, have had to make peace with the blacks and give up power. The mighty Soviet Union has had to give independence to its constituent republics even though millions of Russians live in these republics. The Jews do not really belong in the Middle East. They are a foreign element. Therefore, when Arabs kill Jews there is not too much of an uproar because the Arabs are considered freedom fighters fighting for their rights, while the Jews, when they fight back, are viewed as aggressors. Unfortunately, many Jews in Israel have, because they want to be part of the intellectual climate of the west, adopted this view. In their heart of hearts they really do not believe they belong in the Middle East, and the only way they can stay there is if they have the blessing of Arafat. In Israel there was a regrettable incident last week. A Jew shot at some Arabs in Hebron. Luckily, nobody was killed, but the uproar about the incident was tremendous. This fellow was a certified lunatic. He had been expelled from his yeshiva; he had told the rabbis he was the Messiah; his teachers and psychiatrists recommended he not serve in the army; he had been hospitalized. Yet, even on Kol Yisroel, which my sister, calls Kol Palestina, there was a huge uproar. There was not much of an uproar when the people of Hebron were fire bombed a few days before. There was not much of an uproar when vehicles were being stoned by Beth El. In fact, people have already forgotten how Palestinian police killed fifteen Israeli soldiers just three months ago. Many, especially on the left, really do not believe that we Jews belong there. They want desperately to receive the blessing of the Palestinians to the fact that they really belong there. This they will never get. Just yesterday 15,000 Arabs massed in Janine calling for more terrorist attacks on Israel.
As you know, I just returned from Israel. We had a wonderful trip. Prime Minister Netanyahu spoke to us. Thank G‑d, the majority of the Jews of Israel think that we belong there. That’s why G‑d told Moshe and Aaron that Pharaoh would ask that they should give a sign for themselves. You have to be convinced that what you are saying is true and right. If you are convinced, then eventually Pharaoh will be convinced, but if you are not convinced, Pharaoh will never be convinced. There is no reason why Jews should not live in Hebron. We lived there continuously until 1929 when there was a massacre of the Jewish community there. We have to believe that Jews have a right to live there. We are not a colonial power. That must be our given. If it is not our given, the end result will be that we will be pushed out. Netanyahu told us that Israel now has a 90 billion dollar economy, that the per capita income is $17,000, higher than many European countries. He stated that his goal is to bring in another million Russian Jews. He said that is about all that are left in Russia. He also wants Jews to come to Israel from the west because they can make a better living there than in their own home countries. That is his goal. Israel is a booming country with construction all over the place. The spirit is positive. Let us all hope and pray that all Jews will believe that we have a right to live in Israel. We are not a colonial power. If we believe this, then Israel will be secure. Let us hope Israel will be secure so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man whose job it was to be shot out of a cannon. He decided one day he had had enough. He got made at his boss and said he quit. His boss said, “You can’t quit.” The man asked, “Why not?” His boss replied, “I could never get a man of your caliber.” Netanyahu is being blasted from the right and the left, but I believe he is the right man for the right job at this time. We are lucky to have a man of his caliber as Prime Minister now. Let us hope he will be able to do the job. Amen.

VAYERA 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion Vayera, we learn about the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. We learn how Lot and his wife and daughters were saved. However, they were warned not to turn back, but his wife did turn back, and because of this, she became a pillar of salt. The rabbis all ask, why was it that she was punished by becoming a pillar of salt? Of course, jocularly we could say that is not the way to become a pillar of society but to become the salt of the earth. Why was her punishment being turned into a pillar of salt?

In the Medrash we learn many interpretations, but one interpretation is because when strangers would come to the city of Sodom and ask for bread, she would give them salt, which, of course, made their condition worse, not better, because eating salt without bread will make you hungrier, will not give you the nourishment you need. In other words, she was not a sympathetic, empathetic person. In fact, she reminds me of those institutions today who get very angry when they loan people money on a monthly basis and then they are not able to make their monthly payment. They loan money to people who are very poor on a tight budget, and when an emergency arises the person cannot make the payment, and they rise in righteous indignation. They are mad at that person for making a promise he or she cannot keep, but it is really their fault. Why are they giving loans to people on such a strict budget? They should not do such a thing. It is they that are at fault. After all, what do they expect? That there will never be an emergency? This was the character of Lot’s wife. She was not empathetic or sympathetic. The rabbis say this was why she was turned into a pillar of salt. She was also a person who wanted to look back. The rabbis say you should never look back. She wanted to see that the people of Sodom were punished. She, herself, was not such a righteous woman, but she remembered how the people of Sodom had surrounded her house and tried to take her daughters, that they had not treated her family correctly. She wanted to have revenge. She wanted to look back. The rabbis say, don’t look back; always look forward. Remember, what is most important in life is what is going to happen in front of you, not what happened in back of you. In fact, the rabbis even say that the person who always looks back can never do Teshuva. We have to learn from our mistakes, but we should not dwell on them. We should go and look forward. In fact, if a person is always looking at his mistakes, he will say, “How can I do Teshuva? How can I get close to G‑d?” Whatever you did in the past does not count. What you have to do is look to the future. As long as you are sorry about the past and are not going to repeat it again, look to the future. Don’t look back. This was not the way that Lot’s wife could behave. She was a person who wanted, even though she did not realize how much she was influenced by the people of Sodom by giving salt instead of bread to the people that needed it. She was a Marie Antoinette type, who also could not empathize with the masses. She did not understand their problems. You have to understand people’s problems and where they are coming from and empathize with them. She, herself, was influenced by the people of Sodom, only she did not realize it. She wanted to see revenge wreaked on the people of Sodom. It is our business to look forward, not to go backward. G‑d took the revenge He knew He had to take because of the ill behavior of the people, but it is not our business to watch these things. We should look forward. 

