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PESACH - YIZKOR 1984
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will say Yizkor. We will remember those who are no longer here. It seems strange that on the holiday of Pesach where we look to the future, when we look to perfecting this world and not at the next world at all that we call to mind those who are not here. The Seder ends with a call “L’Shana Habob Yerushalayim” “Next year in Jerusalem.” We speak about Messianic times when there will be no more pain or suffering, when there will be no more slavery. We set up a cup for Elijah who is to herald those days. We even end the Haggadah Chag Gadya. It speaks about even the triumph of death in this world. “Then came the Holy One, Blessed be He, and slew the Angel of Death that killed the Shochut that slaughtered the ox, etc.” Why on this time should we bring to mind memories of the past, the past which is finished, which is dead? Why when we are concentrating on looking to the future, when we have thoughts of perfecting this world right in the here and now do we remember those who have gone before us? Pesach is the holiday of freedom. It is the holiday which teaches us to throw off the shackles of slavery and become free. What is freedom anyway? According to the Haggadah, we have a three‑fold definition of freedom. It says “Vayares Onyaynu” “and He saw our affliction.” In this the Rabbis mean separation of families. “He saw our burden.” These were the children who were thrown into the river. Then it says “He saw our oppression” and this refers to the Dechak, to the crushing of our lives. This Dechak is a terrible slavery. We lose all free choice. We are bound to do what terrible taskmasters tell us to do. But if we examine freedom we will note that this Dechak refers to men who were chained by all sorts of phobias and fears in their ignorance. What really makes a person free is knowledge. Even if we have no master lording over us our choices are very limited if we have no knowledge. Why are we sitting here today in an air conditioned room? We have not changed the laws of nature. It is still hot outside. We have a great many more choices. We can be cool. We do not have to swelter in the heat because we have knowledge. Knowledge in the physical realm allows us to do so many things that our ancestors could not do. They were slaves to all sorts of diseases and drudgery that we no longer have because of our knowledge. We do not change the laws of nature. We understand and work with them. This applies also to interpersonal relationships. The knowledge that the Torah gives us on how to live enriches our lives and makes us free. It does not mean that we will not have Tzores, but we will handle Tzores better. The second definition of slavery is children, hope for a future. Unless a person has hope, feels that the future can be better he is a slave. He will not make any effort to change. He will not try to better himself or society. He will be overcome with depression and anxiety because nothing can get better. How many people today are drunks or drug addicts because they have no hope? Finally, there is the third definition of slavery and the first in the Haggadah: to have families separated, when people do not have an identity. They do not know who they are and what they are. They are terribly enslaved. They have no feelings of self-worth. They have nobody to bring their achievements to. Nothing is really worthwhile to them. They quiver and they shake before a rotten world which they know is rotten because they feel rotten. They have no feelings of self-worth. Many times they do terribly violent things to express their anger at themselves and society for making them alienated and alone and worth nothing. But more than all these things, where is it that you learn to have self-worth? Where is it that you learn how to relate to people, that you get knowledge, that you get hope for the future? It is in the family. We can always tell an only child. I used to teach for many, many years and I could always tell an only child because that child, in most instances, never learned how to emotionally share. They craved an enormous amount of attention and they had greater difficulty dealing with their classmates. They did not learn how to share when they were young. It is true that many times there are rivalries in families and you have to learn how to deal with that, too, but against the world brothers and sisters defend each other. It is in the family that we learn how to cope with life, overcome its problems. We learn hope and to whom we bring knowledge. It is the family that gave us strength to look to the future. The example of a father and mother coping with the problems of this world is one of the greatest teachers.

In the Chag Gadya we end it with “that bit the cat that ate the goat my father bought for two Zuzim.” The father is mentioned. It is they who give us the strength and courage to look toward the future. It was they who molded us and shaped us and even today that still form us and shape us even if they are gone. When we make a decision we think, “What would they do?” Some of us make a different decision and sometimes we make the same decision they would, but their outlook is still molding and shaping us. In the song of the Haggadah, “Who Knows One?” we say “one” is G-d and heaven and earth. “Two” are the two tablets of the Ten Commandments, but “three” are the fathers and “four” are the mothers. G-d and the Commandments shape us but right behind them are our parents, our fathers and mothers. They are not from the dead past. They are alive with us and every time we make a decision they are right with us telling us what kind of decision it was. When we advise our children that message is going to them through us. They are still molding and shaping us and our families. I am reminded of the story they tell of the ghetto of Rejojo in Poland which had been decimated. Near the end of its existence they divided it in two. They put all the able young men and women to one side and all the older and weaker people on another side. One of the young men who had been on the side of the able‑bodied ran back to the other side to get his Tephillin. He was caught and accused of looting and was sentenced to be shot in the morning. His sister heard about it and ran straight to the head of the Gestapo and said, “I demand that you release my brother.” The Gestapo man said, “Young lady, usually anybody who makes a request like this never sees the light of day. Tell me, why should I release your brother?” The sister said, “Because he was going to get a protective religious device and if you let him go you will return safely to your family when this war is over.” The Gestapo chief looked at her and said, “All right, let her go and let her brother go, too.” On April 14, 1945, one day before the war ended, the Germans saw that it was almost over for them but they did not want to let the Jews live. Near Gertilagen they herded 1100 young men and women, this boy and his sister and cousin, into a barn and set it afire. A thunderstorm came up after a few minutes and put out the fire. However, 1016 young people died. The brother and sister and cousin remained alive. The Nazis, though, were not satisfied and the next day they herded the survivors into a cart to take them into the woods to be shot. As they were going to the woods, the German officer looked at the cousin who had a good voice and said, “Sing.” Since it was around Pesach the cousin started to sing the Heesho‑ondo. A German Gestapo officer asked him what it meant and he said, translating, “This promise made to our forefathers holds true also for us for more than once have they risen against us to destroy us. In every generation they rise against us and seek our destruction, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hands.” The officer started to laugh and said, “We will see who will be saved.” As they took them down to be shot, suddenly a high ranking German officer appeared and told the Gestapo officer to come with him, that the war was over. The officer looked at the young people and said, “It looks like you were right.” The brother and sister and cousin looked at each other and the brother said, “We were saved because of this Tephillin that our great-grandfather used to wear. He was a Shamus for the great Chassidic Rabbi, Rabbi Halbershtalm. Rabbi Halbershtalm was lame and could not walk and he used to carry him on his shoulders.” The cousin looked at the others and said, “Maybe, but perhaps we were saved because of the strength and courage and faith of our great-grandfather and grandfather and parents.” Life is many times filled with terrible problems, but with our strength and courage and with the strength and courage of our parents and grandparents and ancestors and G-d’s help we will overcome.
YIZKOR - PESACH – 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Pesach is a family holiday. We all know that its major observance takes place in the home. It is true that there are community seders, but it is always preferable to go to and to be at a home seder. The seder has been set up to encourage children to ask questions. It is the vehicle by which we transmit our heritage of freedom and care and concern to the younger generation. The number four predominates in the seder because four is the symbol of the family. According to Halacha, every family should consist of a father and mother, a boy and a girl. The seder begins by asking the four questions and throughout the Hagaddah there are many things that have been inserted in order to keep the children’s attention. The snatching of the Afikomen, which is the last thing eaten at the seder meal, and the subsequent prize that the children get, even the question of Rav Yol Hagalill right before Dayainu, “If the finger of G-d was seen in Egypt but the hand of G-d was seen on the Red Sea, how many plagues were there on the Red Sea?” was meant to peak children’s curiosity and keep them interested. A seder without children is no seder.

We are told that the greatest Mitzvah of the seder is to tell about the Exodus from Egypt, but why is this the greatest Mitzvah of the seder? Don’t we speak about the Exodus from Egypt always? When we make Kiddush Friday night, throughout all our prayers, when we say the Shma we mention the Exodus from Egypt. What is different about the telling of the Exodus at the seder? The rabbis tell us that at the seder we are not just supposed to mention and talk about the Exodus from Egypt. We are supposed to dialogue about it. We are not just supposed to say it to ourselves. We are supposed to say it to others. We are to listen to their response. When a dialogue is present instead of a monologue, the subject comes alive and we are able to understand it and grasp it better and learn its intricate points. That’s why in traditional Jewish learning, learning was always done by pairs, in a Chevrusa. The brushing together of two minds causes sparks of understanding to come out.

We dialogue at the seder, not just with the children but also with the grandparents as well. We see how they react to the story. We understand that the problems we have today are not so unique and special. These problems we had before as well. There were wars and threats of wars, economic hard times, problems of interpersonal relationships. When we sit at a seder we see that the previous generations were not perfect, that they had their problems, too. Maybe a grandfather will yell at a grandmother because his soup is not right, or a grandmother will make a snide remark to an aunt who is late, or a son will answer his father sharply on a point of disagreement. Families are not perfect, yet they hold together. A child sees that we are all vulnerable and need each other’s help, that in spite of life’s problems we can still persevere. I often wondered why Elijah took such a prominent place at the seder. After all, Elijah did not take us out of Egypt. It is true he did not die the way we all die. He was carried up to heaven in a whirlwind. But why should he be the symbol of the seder? He was a failure. He actually did not have a big impact on the Jews of his day. He confronted Ahab and Jezebel, but at the end he had to flee for his life and did not affect the people that much, but his spirit lived. His spirit molded and shaped future generations. His courage in confronting his problems was noted and continued to mold and shape us just as the courage and devotion and dedication of our parents, grandparents, those who are gone still continue to mold and shape us.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man during the Holocaust who was told by his grandmother to watch over his little sister. She was about 8 or 9 years old. He was assigned to a work detail. He hid his sister so the Nazis would not find her. He knew what would happen if his little sister was found. The Nazis used to like to have contests to see who could chop a Jewish child in half with one blow of an axe. One day he returned home from the work detail, and he could not find his sister. He ran to the Gestapo headquarters and he shouted at the SS officer, “Give me my sister.” The SS officer looked at him and said, “Did you come here to die, too?” He just shouted at him, “Give me my sister. The SS man looked at him and said, “I’ll give you your sister when hair grows out of the palm of your hand.” He opened his hand and it was covered with hair. The SS officer got scared and he took the girl and threw her at this teenage boy and said, “Get out of here. The devil is in league with you Jews.” They ran as fast as they could to the woods where they lived until the end of the war.