Today we know that we read in the newspapers about how it has been confirmed by the Shamgar Commission that Avisha Ravi was an agent of the Shin Bet, who reports directly to the Prime Minister, to Rabin, and that Avisha Ravi was responsible for many of the incidents of the provocations and incitement against Rabin. He did many criminal acts. It was he who took that picture of Rabin in SS uniform and gave it to the television people. It was he who told Yigdar Amir to kill Rabin. It was he who was inciting young people to do all sorts of bad acts, and, yet, he was never prosecuted and brought to justice. We also know that in Israel many of the times they blamed the ultra orthodox for throwing stones on Shabbat, it is not they who did it. People on the left dress up like them and do it. Of course, there are incidents where they do it, too, but we have to forget about the past. There were many on the right who also did bad things. We should forget about the past. Israel has to go forward and think about the future and realize we are one people and have to live together as one people.
That’s why in this Torah portion, too, we read about Sarah, how Sarah laughed when she was told by one of the Bedouin, who was actually an angel, that she was going to have a child. Why did she laugh? There are two explanations given. One is because, who was this Arab, who was actually an idol worshipper, who gave her blessing and said she would have a child within a year? She laughed and said, “Who is this Arab to give me this kind of a blessing?” The rabbis say she was wrong because we accept blessings from everyone. We do not care who they are. We are looking to the future. She also laughed because she knew she was going to be the object of ridicule. People would make fun of her and say, “How could a 90 year old woman have a baby?” We know today that they have a way of keeping a woman’s ovaries alive and that a woman could have a baby when she is 100. She knew she would be ridiculed, but she looked to the future. She laughed at those people who were laughing at her.
We also learn at the Akedah how Abraham misinterpreted G‑d’s command. He was supposed to bring up his son, not sacrifice. This must have had some impact on the relationship between Avraham and Yitzchak. After all, after the Akedah it does not say that Avraham and Yitzchak went together. Yitzchak went his own way, but he looked to the future. He knew his father was sincere. He knew his father had made a mistake, but he still went forward and made sure he was reconciled to him and still cared for him and loved him, as we have to care and love ourselves. The rabbis say that the same letters that make up the word Lechem, bread, make up also the word for salt. What was the error of Lot’s wife? That she gave salt. Lechem means you are empathizing with people. In fact, to be human means to give. If a person cannot give, he cannot really be human. Therefore, she gave Lechem to him. She gave Chesed Merube, kindness, Chain, favor. That was what she was supposed to give. She was supposed to give mercy and pity. She was supposed to empathize with people, but that was not her character. Her character was Melech. Mem means to take away from people. She did not have any empathy, mercy, kindness, favor for people. This was her big error. This is why she turned into a pillar of salt. Salt is something that is secondary to bread. Yes, after we empathize and sympathize with people, then we can take from them a little, too, but we first must learn how to empathize and sympathize. If we can do that, then we can really lead good and happy and fulfilling lives.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who could not get a job. He heard of a circus that needed somebody. He went there and he was told he had to dress up in a monkey suit and walk across a high wire over the lion’s den. When he would get to the other end, he would get a round of applause. They told him to be very careful on the high wire. He started to walk on the high wire and the band played and he got nervous and fell into the lion’s den. Immediately the lion got up and pounced on him. He yelled, “Help,” and the lion said, “Shut up, do you want me to lose my job, too?” We have to realize there are lots of problems in the world. We have to empathize and sympathize with people. We should not worry about looking back and getting revenge. Our most important thing is to look to the future, to work with people. Forget about the past. In the politics of Israel now they should forget about the past and go together in harmony and brotherhood and with feelings of love and empathy for each other. Let us all hope that this will take place, and let us hope this will take place in our private lives, too, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

VAERA 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion Vaera we learn how G‑d tells Moshe not to be discouraged. He tells him to go speak to the sons of Israel “because I, G‑d, will bring you out from under the burdens of Egypt and I will save you from their work and I will redeem you with outstretched arm with great judgments and I will take you to me to be a nation.” In other words, G‑d uses four different expressions for redemption. He says, “And I will bring you out from under the burdens of Egypt”; “And I will save you from their service”; “And I will redeem you with an outstretched arm”; “And I will take you to me to be a nation”. The rabbis say that, based upon these four expressions, we are to have four cups of wine at the seder.