In telling this story this boy, now a man, said, “It was not a miracle that hair grew from the palm of my hand because when I was about 13 years old I was involved in an accident, and they grafted some skin from another part of my body which grows hair on my palm. Usually, hair does not grow in these instances, but in my case hair always grew from my palm and still does. The miracle was that the German SS officer told me he would release my sister when hair grows from the palm of my hand.” A friend who heard the story said, “No, that is not the miracle. The miracle is that you had the courage to go to the Gestapo headquarters to ask for your sister.” He looked at his friend a moment and said, “That’s because of my grandmother.”
Today at yizkor we remember all those who have gone on before us. It is they who are still giving us courage to go on and do the right thing, as Elijah has all these thousands of years to every Jew. At the beginning of Pesach we began by dialoguing with our children. We end Pesach by dialoguing with those who are gone. May they always continue to give us the strength to do the right thing.

YIZKOR - PESACH 1987
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying yizkor, remembering those who came before us, those who shaped and molded us and continue to shape and mold our lives. It is especially appropriate that we remember them on Pesach, because Pesach is a family a holiday, a holiday in which a child learns how to relate to his father by how he sees his father relate to his grandfather. We all gather together at the seder and we read from the Hagaddah. I am puzzled, though, by the blessing we say right before we eat the matzah when we say, “Blessed are You G-d our G-d, King of the Universe, Who has redeemed us and redeemed our forefathers from Egypt.” How is it possible that we can say that G-d redeemed us? We were not in Egypt, and we know that it is against Jewish law to make brochas, blessings, over things that are fanciful, things that actually did not happen. How can we say this? At the end of this blessing we also say, “We thank You with a new song upon our redemption and the redemption of our souls. Blessed be You G-d, Who redeemed Israel.” Once again we say on “our” redemption and the redemption of our souls. We conclude not with Who “will” redeem Israel but Who “redeemed” Israel. How can we say such a thing? We do not make blessings on things unless they actually happened and here, of course, we know we did not do them. Besides, there is a question that the rabbis ask. We know that today we end the seder by eating a piece of matzah, the Afikomen. The Afikomen stands for the Korban Pesach. Many people have the wrong idea about what Jewish people did in ancient days at the seder. They actually made the seder very similarly to what we do today. It was only at the end of the meal for the desert that they ate a little piece of the lamb that they had brought as the paschal sacrifice. They did not make as their main meal the iamb. They ate what is known as a Kazaies, a little bit, a minimum amount, of the paschal lamb at the end of the meal. Today matzah takes its place so we eat matzah twice at the meal. Right after the blessing I mentioned before we make a blessing on eating the matzah. We eat the matzah then as the matzah of the matzah. Then at the end of the meal we eat the matzah in place of the paschal lamb.
The rabbis ask the question, what would happen if you only had enough matzah for one, either for the beginning of the meal or for the end of the meal? What should you do? We all know that the matzah, or paschal lamb, at the end of the meal stands for courage and hope. The Korban Pesach stood for the Jewish people’s courage, that they were worthy of redemption because they rejected Egyptian idolatry. They literally took their lives in their hands because in ancient Egypt if You would slaughter a lamb at that time of year you would be liable to be killed by the mob. This is like today in certain parts of India where if you killed a cow you would be subject to being killed by the mob. But they showed courage. The rabbis say the word “Pesach” also stands for “mercy” as well as “to skip over”. G-d promised us that if we show courage He will help us. He will always show mercy to us. That is the symbolism of the Korban Pesach: courage and hope. The matzah we eat at the beginning of the meal does not stand for courage but for preparation. It stands for getting ready to leave. The Jewish people knew they were going to leave Egypt and, therefore, they prepared provisions for the road. They prepared matzah. They knew they were going into the desert where they would not be able to sustain themselves very long so they made the matzah instead. This was the same matzah they ate as slaves when they did not have the time or energy or resources to make real bread. It was the same matzah which became the bread of freedom because they had made the preparations necessary to seize freedom to go out into freedom. The matzah before the meal stands for preparation. What is more important? Preparation or courage or hope?
You know, parents who raise children and do not prepare them to be independent are bad parents. They try to tie their children to their apron strings and they destroy them many times. On the other hand, those parents who do not cater to their children’s needs are even worse parents. You know that when a baby is born he must be totally taken care of. He cannot feed himself or even move from front to back. He cannot keep himself clean. That is the job of the parents, and the parents must take care of the baby. The baby is totally dependent upon the parents. The parents must see to it that the child’s needs are taken care of until eventually the child can go out on his own. There is always a combination of dependence and independence. You start with complete dependence and eventually wind up with complete independence. That is what the matzah stood for. When the Jewish people were in Egypt all their needs were taken care of. They had food on the table. They had a place to live. They were slaves, that is true. That is why many people enjoy prisons. When I used to visit prisons I found people who liked to be in prison. They did things on purpose to be in prison. There are certain people who like an institutionalized life. They were totally dependent. There are certain people who cannot be independent, who were not trained to be independent. The matzah we eat at the beginning of the meal stands for this independence and dependence. Even when we leave our parents’ home we are still dependent upon them for their words of advice, for moral support. We are never completely independent until, G‑d forbid, they pass away. The matzah stands for this independence and dependence: dependence on G-d because when they went out into the dessert they were still going to need G-d; independence in that they were willing to set out on their own. What is more important? Is willingness to be independent, to be prepared, or is courage and hope more important? You can argue both ways. Is the Afikomen more important or is the matzah more important? Is the preparation, the willingness to be independent, or is courage and hope more important?
I am reminded of the story they tell about Mrs. Gross who owned a grocery store in Brooklyn. It was Erev Pesach early in the morning when a big fancy Mercedes Benz drove up in front of the store, and a woman got out with very fancy clothes and a fancy hairdo holding a French poodle she was kissing every two minutes. She entered the store of Mrs. Gross and threw down a shopping list of Pesach supplies. She said, “Make sure you deliver these to my mother within the hour. I don’t know why she has to keep these old practices. My mother is such a drag. She takes up so much of my time. I didn’t realize what an old nag and hag she would be in her old age. Doesn’t she realize I have other things to do? I am the only one of her children left in New York.” She then left, kissing her French poodle, out the door. Mrs. Gross turned to a friend in the store and said, “Oh, I only wish I had a mother. How I would appreciate her! My mother and I were taken to Auschwitz together. I do not even dream about my mother anymore. After the liberation I used to dream about my mother a lot. I always had the same dream. I dreamed she was home in our village in Czechoslovakia where I was raised. I was standing at the road at the entrance to the village. The road was filled with bomb craters. My mother was at the other end of the road in our house beckoning to me. In our house were all sorts of wonderful things. I could smell the gefilte fish and chicken soup. The Shabbos candles were lit. The smell of the chicken wafted out into the village and I tried to run to my mother. I tried and I tried, but my feet were stuck in the mud. I could not come. My mother kept beckoning to me, but could not come. I had this dream over and over again. Shortly afterwards I came to America and married a fine man. Every week or so I still had this dream. It would wake me up sometimes. When I was in the ninth month of pregnancy with my first child I had this dream again, but this time something was different. This time my feet could move, and I ran to my mother. My mother gave me all this delicious food she had prepared, The Shabbos candles were brought, and I could hear my father and brothers singing the Zemiros, and I enjoyed it so much, and I hugged my mother and kissed my mother and my mother said, ‘Stay with me. Stay with me.’ I said I couldn’t, that I had a husband and I had to go back. My mother still said, ‘Stay with me.’ I still said I had to go back. My mother then said, ‘If you have to go back, remember have courage and hope.’ I then ran back down the road. Suddenly I awoke and I had terrible pains. My husband rushed me to the hospital and there I had my baby. It was born stillborn. I can still remember that dream because the air was so humid. It was such a hot day. Every time I had that dream I could feel the humidity. I never had that dream again, but that humidity reminded me so much of the day my mother and I went to Auschwitz. I think about that dream a lot, and I can still feel the humidity, although I have never had that dream again. When my mother and I came to Auschwitz we were separated and I was thrust into a compound, and I turned to the kapo there and said, ‘Where is my mother?’ She took me to the window and pointed at the chimney and said, ‘There is your mother.’ Oh, I wish I had a mother today, but, thank goodness, I can continue. I can go on. At 10:00 I am closing my store and going home, and there at my seder table will be my children, and we will sing and talk and I will remember my mother.’
Yes, courage and hope are important. Where did she get this courage and hope, Mrs. Gross, but from her mother? And where do we all get our courage and hope? From our parents because they taught us well. They prepared us. They taught us never to give, to be proud to be a Jew. They taught us, through the observances in our home, what it means to be a Jew so that we will always have courage and we will always have hope. Yes, it is true that in the prayer that we say that we were redeemed, we were redeemed because we were in Egypt. Our souls were in Egypt. Because of the long line of Jewish parents who were willing to suffer for their children to prepare their children that the children received the courage and hope that we have today. This courage goes back to Egypt. This is part of our makeup. That is why we are who we are. Therefore, we say, “And we will thank you with a new song upon our redemption, O Lord, and on the redemption of our souls.” It was because we have souls that were prepared with Shabbos, with kashruth, with Torah that we are able to continue today. May each of us only face life with courage and hope because our parents prepared us well.

EIGHTH DAY PESACH - YIZKOR – 1988
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few moments we will be saying yizkor. We remember those who went before us, those who influenced us, those who touched our lives. It is appropriate that we remember them on Pesach because Pesach is a family holiday. Pesach is a holiday in which we gather together as families. It is appropriate that we remember those who gave us so much, genetically their heirs. We carry their genes within us. We all know that in life we are molded and shaped by those who came before us and not just in a genetic way. They have done studies with identical twins and found that identical twins separated from birth have a great resemblance. Many times they like exactly the same things, drive the same kind of cars, marry the same kind of women, have the same kind of occupations. Maybe 75% of what they do is governed by the genetic factors but not everything. There is more to a human being’s personality than his likes and dislikes. A human being also has character. As the rabbis say, everything is foreseen except the fear of heaven, that what you do with your talents is just as important as your talents, themselves. How do you use them? For good or for evil? Some of the most clever people that I have ever met are crooks, people who use their good talents to deceive others. There is someone that I know and maybe someone you also knew, who was recently arrested in Israel after stealing 6 million dollars from a bank. If he would have used all his good talent in an honest way he would have become very successful instead of using these talents in a dishonest way.

It is important, our family, because our family teaches us how to use our talents. It teaches us character. It shows us how we are to commit ourselves to the ideals of honesty and integrity and loyalty and devotion. The family is so vital in Judaism because of this. It is not just our genetic makeup that counts although it used to be thought that genetic makeup counted for very little, that in the nature and nurture argument, it was all nurture. This we know now to be false, but this does not mean that nurture does not count either. The nurture teaches us how to be compassionate, how to reach out, how to touch others. It is not just our talents or likes and dislikes which are important. It is also our character. That, of course, is what our family is supposed to teach us.
As a family we gather together for a seder to discuss this fact, that to be a good Jew we need to have family. We need to be committed to our family. I wonder, though, why when we read the Hagaddah, we read a Hagaddah that is based not upon verses in Exodus where we actually learn about our deliverance from slavery, but, instead, we use as the basis of the Hagaddah four sentences that are found in the Book of Deuteronomy. When the Jewish people used to bring the first fruits to the Temple, they used to make the following declaration. “A wandering Armenian was my father, and he went down to Egypt and sojourned there few in number, and he became there a nation great and mighty in populace, and the Egyptians dealt ill with us and afflicted us and laid upon us hard bondage, and we cried unto the Lord, the G-d of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice and saw our affliction and our toil and our oppression and the Lord brought us forth out of Egypt with a mighty hand and with an outstretched arm and with great terribleness and with signs and with wonders, and He brought us unto this place and has given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey.” Today we no longer say He brought us unto this place which He has given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Since the destruction of Temple, of course, we have not had the opportunity to bring the first fruits, but some rabbis hold that eventually we will say that verse again.
The verse that we do say here starts with the fact that we went down to Egypt and sojourned there few in number, etc., although in our Hagaddah we translate a wandering Armenian instead as an Armenian tried to destroy our father. We learn about the whole Exodus experience from this declaration that a person made when he brought first fruits. Why don’t we learn the Exodus experience from the recital of the experience in Exodus, how G-d took us out of Egypt, how He redeemed us, etc., and we do not quote directly about the plagues and the bondage, etc., but we just use this statement. What’s more, in the Hagaddah we learn about the four sons. We also learn about how in the beginning we were idol worshippers. Why do we have to learn that in the beginning we were idol worshippers? We say in the Hagaddah that, “Long, long ago our forefathers worshipped idols now the Eternal is our G-d and we worship Him.” And we say, “Then I increased his family by giving him a son, Isaac, and I gave to Isaac two sons, Jacob and Esau, and Esau I gave Mount Sayer and Jacob and his sons went down to Egypt.” Why do we have to learn about this in the Hagaddah?
It seems to me that the answers to all these questions are found in what is unique about the Pesach seder. We know that on Yom Kippur we invite everyone into the shul, whether they are a Meshomad, whether they are an apostate Jew, whether they are not circumcised, whether they even had informed on the Jewish people to the authorities, but when it comes to Pesach we do not invite any Meshomad to our seder or any uncircumcised Jew or anybody who has betrayed the Jewish people. We only invite those Jews who are still committed to Judaism. All these other Jews could not eat from the Korban Pesach. Today when we do not have a Korban Pesach we are not so strict, but, yet, on Pesach we do not invite Jews who are not committed to Judaism. What’s more, if a Jew had not arranged to attend a seder by the time the Korban Pesach was sacrificed from 12:00 on Erev Pesach we cannot invite him to the seder. We can only invite a Jew to a seder before we brought the Korban Pesach. What’s more, if you were attending one seder and you got into a fight and did not want to attend that seder, you could not go to another seder. What is the reason for this? The reason is that on Yom Kippur we are interested in people searching and looking for the truth and we are encouraging them to come back, but when it comes to Pesach we are not interested anymore in searching for the truth and seeing whether or not Judaism is right or wrong. We are interested in commitment, in seeing whether a person is willing to commit himself to Jewish law and Jewish practice and Jewish life. That is what the seder talks about: a commitment. You have to agree to commit yourself to a group, to a people, to your G-d. It not enough just talking now. You have to be committed. That is why, of course, we are gathered together as families because what makes a Jew is commitment to his family, to his G-d, to his people. Unless you are willing to be committed to your G-d, your people, and your family then you cannot really celebrate Pesach correctly,
That is the reason, too, why we learn about idol worshippers. What distinguishes Jews from idol worshippers is their commitment; not their birth. It is not the fact that Jews are born superior. We are born just like everybody else. We are descended from Adam and Noah just like everybody else, but the difference is that the Jewish people forsake paganism and became committed to G-d and their family and their people. It is this commitment which is essential. That is why we learn that Jacob continued this commitment but Esau did not continue this commitment. Esau was a surface Jew. He showed respect to his parents when he was home but outside he did what he wanted. He looked for the goodwill and approbation of his gentile neighbors. He was not interested in being a Jew outside the home, and, therefore, Esau went his way and Jacob went his way. Esau was not a committed Jew. Why wasn’t he a committed Jew? Maybe because his father looked the other way and did not see to it that he walked the straight and narrow when he was a boy, and maybe it was became of his mother because his mother favored Jacob over Esau. Maybe his mother should have given more time to Esau, but, of course, the real reason is because Esau chose to act the way he did, to be only a surface Jew, not a Jew who is committed to Judaism throughout his life, only to observe Jewish forms in honor of his parents but not because he believed it or wanted it.
That is, of course, why we learn about the four sons at the seder, too, because the four sons teach us that it is the parents responsibility to inculcate into their children Judaism, that a wise son you have to answer his questions, that a son who tries to rebel you should force him to learn about Jewish practices and Jewish things. He has to go to Hebrew school, but a simple son you have to teach him on his own level, and a person who does not know how to ask you have to make it interesting for him so that he understands Jewish practices and Jewish ways. It is important that we see Judaism in all its aspects. Judaism is not just a bunch of ideas. John Dewey has said before that people’s ideas are formed by what they do. Therefore, it is important to have a kosher home, to celebrate the holidays, to light candles. We are influenced more by what we do than necessarily by what we think. We tend to think what we do. Therefore, it is important that we provide a home that has all these elements in it. That is, of course, why you are here. You are here yourself because you are influenced by your family, by the smell of Shabbos, by the light of the Shabbos candles, by the new clothes you put on on yontif, by the melodies you heard for Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur and Pesach. All these things molded and shaped us. That is also, too, why the Hagaddah is based upon a statement in Deuteronomy rather than Exodus because there it is a personal affirmation where a person identifies completely with his people, with his G-d, with his family. In today’s life, unfortunately, there are many people who have given up their family who feel that everything is just for themselves to develop their talents. They call that growing. They say that in order to grow they have to give up their family. Recently a woman came to me earning $16,000 with three small children. Her husband earns $50,000 a year. She wants a divorce. Her husband does not want it, but she wants a divorce because she says she has outgrown her husband. How is she going to support her three children on $16,000 a year? That is the modern feeling. The modern feeling is no longer to be committed to committed to a family, to a people, to a G-d, but that is exactly what Judaism is about.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Branya who was married to a famous rabbi in Poland. They lived in Germany for many years, but when Hitler came to power they went back to Poland where they were born. They had two small boys, Tzvi and Yitzchak. They were separated during the war. He was stuck in Tarno and she was in Brochnia. When the Tarno ghettos started to be liquidated she hired a Polish peasant to walk along the railroad tracks from Tarno to Belzer hoping that maybe she could find some of her relatives. When the train was speeding from Tarno to Belzer, that infamous camp where over a million Jews were killed, her husband desperately broke open a bar of the cattle car and threw their son, Tzvi, out of the moving train. He landed on a bush, bleeding and bruised and hurt but alive. The Polish peasant found him and brought him back to Brochnia where Branya was. She nursed her son back to health, but then she had another serious problem. She had two nieces, Leah and Brasha, who were the only survivors of her brother’s seven children. Her brother and sister-in-law had been killed. She wanted to save her nieces desperately, but how could she do it? She did not have papers for them. Anybody who was a stateless person in the ghetto was immediately killed, and not only were they killed but anybody who gave them refuge was killed. She hid them in a corner of a room with other refugees, but when the actions became more frequent, when the Nazis kept coming to take more and more Jews to kill the neighbors were very much afraid that unless she sent the girls away that they would be killed, too. She did not know what to do. She finally hit upon a plan. She sat and wrote in her beautiful German hand (from having lived in Berlin for many years and speaking German with a Berlin accent, she wrote an official letter) requesting the papers of her sister-in-law. She then went to the Gestapo headquarters and, walking in a very elegant and confident manner, she entered the Gestapo chief’s office and sat down and slipped ten gold coins in his hand and the hand of his assistant and started talking about things in general. They told her that soon the Brochnia ghetto was going to be liquidated. The Jews were all going to be kaput, and they laughed, and they told her that only those with foreign passports and papers would be saved. They would be sent to Bergen Belsen to be exchanged for German prisoners in Allied countries. She thanked them for the information. She started to leave when, all of a sudden, she said, “Oh, I have this letter. Would you please send it on?” They went back to the office, read the letters, put the seals on it, and waved goodbye to her. She then went back to her meager miserable room and waited for a few days. Sure enough, in a few days the papers appeared. She slipped another ten gold pieces into the hand of the chief and his assistant and had her sister-in-law’s papers. Now she was faced with a terrible decision. What should she do? Should she keep her own papers which were for Paraguay which she had for her two children and herself, or should she use the papers of her sister-in-law, Miriam? Miriam was older than she was, and older Jewish women in the ghetto were not a desirable commodity. Older Jewish women were quickly liquidated. Not only that, the picture did not look anything like her. What’s more, her boys were younger than Miriam’s boys. Of course, they did have Leah and Brasha’s names on these papers. She did not know what to do. Should she take the papers from Paraguay and save herself and her sons, or should she take the papers from Israel because her sister-in-law, Miriam, had lived in Israel for awhile and had become a British subject? Should she use the papers from Israel, or should she use the papers from Paraguay? She debated back and forth. She asked advice, but no one would tell her what to do. Finally she contacted the ________ rebbe and asked his advice. He said, “G-d is everywhere. G‑d is in Paraguay. G-d is in Brochnia. G-d is in Eretz Yisrael, but in this instance you should use the papers from Eretz Yisrael.” This she did. She began to pass as her sister‑in‑law, Miriam. She threw away the other papers. In August of 1943 she was sent with the other foreign nationals to Bergen Belsen. In September of 1943 they liquidated the Brochnia ghetto. As the British army was approaching Bergen Belsen to liberate it, the Nazis herded all the Jews with foreign passports into boxcars and sent them into the woods to be shot. Luckily, the American army broke through faster than anticipated and saved them.
This is commitment, commitment to your family, not just your nuclear family but your total family, commitment to the Jewish people, a commitment to G-d. This is the kind of commitment we all need if Judaism is to survive, if the Jewish people are going to be here in the future to help the world, if we are going to have descendants to say kaddish for us, if the genes that we hold today are not just going to be passed but are going to be passed on with a Jewish character. If we are to survive as a people we are going to need not only genetic material. We are going to need families. We are going to need people committed to Jewish values. It is only because of these Jewish values that we have survived as Jews. May our families continue to be strong, and may they become strengthened and not weakened in the coming years so that Judaism will survive.