Rashi also explains that the word “And I will bring you out from the burdens of Egypt” means that just as I have promised Abraham that they were going to be slaves, I also promised him that afterwards they would go out with great wealth. So when G‑d says he is going to take the Jewish people out of the burdens of Egypt it also means that they are going to come out with great wealth. This seems incomprehensible in a certain way.
Secondly, we have a question a few sentences later on when G‑d speaks to Moshe and Aaron and He commands them to the sons of Israel and to Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, to bring out the sons of Israel from the land of Egypt. Then instead of telling us how Moshe and Aaron go before Pharaoh, the Torah then launches into a whole genealogical survey of the Jewish people. It starts with Reuven and it tells about Reuven being the firstborn of Israel and tells about his family, and then it talks about Shimon, the second son and talks about his family, and then it talks about Levi, the third son, and it goes into great detail about Levi and tells not only Levi’s children but also tells how old Levi was when he died, 137 years old, and it mentions also that the years of Kahas were 133 years and it mentions how Amrom married Yechevet and Moshe and Aaron were born and it tells how he lived to be 137 years old, and we also learn here about Aaron’s wife and about Aaron’s grandson, how he married a woman, too, from the daughters of Petuel. Then afterwards it says that Moshe and Aaron went to speak to Pharaoh. Why does the Torah have to launch into this genealogical survey and why did it stop with the Tribe of Levi? It only talked about 3 of the 12 sons of Jacob.
Perhaps we can understand this better if we realize that in order for the Jewish people to be free they had to be able to make their way in the desert and later into the land of Israel and that was going to take a great deal of resources. I, as you all know, have just returned from the land of Israel. There we have heard some wonderful news as far as the economic development of Israel is concerned. We learned that right now Israel’s per capita income is approaching that of England and Italy, that the per capita income is now $16,000, that the gross national product of Israel should be 90 billion dollars this year. Israel’s gross national product is greater than Egypt, Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon combined. It is as great as Saudi Arabia with all its oil, and Israel only has 5 million people while Saudi Arabia has 9 million people. Israel is doing very well economically. They told us in Israel that the reason for this was, one, the Russian immigration, that the Jewish people who came out of Russia were trained as engineers, chemists, scientists, and, therefore, they fit right into the Israeli economy and gave the Israeli economy a big boost because Israel is in the forefront of the new information age. In computers and different types of laser technology Israel is exporting millions and millions of dollars all over the world. In contrast to previous immigrations which were a big burden on Israel economically this latest immigration has really caused a great economic boom in Israel. So one of the reasons Shamir lost the elections is because Shamir asked for 10 billion dollars worth of American loan guarantees, and it turned out that Israel did not need it, and President Bush, who was really no friend of Israel as the book by Aarons shows called Broken Covenant, manipulated the loan guarantees to make sure that the Russian Jews would feel resentment against the Shamir government for not obtaining these guarantees soon enough and they would vote against the Shamir government, which is exactly what they did. The second reason they give for Israel’s great economic development now is the fact that the peace process has occurred. Netaniel, of course, disputes it. He says what happened would have happened anyway. What has happened because of the peace process is that the Far East has opened to Israel. Nations which before would not trade with Israel are now trading with Israel and Israel is having a big trading boom with them. The Arab countries really cannot buy too much from Israel but these other countries can buy a lot. Therefore, there has been a big expansion of trade with these countries. Thirdly, because of the wonderful economic policies that were adopted by the Bank of Israel headed by Mr. Frankel, who acts just like Greenspan here, and he has held inflation in check and kept interest rates high and this has caused the Israeli deficit to plunge from over 6.5 % of the economy to just 2.5 % of the economy. So Israel is booming. The first stage in Israel’s development, in Israel’s redemption is actually taking place in our own day. We have seen that Israel is now self-sufficient. Pretty soon Israel can be giving large amounts of aid to other countries. Of course, this brings the problem, why then do we have to have Israel Bonds because Israel can go out now into the financial markets and get all the money they want. Of course, the people in Israel Bonds tell us, yes, this is true now but it may happen again that Israel may be boycotted in financial circles because people say that Israel is a very risky place to place their money. Therefore, the Israeli Bond apparatus has to stay in place in case it is needed later on.
We, therefore, see that the first element of redemption is taking place, that the Jews going out of Egypt had to have this great wealth otherwise they could never have made it in the desert and later on in Israel, itself, because it takes a lot of money to develop a country.
The second element, of course, here is that G‑d said, “I will save you from their service,” which means that G‑d is going to save us from the Avoda Zora. Worship in Hebrew is also known as service. He is going to save us from the idol worship and the isms of Egypt which had infiltrated the Jewish people. We now know that with the collapse of communism especially that there are no isms which were really attracting the Jews of Israel. They are no longer under the influence of these types of isms which turn out to be false gods. In fact, the only real ideology which is alive in Israel today is religious ideology. Of course, there are many in Israel who would prefer that people have no ideology, even religious ideology. That’s why, of course, there has been a furious attack on religion now, too, because people realize that that is the only ideology that is left.
The next step in redemption is, “I will redeem you with an outstretched arm with great judgments.” G‑d did not have to do this so much for the Egyptians but He had to do this for the Jews, The Jews had to realize that what was happening to them was not just coincidence. It was not just the fact that they wanted freedom. What was happening to them was a result of G‑d’s intervention in history. Of course, many Jews today do not understand that that is exactly what is happening now in Israel. It is really an intervention of G‑d’s hand in history. We know World War One began on Tisha B’Av and before seven empires would be destroyed Israel could not come into being. Seven empires had to be destroyed otherwise there would be no place for Israel. The Turkish Empire, of course, had to be destroyed. Turkey was not going to let Israel exist in the middle of its empire. The Russian Empire had to be destroyed, the Austrian-Hungarian Empire had to be destroyed, the Italian empire had to be destroyed, the German empire had to be destroyed, the French empire had to be destroyed, the British empire had to be destroyed for Israel to come into being. Of course there are many other miraculous things that happened in the succeeding years, too. For example, the U.S. and Russia only agreed on one thing before the end of the Cold War and that was the creation of Israel, even though Stalin was an anti-Semite. We know that many other things have happened in the wars of Israel, etc., but up to now not everyone has recognized it. G‑d has promised us that there are going to be such overwhelming events that everyone is going to be able to recognize that Israel came into being because of G‑d’s active intervention in history.
The last element of redemption is G‑d said, “I am going to take you to Me to be a people.” There is going to be a religious flowering, a spiritual flowering in Israel. However, there is also something going on in Israel today which is not wholesome, which is not good. Democracy is really teetering on the edge. Israel has laws which really have to be changed. They try to justify these laws when they had to hold a hostile Arab population in check. After all, Israel was not called upon to commit suicide. Therefore, the Arabs on the West Bank and Gaza Strip were subjected to certain rules but these rules were actually put into place by British mandate and they were originally directed against Jews. The government chose to keep them in place. There is such a thing such as administrative detention where you could be imprisoned without being charged with any type of crime. Also, according to Israeli law you can be held in jail for 48 hours without even being brought before a judge. You can be held in jail for 15 days without even seeing a lawyer and that can be extended for another 15 days. There is no excuse for these laws now to be on Israel’s books since 97% of the Arabs on the West Bank and Gaza Strip are now under Arab control. There is no reason for these rules and regulations anymore, and these rules for the first time are being used basically against Jews and many of them for political reasons. There is a man in jail now called Shmuel Citron that nobody knows why he is in jail. It is so bad that even all those ex‑prisoners of Zayid who are now in Israel are protesting because these were exactly the type of rules that were used against them in the Soviet Union. When we went to Israel and heard the leaders talk, unfortunately, many of them talked in a very arrogant tone and talked in such a way as to make their opposition either fools or traitors. They were going to do what they were going to do. In fact, even when they talked to us one of them, the Deputy Defense Minister, said, “We don’t care what you think. We are going to do what we want to do.” That is not the way really to talk to people. In fact, this was really the whole problem between Yosef and Yehuda. Yosef was a very brilliant person but he was not sensitive to other people. He acted very paternalistic to other people. He knew the best for everybody. That, of course, excited a great deal of anger when he was home. Later on when he became the Viceroy of Egypt, the second most powerful person really in the world at that time. The brothers never really got close to him. He did what was good for the brothers. He did what he thought was good for the brothers, but after Jacob died the brothers even came up to Joseph and said, “Please, don’t kill us now that our father is dead.” In effect, please forgive us. They never really felt that Joseph was one of them. That’s why the Tribe of Joseph never got the leadership of the Jewish people. It went to the Tribe of Judah because the people felt that he was one of them. He would talk with them. He may disagree with them but he was one with them_ It was not us against them. Unfortunately, when some of the leaders in Israel today talk they talk in a very arrogant tone. We know what is best. We know what is right. If people do not agree with us then they are either fools or traitors. That is not correct. I must say that the only one who did not really speak to us like this was Shimon Peres, but we have to make sure that in Israel you do not have that attitude. Of course, sometimes smart people also say foolish things, but you have to treat people with dignity and respect and you cannot be so paternalistic even if you are right.