EIGHTH NIGHT PESACH 1991
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We do not say Shecheyanu on the last two nights of Pesach. Why should this be so? Also, why don’t we have the seder on the 7th and 8th night of Pesach? After all, that is when the Jewish people were really freed, when the Egyptian army was destroyed. Before the Egyptians could always have brought us back into slavery. Why don’t we make the seder then on the 7th night of Pesach? Also, why do we read the Haphtorah that we read on the 8th day of Pesach which speaks about Messianic times, which speaks about a branch which will come forth from the stock of Jesse, and a scion shall bear food out of its roots. It shall be on that day the nations shall come seeking the root of Jesse who will be standing as an end sign to the peoples and rest by him shall be glorious. On that day you shall say, “I praise Thee, O Lord, for Thou wast angry with me. May Thy anger be turned away and Thou will comfort me. Behold, G-d is my salvation. I trust and am not afraid.” In fact, some of these verses are part of the Havdallah that we say every Saturday night. Why should it be that this is the Haphtorah that we read on the eighth day of Pesach? In Israel where they do not have an eighth day they use this Haphtorah on Israel Independence Day. Why should we have this Haphtorah?
It seems to me that the reason why we have this Haphtorah and the reason why we do not have a seder the seventh and eighth night but instead have it the first two nights of Pesach is because it was the song of Judaism which allowed us to overcome everything. It was when the Jewish people saw on the first night of Pesach that G-d really does intervene in history, that G-d really is concerned about human welfare, that that gave us and gives us the strength and courage to persevere even when times are bad, even when times are bleak. Even if the Egyptians would have taken us back to Egypt they could not have destroyed our sense of freedom because we were free once we realized that our cause was not hopeless, once we realized that G-d was always there ready to help us. Sometimes for His own reasons there are setbacks in Jewish history. Sometimes they are caused by our own sins, sometimes they are caused for G-d’s own purposes, but we all know that the world will be free. Eventually the Mashiach will come. Eventually the world will live in peace and harmony and brotherhood with love and compassion reigning over all. We know this. We know this since the time of Egypt. That’s why inside we have always been free. Even in Auschwitz they had a seder. Even in Bergen Belsen they had a seder. Why? Even though they had to make that seder out of almost nothing, potato peels served in water was their wine. Matzah was the crudest of all matzah that they could make, but they knew inside that they were free. They knew that inside it was the lot of the world to eventually be free. No, we do not say Shecheyanu on the seventh and eighth day of Pesach because that is just a continuation of the story. The Shecheyanu we say on the first night and second night because these are the nights on which we remember the exodus, itself, how G-d intervened in history. That is the important thing. G-d is there. G‑d can help us. When the Jewish people forget about the view that G-d intervenes in history and that G-d is a personal G-d and that G-d is not a powerless G-d, but that G-d can help each of us and the Jewish people. When we forget about this idea then we cease being Jews.
That is what happened a hundred years ago in the great yeshivas of Europe. People stopped believing in the Jewish G-d and believed in a deistic kind of G-d, a G-d Who created the world but went on vacation to Miami. They stopped believing that G-d could help. Even to this day we have books written by Harold Kushner who says why bad things happen to good people and once again brings forth a view of G-d which we cannot accept, a view of G-d that He cannot help. He can give you strength to deal with your problems but He cannot really stop any of these bad things from happening. That is not the G-d of traditional Judaism. The G-d that we believe in is a G-d that can help and a G‑d Who will help in His own way in His own time. We have perfect confidence that the Mashiach will come. We have perfect confidence that man will be free. Where do we get this confidence from? We get this confidence from the first night of Pesach when G-d intervened in history and that was clear to all the world. It was clear to us and clear to the Egyptians. We, from that time on, have held within our soul the firm belief that the Mashiach will come and man will one day be free. We have to work for it. We have to strive for it, but G-d has promised that He will help us attain it, and with G-d’s help we will attain it quickly in our day. Amen.

EIGHTH DAY PESACH 1992 – YIZKOR
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky
At the seder we all sat together as families. At the seder we all sat together dialoguing between the generations. At an ideal seder there are grandparents and children and grandchildren. At the seder the generations talk to each other. At a seder generations give meanings to each other’s lives. They share insights and learn from each other. At the seder we all know we have a seder plate. The seder plate is composed of two inverted triangles. On the right hand side we have the Zeroah, which, of course, stands for the paschal lamb, the Korban Pesach. It stands for the courage of the Jewish people in rejecting idolatry by slaying the lambs, which was at this time of year served as the incarnation of the spirit Aries, which was the sign of the zodiac. We know that by putting the blood on the door and showing that we spiritually rejected the Egyptian religion G-d redeemed us. On the left upper corner of the plate we have the Betzah, the egg, which stands primarily for the Jewish people. It also stood for the additional sacrifices that were brought when the Temple stood because, as today, when we eat the Afikomen in the place of the Korban Pesach, the Korban Pesach was supposed to be eaten on a full stomach. It was not to show that we are satisfying our physical needs but our spiritual needs. It was meant to show that we had rejected idolatry. The Betzah also stands primarily for the Jewish people because usually when you put something in hot water it gets softer and softer, but an egg, on the other hand, when you put it in hot water it gets harder and harder, and that is the Jewish people. The more that we were persecuted, the harder we became. Of course, at the apex of the triangle, in the middle of the plate, we have the Moror, which, of course, stood for the bitter times that the Jewish people had in Egypt, Then in the lower right hand corner we have the Harosis, which is a combination of apples, nuts, and wine, or in the Sephardic tradition dates and nuts, and that, of course, stood for the mortar. Then right under the Moror we have the Chazeres, which is also a bitter herb which is used to make the Hillel sandwich, the Korech. The Moror on top of it is used to dip into the Charosis. That is how you have two dippings. The first dipping is the Karpas, which is on the left hand corner, on the bottom corner, and the second dipping is when you take the Moror and dip it into the Charosis. The Karpas, of course, stands for the greens, for spring, for hope, also the poor quality of food the Jews had in Egypt, and the salt water for the tears. Why do we have this seder plate, and why is it structured the way that it is in two inverted triangles?
Also, why is it that at the seder we have four sons? Aren’t there more than four sons? We have the wise son, the evil son, the simple son, the one who does not know how to ask, but we can make up other categories as well. We do not have the righteous, son; we have the wise son. We do not have the stupid son. We do not have other sons. Why do we just mention these particular four sons? What’s more, why is it that we give the answers that we give to these different children; especially when we know that in the Torah, itself, the question of the wicked son is given when it says, “What is this work to you?” The answer in the Torah which is given is not the answer that we give in the Hagaddah. It says, “And you should say, ‘A Korban Pesach it is to G-d when G-d skipped over the houses of the Sons of Israel in Egypt when He afflicted the Egyptians and our houses He saved’.” Instead, the answer that we give to the wicked son is the answer that it found later on in the same Torah portion when it says, “And you shall tell your child, ‘Because of this, because of what G-d did for me in Egypt that He redeemed me’.” We say that if you were then in Egypt you would not have been redeemed. Why is it that in the Hagaddah we do not give the answer that is actually stated right after the question, but, instead, we give him a sharp answer, “Because of what the Eternal did for me when I came from out of Egypt I do this”. In other words, G-d redeemed me but if you had been there you would not have been redeemed.
If we look carefully at the seder plate we will notice that the top triangle really stands for the three pillars of Judaism. What are the three pillars of Judaism? One is religious, that Judaism gives a religious meaning to a person’s life. Judaism tells each of us that we are partners with G-d in creation, that we have a great task to do, that G-d is calling us to help Him perfect this world and that, therefore, we have a great meaning in our lives. This religious meaning directs us to help G-d perfect the world by leading just and moral lives, by being a model of how a society can be for the rest of the world, by being models especially by the way we structure our families for the rest of the world. The Betzah stands for the Jewish people. So the first pillar of those who practice Judaism is it gives you direction. It gives you goals in life. The second pillar, which is represented by the egg, is the Jewish people. It gives you an identity. You know who you are and what you are. You can be proud of your people. You can be proud of your past so that you do not have to worry about who you are or what you are and, therefore, you can go and do great things. One of the big problems with many people in America is that they do not know who they are and what they are and they have to find themselves before they can do anything. If you are a practicing Jew you already have an identity. Then the third element is represented by the Moror. In life everybody has problems. Everybody has to carry on their back all sorts of problems, whether it is economic or health or mental or family problems. Everybody has some problems. Life is cruel in that way because it slowly takes away our health. It sometimes takes away our wealth. Sometimes it takes away our mind. We have always lots of problems, and if you believe in Judaism and the Jewish way of life you have hope that allows you to overcome your problems. It is a great source of strength to everyone who practices it. In the triangle below the Charosis is below the Betzah. What does the Charosis stand for? The Charosis tells you how it is that if you take the Jewish religious view of life that you will have wonderful goals and meaning and you will not be bored in life because the Charosis is composed of apples, nuts, and wine, we know, are special because you cannot get good apples on an apple tree unless you graft it. In order for you to have goals you have to be interested in education and filling your mind with the knowledge of the past, just as an apple tree in order to produce good apples has to be grafted from an already producing apple tree. Then, of course, we know a nut tree will not grow unless its roots are covered. You have to be attached to things. If you are attached to things you are attached to G‑d and you will grow and flourish and, finally, you have wine, which is joy, and joy, of course, is something that we all need in our life and if you know that you are created for a purpose it gives you great joy knowing that and great strength to overcome your problems. If we look, too, right below the egg we have the Karpas. We have the greens, which stand for hope, and also stand for tears. If you associate with the hope of your people you will overcome your tears. You also have a goal in life to help your people, to make your people strong. You know that you are part of somebody who heeds you and cares for you. Then we know that the bitter herbs, the bitterness in life, can be overcome if you have somebody to talk over your problems with. You can review your problems and talk them over and make sure they are ameliorated if you have a father to talk to, a mother to talk to, a cousin to talk to. There is somebody you can pour your heart out to and it helps you overcome your problems.
So we see that the symbols of the Pesach stand for the three basic pillars of Judaism, that it is our job especially at the seder to give to our children the three pillars of Judaism so that they will be able to live decent and wonderful lives, that it is our job from one generation to another to hand these over. That is why it is so important that children attend the seder because so many of the ceremonies of the seder are directed to elicit the questions of the children and because through questioning and experience we hand over the basic pillars of Judaism to our young people. Why do we have four sons? We know that the wise son, the wise son is one who not only has a religious understanding of Judaism and he wants to fulfill the religious understanding of Judaism. He says, “Our G‑d”. He wants to help G-d fulfill His purposes in the world, but he is also someone who is associating with the Jewish people. He also wants to be part of our people, and he also realizes that Judaism can help him solve his own problems, that Judaism gives him hope. In fact, that is why the rabbis say that we had three leaders when we came out of Egypt. We had Moshe and Aaron and Miriam. Moshe was the one who gave the why of the religion, and Aaron was the one who showed the people how they can get along and interact with each other and further the goals of the people as a people, and Miriam was the one who gave them hope. So we see that the wise son was one who had all these things together. He had all the three pillars of Judaism together. What about the evil son? The evil son was the son who did not believe in the religion anymore. He was not so sure about G-d anymore, but he was still a proud Jew. He still was, after all, at the seder. It is like we see many times today where the first generation were pious and the second generation came to the seder just so they should not hurt mom and dad. Meanwhile they snickered or made funny comments or sat there sullenly, or many times you find people who come every Friday night to Friday night dinner to honor their parents. When they make kiddush they giggle or talk or go out of the room or they are sullenly silent, or when the mother was preparing things for Pesach and talking about a kosher home, the daughter would come to the seder and tell how she was not going to make her home kosher for Pesach. This is the Russia. Russia still has a feeling of belonging to the Jewish people, still knows that Judaism can probably help him with his personal problems but religiously he is not really involved too much any more. He does not really believe in all that religious junk. Of course, that is why you answer him so sharply. You tell him, “You want to be part of the people? Part of the people is also having a religious identity.” Then we have the third son and the third son no longer has a religious identity. He no longer has a national identity. He is not the son who is going to work for Israel Bonds or the UJA. It is just today we have many great people who are not too religious but they work very hard for our people. They have a strong ethnic identity, a strong identity with the Jewish people, but the third and fourth generation many of them do not have it. They do not have any feeling for Israel or the Jewish people or Jewish ideas of religion, but they do know that if they have personal problems that it is good to talk it over with the rabbi. They still believe that in the Jewish tradition there are things that can help you in interpersonal relationships. So when they have problems they will speak to a rabbi about it. That is the simple son. Then you have the fourth son. The fourth son is one who is cut off from all the three pillars of Judaism. He no longer has a religious pillar or an ethnic pillar or a psychological pillar that Judaism at least has insights that can give him. He comes to the seder only out of curiosity. In the United States today there are a million and a half Jews who just define themselves as secular. They do not have any connection at all to the Jewish people. Of course, we know that there are 210,000 Jews who actually have converted out, actually accepted other religions. These are the four sons that are talked about at our seder, but, thank G-d, at least they come to the seder. There is even a fifth son, who is not talked about at all, and that fifth son is someone who does not even come near a seder. He is the son probably who has already converted out or is not even curious about his past at all, but the fourth son, who does not believe in the three pillars but at least he is curious enough to come, so we have to talk to him gently and explain do him all the things about Pesach.

I am reminded of the story they tell about Max Klingfeld who was the felt cap king of America, who at one time was worth four million dollars before his wife died. He had been retired for quite a while now, and, of course, he was not as wealthy as he once was, although he still had quite a bit of money. He was feeling terrible and he called his lawyer and his lawyer came over and said, “Sam, I am passing on. I am not going to make it.” His lawyer said, “What are you talking about? The doctor said you are going to be all right.” The man said, “Listen, Sam, I did not make four million dollars listening to people’s logic. I played hunches, I am telling you I am not going to make it. Within a few days I am not going to be here.” His lawyer said, “Don’t talk that way, Max.” The man said, “Listen, Sam, did you change my will?” His lawyer said, “You told me fifty times. Of course, I changed your will.” Max said, “Did you get ahold of my children?” Sam said, “But you know, the doctor said you are going to be all right.” He asked again if he had gotten ahold of his children. Sam said, “No, I haven’t gotten ahold of your children.” Max said, “Where are they?” Sam said, “Well, one of them is in Fort Lauderdale enjoying herself, and the other one is on some sort of swimming party or something. One is in Colorado skiing and the other is golfing.” He said, “Did you contact them?” Sam said, “How can I contact them? You guys don’t get along too good.” Max said, “I asked you, Sam, did you contact them?” His lawyer said, “I’ll contact them. Don’t worry, but how can I do it? I don’t think it’s going to help.” Max said, “Contact them.” The scene then shifts to Rabbi Arthur Moskowitz, who is the head of the Darchai Sholem Yeshiva. He just got a letter in the mail that his bank has told him that because of the S and L crisis he has six months to pay off his $100,000 loan or they are going to foreclose on his building. He quickly called up his banker, Perry Levinson, and said, “Perry, what are you doing this for? For years all I have done is pay interest on the loan.” Perry said, “I know, I know, and in the past we accepted it, but things are different now with this S and L crisis. We have to have the money. I’ve given you six months.” The rabbi said, “Please, please do something about it.” Perry said, “I wish I could but the bank examiners won’t let me.” So what could Rabbi Moskowitz do? He wrote a tough letter to all his contributors explaining the situation, how the bank was going to foreclose unless he got some money and he got in about $25,000 but he was still $75,000 short. He called his PTO and his board and tried to raise some more money. He went scrounging around looking for money. Four or five months had already passed and he had only raised about $45,000. He now realized that he was in trouble, so he decided that the only thing he could do now was to see a Mr. Segal, who lived in Connecticut off I-95. He was known as a great Baal Tzedakah. Maybe he would give him the money to pay off the bank loan. He called up Mr. Segal but Mr. Segal was busy. He could only see him in 3 weeks. He said, “Well, in 3 weeks, I’ll still have a week left. I’ll go see him.” Meanwhile he raised a few more thousand dollars. He was up to about $48,000. He gets in his car to go see Mr. Segal for his 2:00 appointment, and he ran into a big traffic jam and then an accident. He decided he had better pull over to the side to get some gas and to call Mr. Segal because he was going to be late. He pulled over to the rest area but the gas station was closed. He said, “Well, I’ll have to get off at the next stop and find a place to call Mr. Segal and also fill the car with gas.” The next exit was Turkey Run Road, and he noticed a sign said Turkey Run Road West, gas station, four miles away. He gets off at the Turkey Run Road only he makes a mistake. He goes east instead of west. When he realizes he has gone 5 miles and there is no gas station he sees his error, but it is too late to turn back. The road is narrow. There is nowhere he can go. He said, “Well, I’ll go to the next indentation in the road and then I’ll turn around.” He goes another 2-3 miles and he is getting desperate now. He is late. He has to call Mr. Segal. There on the side of the road he notices an indentation. He pulls up and there is a Hebrew sign there, Bnai Zion Cemetery. He quickly gets out of his car, walks into the chapel, where he is met by a mortician, and the mortician says, “Would you please sign the book? You have come for the funeral, haven’t you? We need a minyan.” So he signs the book and he goes and sits down for the funeral. After the funeral was over, a half an hour later, he turns to the mortician and asked him, “Could you please direct me to a phone?” He calls up Mr. Segal and explains that he will be late. He had to attend a funeral. He will be there in another hour. Then he asks the mortician where the next gas station is. He tells him to take a left at the next road and he will end up right by the freeway and can get gas there, too. So he goes on to talk to Mr. Segal. Mr. Segal is very nice and listens to him, pulls out his checkbook but he says, “All I can do is $500. I can’t do any more.” Rabbi Moskowitz thinks, “Five hundred dollars! That is not going to save his yeshiva,” but he thanks him and then he goes home. He does not know what to say. He is still $51,000 short so he is reconciled to the fact that maybe they will take away his yeshiva. He said, “I’ll make one more call.” He calls up Perry Levinson at the bank and says, “Perry, you have to help me.” The secretary answered and said, “I am sorry. Perry is no longer with the bank. He retired 3 weeks ago.” He asks who he can talk to. She says, “Well, Mr. Stevenson is now in charge.” He talked to Mr. Stevenson who said he would take it up with the chairman and he would call him back in an hour. He called back in an hour and said, “I’m sorry but the chairman says we need the money tomorrow.” The rabbi does not know what to do, so he opens his mail. Maybe something came in. Maybe Mr. Segal talked to some of his friends and maybe something will come in. He opens the mail and out comes a check for $52,000. He looks at the letter with the check which said that following the instructions of Max Klingfeld his estate was to be divided among all those who attended his funeral. A few days later he got a call from Max Klingfeld’s son, Richard. He said, “Rabbi, how come you got money and my father left me nothing?” He listened and then said, “Well, are you saying kaddish for your father?” The son said, “Kaddish! We don’t believe in those things.” The rabbi asked, “Well, are you making some memorial for him in Israel? Are you buying some JNF trees?” Richard replied, “Rabbi, we are Unitarians now.” The rabbi then asked, “Well, how about your brother and sister? Are they doing anything?” Richard said, “Rabbi, we did not get along.” The rabbi said, “You know, you are right. Your father did not leave you anything. Your father left you nothing.”
As we sit around the seder table let us all hope and pray that we will all leave our children something, that we will leave our children the three pillars of Judaism. We will leave them a religious identity which sets goals for them throughout life, an ethnic identity, which will allow them to be proud of who they are and what they are, and also a resource identity so that they will be able to, when they have trouble, look into our sources and get the hope and consolation they need to overcome all of life’s problems. Yes, when we leave this world let us hope and pray that our children will still be here promulgating the ideas of Judaism so their children and their children’s children will still be part of that great chain which goes back 3,500 years, which is meant to bring redemption to the world. May they all know and practice the three pillars of Judaism so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
PESACH - YIZKOR – 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