That’s, of course, why later on we learn about the genealogy of the tribes. You know there were 3 tribes that Yaacov Avinu really did not give a blessing to in the blessings. One, Reuven, was lambasted because he was type who could never really make up his mind and when he did do things he did them in an impatient and impetuous way. He had sexual weaknesses as well. Then there was Shimon, who was a very violent person. Then there was Levi, who also had violence in his nature. Of course, that is why I think we learn about how Levi lived 137 years and Kahas lived 133 years and Amram, who lived 137 years to teach us that the Tribe of Levi tried to work on their character traits. They tried to make them better. What was important here was to teach us that before Moshe and Aaron could be the leaders of the Jewish people they had to be able to work with all the Jewish people, even though who were impetuous and violent. They had to make them feel they were all part of the people and not exclude them and treat them in a paternalistic way and dismiss them with disdain and contempt. That, of course, is what many times many of us feel with some of the leaders of Israel today. They have to include the opposition in their statements. They have to realize that there is a concept of the loyal opposition. They cannot treat them all as fools or traitors. They have to feel that they have something worthwhile to say, too, even though they disagree with what they have to say. Yet, a rational person could agree with some of their positions. Therefore, it is very important that this be felt because otherwise it is too easy to then feel that anybody who disagrees with me is a traitor and I will throw him in jail and use administrative detention against him, etc. This is, of course, why Israel has to be very careful that it does not just become a dictatorship like all the other countries of the Middle East. This was true of Moshe, too. Moshe had to get the confidence of the people. G‑d had to tell him, “You want to represent the Jewish people? Then you have to put up with all their foolishness, too. You also have to include them in your counsel and feel that you are also representing them, too, even though you may disagree with some of their policies and statements. Even though you may be 100% right, you still must treat them with dignity and respect and not dismiss them as fools or traitors.” I think this is very important. Israel is at a crossroads now, too, and Israel should change all those laws which may tempt their leaders to act in an undemocratic fashion. There is very much more that I can tell about the trip but I see that my time is up now vis a vis how much I speak on a Shabbos morning.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a speaker who got up and said, “You know, I have so much to talk about, I don’t know where to begin.” Someone in the back piped up and said, “Begin near the end.” Therefore, I will conclude my comments now and you will find in the next bulletin a fuller report about my trip to Israel. Let us all hope that everything will work out in Israel so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

JUDGE THE WHOLE – NOT SOME OF THE PARTS
VAERA 2001
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
Moshe had become very discouraged because, as described at the end of the Torah portion, Shemos, the people were blaming him for their lot. In the portion, Vaera, G‑d reassures Moshe that he should not be discouraged. Thing had gotten worse since he had come, not better. The people, instead of blaming Pharaoh, were blaming Moshe. Moshe was afraid of this. That’s why the rabbis say he did not want to assume this mission in the first place. He felt the Jewish people were suffering too much from the Stockholm Syndrome. They were identifying with their oppressors. They felt that what their oppressors were doing was justified. A situation similar to how many Jews today in Israel sympathize so much with the Arabs that they feel the Arab cause is just and right, and their own cause is not.
In reassuring Moshe, G‑d declares he will see the redemption of the Jewish people from Egypt, and He spoke to Moshe and to Aaron, “and He commanded them to the Sons of Israel and the Pharaoh, the King of Egypt, to bring out the Children of Israel from the land of Egypt.” After Moshe heard that G‑d had commanded him and Aaron, we do not find that he was no longer discouraged. What did G‑d command Aaron and Moshe? The Torah does not say. Rashi offers, “And He commanded them to conduct themselves gently toward the Jewish people and to tolerate their foibles.” In effect, Moshe was told to listen to their hearts and not to their words. A Jewish law admonishes you cannot hold people accountable when they are in great pain. The Jewish people were in great pain. He also commanded them to give honor to Pharaoh, to treat him with respect, especially when they speak to him. ‘Many of the commentators ask, why should Moshe and Aaron be commanded to treat Pharaoh with respect? Eliahu, the prophet, was also told to treat Ahab with respect. Pharaoh was a wicked man. Why treat him with respect?