After we have completed the first part of the Haggadah before we drink the second cup of wine, we make a special blessing. It says, “Blessed are You, G-d our G-d, King of the Universe, Who has redeemed us and redeemed our forefathers from Egypt and has allowed us to reach this night to eat matzah and maror.” We conclude this by saying, “And we thank you with a new song on our redemption and on the redemptions of our souls. Blessed be You, G-d, Who redeemed Israel.” This seems a very strange blessing because we do not start it by saying, “And He redeemed our forefathers.” We say, “Blessed be G-d, our G-d, Who redeemed us and redeemed our forefather from Egypt.” Why don’t we say that redeemed our forefathers and redeemed us? It is true that on this night of Pesach we are to identify with our forefathers and consider ourselves as if we came out of Egypt, after all, it was our forefathers who came out of Egypt 3300 years ago at least, not us. We are identifying with them, but instead here the blessing says first that we were redeemed and then our forefathers were redeemed from Egypt. What’s more, it says, “And He has caused us to reach this night to eat matzah and maror.” What is the great thing? Why are we thanking G-d because He has allowed us to reach this night to eat matzah and maror? Matzah and maror are the symbols of slavery. After all, isn’t that why we don’t make a brocha when we begin the Haggadah? After all, every other time we read a holy piece of writing we say a brocha. Before we read the Torah we say a brocha. Before we read the Megillah we say a brocha, but here when we say the Haggadah, and we are commanded as a positive commandment from the Torah, “And you should tell your children”, we do not say a brocha but here we are doing the great matzah of telling about the exodus from Egypt and we do not make a brocha. The rabbis say we do not make a brocha because we do not make a brocha over slavery. During the seder we are once again entering slavery and when we come out of slavery that is when we make a blessing. Right now we are making a blessing that G-d has redeemed us. What does it mean redeemed us?
We all know that the word for Egypt in Hebrew comes from the word Tzores. We all know that we have had Tzores. Each of us has troubles. What do we mean when we say we have gone through the seder? It means that G-d has given us the capacity to solve our problems. Because we have identified with our people, because we have learned the lessons of our religion, therefore, we have the capacity to solve our problems. We can overcome all the obstacles that come in our way. This has always been a trait of the Jewish people, to feel competent in the face of different problems and obstacles, That, of course, is what differentiates us from other peoples who feel that they cannot. This is one of the problems in the United States, especially in the inner ghetto. People have given up. They do not feel that they have the inner capacity to overcome their problems. This does not mean that all the problems can be solved easily and this does not mean that every individual will be able to overcome everything. After all, we all know during the Holocaust that Jews were killed by the millions, but this did not mean that they did not have the inner strength to face their accusers. The Nazis wanted to destroy this inner strength, to dehumanize us. There are many heroic tales about people who stood up to these oppressors with inner spiritual strength.
For example, the story is told about a man who was about ready to be shot and he said, “I first must make a blessing.” The Nazis said, “Fine, make a blessing.” He said, “Blessed are You, O G-d, Who has not make me a Nazi. Now you can shoot me.” This shows great internal courage. This is what the seder teaches us. That is why we say, “We sing to You a new song on our redemption and the redemption of our souls,” because since the time of Egypt Jews have felt inside that they had the capacity to solve their problems.
Where does this capacity come from? It comes from knowing that you are fulfilled by assuming responsibility. We all know that we are incomplete. Different philosophies and religions have different answers to how we become complete. Others say you passively receive love. Others say you do a magical ceremony. We Jews say that the way that we become complete is by assuming responsibility for ourselves and others and our community, and when we do assume responsibility for each other then we find the inner strength to overcome our problems and to become complete. That is one of the major differences between Christianity and Judaism. Christianity and Judaism run around two different problems. In Christianity the problem is, I know what is good but where do I get the strength to do it? In Judaism the problem is, I have the strength to do good but what is good? Therefore, we have to study and learn what is good. Therefore, you will find in almost every do‑good organization, whether on the left or right, you will find Jews because we Jews have believed that we can change things, that we can solve things, that we can make things better, but where does this idea of responsibility come from? The rabbis tell us it comes from the commitment that parents make to their children, that when parents make a commitment to their children, when they teach them how to be responsible then they flourish and grow.
That is why it is interesting to note that the answer that is given to the wise son after he asks his question is, “You cannot eat anything after HaPesach Afikomen. You cannot have any dessert after you have eaten the Korban Pesach (or in our day, that last piece of matzah).” Another translation the rabbis give is that “You cannot change seders.” Once you have determined to be a part of that seder, at least in the olden days when they used to have a Korban Pesach, you have to be invited to that seder and be part of that seder before that animal was slaughtered; which means before noon of the 14th of Pesach. You could not be included in the seder otherwise. If you were not part of it you could not join later on. Pesach is a holiday of commitment. It teaches us that if you are committed to your children and to your people and assume responsibility for them, that particular seder is your seder for that year. If you want to change the next year that is a different story, but that seder is your seder. That’s why we learn, too, that parents have to always be committed to their children no matter what happens between the parents. It is this sense of commitment which teaches us of us responsibility.
That is why there is also a strange law vis a vis Pesach. It is called Zos Chukas HaPesach, the Chok of the Pesach. Pesach is different than Yom Kippur. On Yom Kippur we invite apostates in. We invite Jews who are not circumcised in. We even allow gentiles to attend the services, but in the ancient days when there was a Korban Pesach (it does not apply today because we do not have a Korban Pesach) a Jew who was not circumcised, a Jew who was apostatized in another religion, a non-Jew was not allowed to be at a seder because the seder was talking about commitment and unless you are willing to make a commitment, commitments to yourself and to your people, you will never learn responsibility. That is why the whole essence of the seder revolves around the children. “You should tell your children.” The whole seder cannot take place unless the child is made responsible. The family’s honor, so to speak, is on the line when the child says the Manishtanah. The child is there to sing the Adir Hu and the Chad Gadya and the Dayainu and everyone knows that the child, so to speak, carries the reputation of the family on his back. The child has to be taught responsibility and commitment. The child has to be part of a people because he knows he can solve his problems. That, of course, is what Pesach teaches us.
That also answers another question. When we say the Dayainu we say it would have been enough if G-d would have just given us the manna or the Shabbos, etc., but then it says, “And He brought us close before Mount Sinai.” What is the big deal, coming close before Mount Sinai? If He would have given us the Torah it would have been enough. Bringing us close to Mount Sinai, what does that mean? It means that the Jewish people were united. The Jewish people were willing to help each other and be with each and be committed to each other and that, of course, is what caused us to be able to receive the Torah and be able to learn how to overcome our problems. When we go through a seder we thank G-d because He has allowed us to reach the matzah and the maror, which means that nothing can destroy us. If we could live through Egypt we can live through anything and can overcome everything, and we know that.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Tzvi Friedman who came from a small town in Poland. His father was a rebbe there and he was known as Rav Hatzaeer, the young rabbi, not only because he was young at the time but all the youth of his villages and villages all around used to flock to him. He was a very learned man and he had helped his father in the rabbinate and helped him distribute his books and when he made decisions. He used to transcribe for his father and discuss things with his father. Everybody knew that Reb Tzvi Friedman was going to have a great career, that he was going to be a great rav in Israel. Then, of course, disaster struck and his father and all his Chassidim were wiped out except far very few. Tzvi Friedman, himself, just managed to escape the terrible slaughter of that hometown, which encompassed his wife and most of his children. He was taken right before the slaughter into a labor brigade and that is what saved his life. He was taken over into Hungary and there, together with a few other Jews, he was forced to work at this labor camp and there he met a good friend, a Chassidisher rebbe in his own right, who was also in this labor camp with a few thousand other young men. He was not used to back breaking work but was a scholar. He was not used to the beatings where before he was given respect, but he persevered and overcame everything. He especially enjoyed being in the company of this Chassidisher rebbe. They enjoyed each other’s company tremendously. Every Pesach when they were in this camp the Chassidisher rebbe would talk and encourage him and they would have a little seder with potato peels soaked in water and that was their wine. They got a little flour from the glue factory and made a little bit of matzah and they would speak about the past and present and future, which they knew was going to be. One Pesach a knock was on the door. Hungary had just been taken over by the Nazis. Up to now they had been ruled by a puppet who, although he was an anti-Semite and did not treat the Jews very well, at least protected most of them from being killed. The knock on the door was very frightening to them all because the Nazis had not permitted them to have a seder, but in walked two gendarmes who said, “Rabbi, come with me,” and he came with them. As they walked outside he noticed there was an old chusid of his father’s who told him that money had been raised to bribe the guards and to bring him over the border into Romania because the next day everybody in the camp was going to be killed. He did not know what to do. He went back into the room where everyone was gathered waiting for him to continue the seder. He had been told just a moment before that he could not tell anybody anything because if he told anybody anything they would shoot him. He thought to himself, what good would it do if l tell them? What good would it do? Would it be right that we all be killed? On the other hand, how can I desert them? He hit upon a stratagem. What was his stratagem? His stratagem was that he would say, “Plato Platoseinu,” hoping that they would understand because that is the Hebrew word for flee, for refugee, that they would understand that Polit meant a refugee in Hebrew and he put it in disguised form. He then left with the gendarmes. Tzvi Friedman understood and so did all the rest of them. That night they fled. Tzvi  Friedman walked for several hours and then he found a depression in the woods and he hid there. Luckily it rained that night and washed out his footprints and confused the dogs’ scent. He was able to himself the next night smuggle over into Romania. He survived the war and after the war Tzvi Friedman was determined to go to Israel. He went to Israel and was offered many rabbinic positions but he refused them. Then he settled on a Moshav between Tel Aviv and Yerushalayim. There he worked with the other members of the Moshav serving as unofficial rabbi, advising them, helping them. He had only his one daughter and he remarried. He enjoyed his life. Once in awhile he would go to Yerushalayim but most of the time he would go to Bnai Brak to visit at the yeshivas. There he would visit with the yeshiva bokim. He would do it ostensibly to help them, and he really did help them, but he was interested to hear their backgrounds and where they came from because there was one son, one son that he had hidden in Hungary right before he was taken captive. He wanted to know if anybody knew about his son. He had hoped that he was still alive. He had thought many times of going back to Europe to try to find him. He did not know what really happened to him. The only thing he enjoyed doing was meeting visiting rabbis, especially who came from America. His friend, the Chaddishe rebbe, who left so hurriedly that night had gone to America and there he had once again established his dynasty and had several thousand Chassidim. When he read in the newspapers that he was coming he went to greet him. This time he went just for friendship. To the boys he went to find out their history and also he had a daughter of marriageable age. For this rebbe, though, he went just for old times. As the rabbi came off the plane at Lod he greeted him and embraced him and, of course, the rabbi invited him to his hotel suite. There at the hotel suite they reminisced about the past. The rebbe asked him if he remembered how he left them so hastily and did they get his clue. He said, “Of course we got your clue and we have nothing against you, We realized you did the right thing.” The rebbe said, “Oh, I am so glad to hear that. After I left you I was taken by a car to the border of Romania but then I told these two gendarmes that I had to go back because near the village of our labor camp I had hidden my daughter. She had been sick and had been taken in by a peasant family. I wanted to rescue her but they told me it was impossible. I told them I would jump out of the car and they said to go ahead because they had already been paid. Then I remembered I had hidden a gold watch. I took out the gold watch and asked them if they would do it for the gold watch. They said they would. We drove quickly back to the village near our labor camp and there we went to the home of the peasant and I asked him to please give me my child. He quickly went to the children’s room, grabbed the child, and threw the child into my arms. We got quickly into the waiting car. The child was still sleeping wrapped in a blanket and we drove across Hungary and across the Romanian border. Only then did I open the blanket and, lo and behold, it was not my daughter. It was a boy. I looked at the boy, knowing that he had to be a Jewish boy, and decided to raise him as my own. That I did.” Hearing that story Tzvi Friedman got very, very excited. He said, “Rebbe, rebbe, tell me. Tell me about that boy.” The rebbe said. “That boy is fine. He is doing wonders. He is a great Talmud Chochum, but why are you so excited?” He said, “Was the name of that village Loget?” The rebbe said it was but so what. He said, “I also left a child in that village to a peasant Vochek. I left my son.” The rebbe said, “That must be your son then, but what happened to my daughter?” Tzvi Friedman said, “The next night I came to Vochek and I told him that I escaped and I wanted my son but he said my son was gone and to take this sick girl. I took this girl and smuggled her across the border.” The Chassisher rebbe said, “What happened to my daughter?” He said, “Don’t fear. I brought her with me to Israel and I have raised her as my own, my little Leah.” The two friends threw themselves in each other’s arms and cried and thanked G-d for saving them. They had taken responsibility for all the children of Israel, for a child they did not know, just as we have to assume responsibility for our children and all the children of Israel. It is through the assuming of responsibility that we become complete and that we know we have the faith and confidence to overcome our problems. The chupa was glorious. Shmuel and Leah were so radiant. A Bayit Ne’eman, a faithful house, was started in Israel, and the Jewish people proved once again that they could overcome all their problems. Let us all hope and pray that it is because we have assumed responsibility for each other, for ourselves and for our children and for our community that the Jewish people has been able to endure and have been able to overcome all our problems. Let us all hope and pray that we will always be able to overcome our problems so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