Some commentators articulate that the reason you treat him with respect is not because of him, but rather because of his office. A country must have government. Without it, anarchy prevails, a condition far worse. Therefor Moshe was to treat the office with respect. By happenstance, Pharaoh was occupying the office. That’s the reason, too, why Eliahu had to treat Ahab with respect. We all know that today we are supposed to treat people with respect, even if we disagree with him. Individuals who represent large groups of Jews should be talked to and treated with respect. Those who do not do this today are violating Jewish law. I do not understand how they can  refuse to sit down and talk to people who represent many Jews, but this applies to all people. Other rabbis say no. It was not just because Pharaoh was occupying a high office that Moshe and Aaron were to treat him with respect. The respect was accorded Pharaoh because he was a human being, one who had the capacity to change. Also certain commentators say that Pharaoh was not killed when his army was overturned when the waters of the Red Sea returned, and that Pharaoh actually become a great spokesman for G‑d and the Jewish people. When the Torah says that G‑d hardened his heart, it just meant that Pharaoh was given the strength to withstand the suffering, but his free will was not taken away from him. We can also ask, how was it possible that Moshe kept praying for Pharaoh and his people, even after Pharaoh had repeatedly told Shim that if Moshe would only pray for him and remove the plagues, he would certainly let the people go. Immediately after the plague ends, Pharaoh recants, but Moshe continually accepts Pharaoh’s protestations that he has changed, and he will let the people go. The answer is that Moshe did know that Pharaoh had the capacity to change, and maybe this time he did change.
When we judge people, we have to judge the whole person, not just part of the person. Many times, the person can be a good person but a bad husband, or a good person but a bad wife, or a man could be a good husband but a bad person. I understand that some of the Mafia people are excellent husbands, but they are bad people.
When we judge people, we have to judge them on the basis of their total personality. I know a person who is a terrible husband. He should never have gotten married in the first place because he is a very controlling person. He is a very good businessman because he controls every aspect of his business, but as a husband, he is terrible. He gives a lot of charity and helps people, but he is still a terrible husband. It would be better if he could be a perfect human being, but there are very few saints in the world. I know another man who is a devoted doctor. His first loyalty is to his patients, but because he has such devotion to his patients, he is a terrible husband. He is never home with his wife. He will never let another doctor be on call for his patients so he can go out with his wife. On the other hand, I know of a woman with a heart of gold, but she is a terrible wife. She can never be pleased, which reminds me of the woman who gave her husband two ties. To please her, he put one on. She  said, “What’s the matter? Don’t you like the other tie?” I know a couple who are outstanding scientists. They are going to win an important prize soon, but they are terrible parents. They have no time for their children. They are never home and their children are raised by maids. These children actually hate their parents. You can be a very good person and a good scientist, but a terrible parent.
When Moshe goes to tell Pharaoh to send the Jewish people out, it says G‑d told him, “Go to Pharaoh in the morning and behold he is going out to the water, and you shall stand to greet him.” Moshe was to show him respect, both because of the office he held, and because he was to look at the total man. It is important that when we judge people, we look at the total picture. Sometimes, it is hard to do.
The rabbis tell us that in the beginning of this Torah portion, G‑d appeared to Moshe with the name Yud Kay Vahv Kay, and that He had not appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob by that name. That is not 100% true, but it means that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had an emotional relationship with G‑d. Abraham stood for loving kindness. His relationship with G‑d was through love. Isaac had a mystical relationship with G‑d based on his wanting to be one with G‑d, a more fearful relationship. Jacob had a relationship based on mercy, a combination of loving kindness and the desire to be attached to G‑d. Moshe’s approach was more analytical. He was given the Torah and the Yud Kay Vahv Kay stands more for an intellectual relationship. The problem with an intellectual relationship is that it can lead a person to become detached. You feel that the most important thing is understanding things, not actively participating in things. Moshe’s relationship was to be both emotional, like the forefathers’, and intellectual. This requires both involvement and detachment.
This is the same thing we need when we judge people. Sometimes, emotionally, it is hard to show people respect, especially when they have done things which make it very hard for us to respect them. On the other hand, we have to be a little detached and see the whole picture, even with those who have done certain things that have warranted our disrespecting or, on the other than, have done many other things worthy of our respect. We should look at the total picture. The doctor who is devoted to all his patients but gives no time to his wife is a bad husband, but still a good man and deserving of our respect. A Pharaoh who does not understand the evils of slavery, but who has created a well‑governed country, who is devoted to the welfare of at least some of the people, deserves our respect, though he has done bad things. To distinguish between how a person affects us, and what he does generally should direct our behavior toward others.

One of the problems we face in this country recently is a president who personally did some things that were obnoxious, but who advocated and established policies which were good for the country. We now have a new president who does not seem to have these personal problems, but we do not know what his policies are going to be. It is possible to be a mediocre person personally, but a great president publicly, and it is possible to be a good person personally and a bad president publicly. Let us hope and pray that our leaders will be both personally good and publicly good, but let’s be careful how we judge people.