EIGHTH DAY PASSOVER 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In a few minutes we will be saying yizkor. We will remember those who went before us, especially our parents and relatives. It is especially fitting that we say yizkor on Pesach since Pesach is a family holiday, and we all know how much we gained from those who sat around the seder table with us and recounted their experiences to us. The Sephardim say yizkor only once a year on Yom Kippur, but the Ashkenazim say it four times a year. As we sat around the seder table, we all miss those who are no longer with us, their tunes, their insights, their special recipes, their laughter, even their tears.

We all know that when we come to that part in the Haggadah in which we recount the ten plagues, we are to take our finger and put it into the wine and dip out a drop from the wine for each plague. This is to symbolize that our cup of joy cannot be completely full because many people were killed. We are not supposed to rejoice at our enemy’s downfall. After all they are human beings, too. That’s why the last six days of Pesach we do not say the full Hallel. According to the Medrash, the ministering angels were saying the full Hallel after the Egyptians were drowned in the Red Sea, and G-d looked at them and said, “How can you sing all these praises when My creatures are being destroyed?” Right before we recount the ten plagues, in every Haggadah it says that we spill out three drops of wine when we mention the words “Dam,” “V’Aish”, and “V’Seemrosi Oshan”, which means blood and fire and columns of smoke. Why do we dip out a drop of wine every time we mention this? After all, these were not the plagues that occurred in Egypt. It is true that the first plague was the plague of Dam, blood, but there were no plagues of fire or columns of smoke. This is actually a quote from the Prophet Joel and refers to a future redemption.
The rabbis, though, give three different interpretations to these three words. The first interpretation is that it refers to the Korban Pesach. The Jewish people had to prove that they were proud of their heritage; that they had courage, and, therefore, they had to put the blood of the lamb on the door, proclaiming to the Egyptian people that they rejected their idolatry. Secondly, they had to roast the lamb whole over a barbecue, again to show their pride. The Egyptians had to know what they were doing. They could see the lamb over the open pit of fire. Thirdly, since they cooked it outside, the aroma of the lamb would spread far and wide, and even those Egyptians who could not see what they were doing could smell what they were doing.
The second interpretation has to do with what is necessary for the Jewish people to survive. One, we have to be committed to Jewish ideals, and the blood here stands for the blood of circumcision, and also was the blood that the Jewish people have had to shed throughout the generations to be Jews. The fire refers to the pillar of fire which accompanied the Jewish people in the desert, and which proclaimed that even in the darkest night when the Jewish people were being persecuted and hounded, they should not give up. The fire of their faith and the fire of their hope should burn deeply within them. The pillars of smoke stood for the clouds which guarded them during the day. They, the rabbis tell us, were to prevent the Jewish people from completely assimilating when the sunshine of prosperity and acceptance shone down upon them. We see how here in America how many Jews have assimilated, completely shedding all their Jewishness under the sunshine of prosperity and acceptance. We have to remember even in periods of sunshine that there are still clouds around and the world still needs the Jewish people to teach them the lessons of Judaism.
This, however, does not explain why we take a drop of wine out of our cup when we say these three words. The rabbis say there is a third explanation which, unfortunately, has come true in our day that when the blood of the Jewish people will run as rivers and we will be thrown alive into the furnaces and our smoke will go up the chimney (of Auschwitz). As we read earlier in the Haggadah when Ben Zoma said, “Why does it say that you have to remember the exodus of Egypt all the days of your life?” The “days of your life” refer to your days. “All” the days of your life refer to the nights. There will be nights in Jewish history, but these nights will be followed by a great redemption. Immediately after we learn about what Ben Zoma said, we learn the Hebrew phrase, “Boruch Hamokum, which means, “Blessed be the place.” One of the names for G-d in Hebrew is “the place”. G-d is in the world, but the world cannot contain G-d. G‑d is with us in our troubles, in our suffering. Each of us has problems. Each of us will eventually die. Each of us will suffer from sickness or business problems or psychological problems, but G-d assures us that He is there with us and He will help us overcome.
I am reminded of the story they tell about Shmuelik, who graduated from the University of Vienna with an esoteric degree in engineering. He also knew seven languages besides his native Hungarian. He was a professor. All this ended with the Anschluss when Hitler moved into Austria. His wife and two older daughters were immediately taken away. He told his son and remaining daughters, “Don’t worry. G-d is in this place, too. He will help us.” Then he was taken away. He spent the war going from one concentration camp to another. On the last day of the war he was herded into a truck with sixty other survivors. They were told by the German Nazi guards that they were going to be shot, as no Jew should survive the war. As they were riding out into the countryside, one of the guards turned to Shmuelik and said, “Sing.” He began singing the song from the seder, “V’Hee Sheomdah.” The guard liked the song and told him to sing louder. Pretty soon all the Jewish young men were singing. The guard had them sing it not once but three times. He then turned to Shmuelik and asked, “What does that song mean?” He said, “In every generation they rise up to seek our destruction but the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hand.” When they got to the ravine, the guards pulled ten of the young men out and shot them. Just as they were ready to take Shmuelik and the second group of ten, an SS motorcycle pulled up. An officer shouted at the guards, “Germany has surrendered. The Americans are just a mile away. Run!” Immediately, the guards threw down their guns, took off their uniforms, and melted away into the population. Shmuelik said, “Blessed be G-d, Who is in this place.” He tried to go to Israel but was interned by the British and even there at Cyprus he felt G-d helped to overcome his problems: G-d was in this place. In 1950 he came to Israel. A great miracle happened. Within five days he found his son Yossi. He never, though, heard from his two younger daughters or his wife or his two older daughters. Yossi entered a yeshiva and after high school he joined the army. He had a family and things were going well. Shmuelik, in spite of his esoteric- engineering degree and knowledge of eight languages, found a job selling watches in Jerusalem. In 1982 his son was called up for the reserves and sent to Lebanon in the Peace for Galilee Operation. He was wounded and sent to a hospital in Haifa. His father was notified and, of course, he wanted to immediately go to his son’s side. He got onto a bus and made his way to Haifa. Unfortunately, as he was leaving. the. bus terrorists attacked and he was burned over 80% of his body. He was taken to the same hospital. in which his son lay and was even placed in the same room. He looked at his son Yossi and said, “Yossi, I don’t think I am going to make it.” Yossi said, “Father, don’t talk that way.” Shmuelik said, “Why is it, son, that when we comfort people after a loss we say, ‘May the place (referring to G-d) comfort you among the other mourners of Zion and Jerusalem?’” Yossi said, “I don’t know. I never thought of it.” “Remember, son” Shmuelik said, “G-d is in that place, too. G-d will give you the strength to overcome.” Shmuelik did die but his son remembered what he said to him. G‑d is always in our place especially when we turn to Him.