I am reminded of the story of three people who applied to be a profiler at a police department. The first person looked at the profile and was asked, “What seems strange about this profile?” He said, ‘He has no ear,” to which the interviewer said, “Go sit down. This is a profile. He is only supposed to have one ear.” The second person was also asked, “What’s strange about this profile?” He said, “He only has one ear.” He was again told, “Sit down. This is a profile. He is only supposed to have one ear.” The third person was asked, “What’s strange about this profile?” He answered, “The guy is wearing contacts. “ The interviewer called down to the office and asked if the fellow had contacts, and was told he did. The interviewer asked the fellow, “How did you know this person had contacts?” He replied, “Because it’s impossible to wear glasses if you only have one ear.” It is important that we look at the whole person, and that we give respect to even those who are not perfect, especially if they hold an office in the community or the country. Let us hope and pray we will all do so, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

VAERA 2002
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vaera, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu is very discouraged. He had come to save the Jewish people from slavery, but their lot had grown worse. Pharaoh was not giving them straw anymore, and without straw, the bricks would not hold. It is similar today to the steel rods we put in concrete. Without these steel rods, the concrete will not old. Moshe was very discouraged because he never really felt that he was the man to lead the Jewish people out of slavery. When the Torahs says that he was Kvad P’eh, he was heavy tongued, or Aral Sifosayim, of uncircumcised lips, it means that he really could not talk. Many rabbis interpret this to mean that he was a stutterer. Others say no. He could speak very well. After all, at the end of his life, he gave a speech, which lasted for 37 days. No one should complain about how long my speeches are. Moshe spoke the whole Book of Deuteronomy to the people. These rabbis say that when it says he was of uncircumcised lips, it meant that he did not have any moral authority to speak before Pharaoh. After all, how could he protest slavery to Pharaoh? He never spent one day in slavery. After he found two Jews quarreling and he tried to break up the quarrel, they yelled at him, “Are you going to kill us as you killed the Egyptian?” He said, “Achain Hadovor Nodah, surely this thing is known,” which the rabbis interpret, “Now I understand why the Jewish people deserve slavery. They are a quarrelsome people who do not appreciate when someone tries to help them.” He, therefore, left and went to Midian where he married a non-Jewish girl, and even agreed to raise his eldest son, Gershon, as a pagan. He also did not know Hebrew. The only Hebrew he knew were the words he learned from his mother until he was weaned at two years old. How could he represent the Jewish people?
I know I have a friend who is a prominent rabbi who, during World War Two, was raised in a convent in Holland. His parents gave him to the nuns to save his life. This happened many times during World War Two. When the war was over, the nuns did not want to give up the children. They did not want to return them to Judaism. Another friend of mine, who was a major in the army and not a very religious man, decided he would go to these convents, and he would go up and down the halls saying the Shema. The Jewish children remembered from their mothers the Shema, even though some of them were less than two years old when they came to the convent, and they flocked to him. My friend, the rabbi, was one of these youngsters. He always treated my friend, the major, with great respect, even though he was not particularly a pious Jew.
Moshe was the same way. How much could he remember from his mother? When he came before Pharaoh, he had no moral authority. That’s why he needed Aaron. Aaron spent time in slavery. Aaron was the leader of the Jewish people. He understood them and their problems. G‑d told Moshe not to despair, to speak to Pharaoh, but Moshe spoke before G‑d saying, “Behold, the sons of Israel do not listen to me, and how will Pharaoh listen to me when I have uncircumcised lips?” The rabbis explain that this is a Kal V’Chomer, which means this is one of the instances in the Torah where you learn from a lesser thing to a major thing. If something were prohibited on a holiday, then, most certainly, it would be prohibited on Shabbat. Moshe told G‑d, “If the Jewish people will not listen to me, how is Pharaoh going to listen to me? After all, the Jewish people would like to get out of slavery. They are the ones who are suffering. How would Pharaoh listen to me?” But we could argue that this is not a true Kal V’Chomer because to be a true logical deduction, everything must be the same, and here Pharaoh was not suffering, although some people said because Pharaoh said he wanted to be treated like a good and given extra honor, that he would not do his natural functions except once a day in the morning by the Nile. That’s why Moshe came to see him in the morning by the Nile. Look at how much self‑induced suffering he must have gone through to preserve the illusion that he was a god! Imagine only performing natural functions once a day!
We see that today where people, for the sake of their appearance, will go through all sorts of cosmetic surgery, just to get an extra compliment, but you know they still have to use deodorant.
In life, things are not logical. People do not act out of logical motives. G‑d was telling Moshe here, “Forget about your logic. You say that the Jewish people will not listen to you, and, therefore, Pharaoh, too, will not listen to you? It is not so.” We know that people are very illogical. I do not understand why anybody today still smokes, but people say no one is going to tell them what to do. Maybe it has to do with their relationship with their parents or their spouses. People do not always act in their logical best interests.
In fact, when Moshe made this Kal V’Chomer, this logical deduction from lesser to major, he ended it with the words, “And I am of uncircumcised lips.” Moshe doubted up to this moment whether he was the person to lead the Jewish people out of Egypt. In fact, after he told G‑d that he would go, he went back to his father-in-law to ask permission, and then when he was coming down to Egypt, he was still debating whether he should go. In fact, the text tells us that G‑d was going to kill him if Tzipporah, his wife, had not intervened and circumcised his son. A Jewish leader has to also act Jewishly. According to the rabbis, she circumcised the eldest son, who was being raised as a pagan. The question is often asked, why didn’t Pharaoh just kill Moshe? The answer is that Pharaoh looked at Moshe and realized that he did not have credibility. He did not want to make him a martyr. He just wanted to mock him and destroy his credibility among the Jewish people. When Moshe said the Jewish people do not listen tome, how will Pharaoh listen to me, he really was not making a completely logical statement, because although Moshe never spent a day in slavery and he was far from the Jewish tradition, yet many times Jews will listen more readily to someone who comes back to the tradition after being outside it than they will to someone who never left.
We see this in our own day, how Jews listened to Theodore Herzl and Max Nordau, who were Jews who had basically left the Jewish fold and had come back to help found the Zionist movement. I also know that in the 1960’s, I had terrible trouble getting the community to make kosher dinners when, all of a sudden, many of the young people went to California and got involved with gurus, who said you are what you eat, and then when they communicated this to their parents, I had no more trouble. I remember also I had terrible trouble upholding the Jewish funeral practices until a book was published called The American Way of Death, and, all of a sudden, simple funerals were in, and I had no more trouble.
Moshe, because he came from outside back to the Jewish people, probably would have more influence than Aaron, who never left. Pharaoh tried to destroy Moshe through ridicule, through showing he had no standing, that he did not have any moral ground to stand on, but Pharaoh failed. Who G‑d chooses and why G‑d chooses certain people is up to G‑d.
Life, though, is not logical. Many times I have couples that come to see me, and the husband claims that the wife is not being logical, and the wife says, “Yes, but intuitively he is wrong.” Usually the wife is right because life is not logical. People do not do things that are in their best economic interests or even in their best health interests. There are too many other factors that come into play: maintaining their independence, protecting their image, etc. We are composed of all sorts of conflicting drives and ambitions, and they are not easily reconciled. One of the major purposes of Judaism is to reconcile them.
Let us hope and pray that we will not conceive of life as a mathematical puzzle, but always be sympathetic and empathetic to people’s problems so we can help them solve them. Emotional factors are much more important than logical considerations. Logic, many times, leaves things out and is completely irrelevant. Most wars are started for no real logical reason. They have to do with national honor, etc.
One of the reasons why Arafat did not accept Barak’s proposals, even though everybody on the left thought he would and should because they were logical and seemed to give Arafat everything he wanted, and after all, they said if I were in Arafat’s place, I would accept them, but they were not in Arafat’s place, because to a Moslem, Jews are second class, cowards, nothings. How can you make a deal with a Jew? You are degrading yourself. Jews do not belong in the Middle East period as an independent state. The emotional factors are much more important than the logical considerations. Logic can get you only so far.
Today, in Israel there is a much better spirit because nobody trusts Arafat anymore, not even the left, and they are united, and they also know that the United States is behind them since the U.S. suffered because of the 9‑11 attacks. We all hope and pray that soon all these emotional factors in the Middle East will be addressed so eventually peace will come to the Middle East. It will not come, though, by assuming that because something is logical to us, it is also logical to Arafat and the Arabs of the land of Israel.
I am reminded of the story of a young man who went to hear Frank Sinatra at a nightclub. He went up to Frank before the performance and said, “Frank, please do me a favor. I am 19 years old. I’m bringing my girlfriend to the performance. Please stop by my table and say, ‘Hello, Bernie.”‘ Frank, thinking he was a young man trying to impress his girlfriend, said, “Why not?” In the middle of the performance, he came to the young man’s table and said, “Hello, Bernie.” Bernie looked at him and said, “Frankie, don’t bother me now. Don’t you see I’m busy? Come back later.”
People are not logical, and people do things for many different reasons. Let us all hope and pray that we will all be empathetic, sympathetic people who view life not as a mathematical puzzle, but will take into account emotional factors as well as logical factors so we can solve our problems correctly so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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