That’s, too, what our parents and, relatives taught us, that G-d is there to help us. When we have problems, He is there to lift us up, to help us overcome. Shmuelik was proud that G-d had helped His people to come to Israel, that He had helped His people have the strength to continue. We all will die, but G-d will make sure that the Jewish people is eternal no matter what. Our parents raised us to be optimistic and hopeful, never to give up because G-d is with us. Even in our worst problems, He will help us. Let us hope and pray that we will always remember that. Blessed be the place. G-d will eventually bring redemption to the world. He will send the Mashiach. May He come soon because we all have never lost faith. Amen.

PESACH YIZKOR 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We all know that at the seder we have to eat matzah. The question has been asked by the rabbis, what would happen if we only had enough matzah to eat matzah before the meal when we are supposed to eat matzah, or for the afikomen at the end of the meal? What should we do? Should we save the matzah until the end of the meal for the afikomen, or should we eat it at the beginning of the meal, in which case we would not have any for the afikomen? What are we to do?
The Tosvos and the Rash say that we are supposed to eat the matzah at the beginning of the meal, while the Rambam and the Rif say that we should eat the matzah at the very end. This argument really seems to be a throwback to another argument, an argument as to whether or not when the Jewish people ate the manna in the desert, whether or not they were being tried by this eating of the manna. The Eben Ezer said that the eating of the manna was a very severe test. Why was this a very severe test? Because the Jewish people did not know whether or not the manna was going to come every day. They could not save it. Only one day, could they save it, and that was Friday when they got a double portion. That’s why we have two challahs on the table on Shabbat to remind us of the manna, otherwise the manna would rot. It would be inedible.
Therefore, the Eben Ezra says that this was a great test of faith because the people were worrying every day whether or not they would have manna, food for the next day. Therefore, this was a great test of their faith in G-d. The Orechaim, on the other hand, says no. He says that the Jewish people got used to the manna coming every day. It was like the sun rising every day, but the test was not a physical test but a spiritual test. In other words, they were sure they were going to get food every day, but now because they got food every day, would they now turn to G-d? After all, if they were satisfied, what did they need G-d for? In fact, it is a truism that poor geode are usually more religious than rich people. Poor people do not want to take credit for their own poverty. They feel it must have some purpose. Rich people want to take credit for all their success. Therefore, they say they do not need G-d. So in Eben Ezra’s case, the problem was that this was a physical test. How could they be spiritual when they were worried all the time about their next meal? On the other hand, the Orechaim says, how can they be spiritual because they were sure they were going to have another meal, so, therefore, they did not need G-d.
In a certain sense, this is the argument between the Rosh and Tosvos and the Rambam and the Rif. The Rosh and the Tosvos say that the true test of the Jewish people is when they are full, that they really do not understand slavery at all. Slavery is something that is far away, and that really they do not need all this religion and ritual. They do not really need G-d’s help because they are beyond any type of slavery, while the Rosh and the Tosvos say something altogether different. They say the slavery is real, that the slavery was real in Egypt and could be real again. Therefore, they say we have to eat the bread of slavery at the very beginning. Of course, they both agree that slavery can occur again. It can happen overnight. Look at what happened in Kosovo where people were sitting in their homes and were given just a few hours to leave. We know that during the Holocaust, the Jewish people were taken out of their homes at a moment’s notice. The Rambam and the Rif seem to be saying, let’s remember that, that things can change overnight, while the Rosh and the Tosvos are trying to say, slavery is real and you have to understand that is it real, but let’s not disturb completely our holiday atmosphere by overstressing the fact that it is real. Let’s eat the matzah, the affliction of Egypt. Yes, it could happen again here, too, but let’s not overemphasize it, while the Rambam and the Rif want to emphasize it, want to say that it could change overnight, that communities which seem secure can in a flash of an eyelash almost be turned into great areas of poverty and destruction and slavery. That is what they are talking about here. We all know that when it comes to discussing these issues, we have to be very careful because it is the stories of what happens that is more important than just theoretical analysis.
The rabbis teach us that the mitzvah of saying the Haggadah is based on the word of the Yeegadatah, and you should tell the story, tell about the exodus from Egypt, but when the Haggadah, itself, talks about the exodus from Egypt, it says, “It is a mitzvah upon us to tell about the exodus from Egypt, and anybody who increases to tell about the exodus from Egypt, that person is praiseworthy.” Then it goes on to tell a story about Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Tarban who were sitting in Bnai Brak. It actually, says they were sitting and talking about the exodus all night, but it does not just say that they were talking about it. It says, “And they were telling the stories of the exodus from Egypt,” because to impress upon a person’s mind the eternal truths of the exodus, you tell stories. History can give you dates and facts, but if you see real stories of real people and how they reacted, how they were treated, then it touches your heart and your soul and enters into your whole being. We saw that today with the refugees of Kosovo, how when you hear their stories, they affect you. That story of the 10 year old little boy whose parents were shot and whose little sister was screaming in a burning house, and he wanted to save her but he was shot in the arm and he could not hold onto her. Stories like that influence you and touch you, and when we come to the story of the exodus of Egypt, we have to understand these stories. These stories happened before and like the Rambam and Rif said, they could happen again, although on Pesach night the Halacha is that you eat the matzah at the beginning of the meal, not the end of the meal, because we do not want to upset completely the holiday mood, although this is always a possibility that our own prosperity could be overturned overnight; but we have to learn how to be compassionate. We have to learn how to transfer these stories to our children and grandchildren. We have to allow these stories to influence us and cause us to become empathizing and sympathizing people.
The rabbis also teach us that it is important that we learn Halacha, but more than half the Talmud is Agadatah, which means it deals with stories, and even in the Halacha we learn case law. In fact, that is what the Talmud is really about. Even the Talmud does not come up with conclusions in most cases. It does not give the Halacha in most cases. It just gives all the different possibilities. There are different rules and regulations of how to learn the Halacha out of the Talmud, even though it does not say so explicitly. That’s why many people say that it is the Talmud which teaches our soul because it is composed of Agadatah and case law, but that it is not definitive. Therefore, there were many people who used to form groups and learn the Agadatah part of the Talmud. Some people say they are not interested in teaching girls Talmud, just the Halacha, just what they have to do, practical matters, but I think that if girls want to learn Talmud, let them learn Talmud, too. Their souls, too, should be able to be touched if they want to learn the Talmud, but the stories of the Talmud mold us and shape us and the stories of our history have also molded us and shaped us. In fact, we probably learn more about the love of Torah from the story of Hillel than we do from all the Halachas of the love of Torah. We all know that Hillel was a Babylonian, and that he came from Babylonia to Israel to study with Shmai and Aftalian, but he did not have enough money to go into the lecture. You had to pay for the lectures, so he used to go up on the roof and listen through the skylight. One day in Jerusalem in the month of Teveth it had become very cold and snowed, and Shmai and Aftalian looked up and said, “The roof is getting very dark.” They noticed there was a shape of a man on the skylight. They quickly sent somebody up to bring him down. They revived him because he was almost frozen to death, and they saw what a thirst he had for Torah, and they continued to teach him free, and allowed him to come to the academy. We know that in the first book of the Bible, Bereishis, there is almost no Halacha in it at all. It is all stories, but we learn from Avraham Oveinu how to entertain guests and the importance of entertaining guests, and from Yaacov we learn you have to maintain your business ethics even in a climate where everybody is trying to cheat you, how Laban’s terrible business practices were not to be emulated by Yaacov. So the whole essence of transmitting Judaism comes down to stories. We have to know how to transmit the stories. In fact, the word story, itself, Tzipor, comes the from word sapphire, Sapir, and this reminds us of the brickwork that was under G-d’s feet, that we learn about in the Torah portion Mishpatim. The rabbis say this was the souls of those who had lost their lives in Egypt. Everyone had a story. Even in the Shmone Esre, we also talk about the remnants of the scholars and the righteous and the pious, and the rabbis say, don’t read it. Scholars read their stories.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a wonderful wedding that took place in Israel between one who was with Rabbi Menachem Zimba in the Warsaw Ghetto. We know the revolt in the Warsaw Ghetto took plat on Pesach. Rabbi Zimba was a great Torah scholar. He was also one who believed that the Jewish people should fight back. When all the stories came about what was happening in Auschwitz, he issued a decree even in January that the Jewish people should be prepared to fight back, that they should take as many Nazis with them as they could. The Nazis, though, tried to pretend that when they were shipping Jews off, they were going to wonderful work camps, but he told the people that this was not so. The Jewish people knew that the Nazis were eventually going to round them all up, so he told them all to prepare, and, sure enough, on the eve of Pesach in 1943, he noticed the policemen started to mount the walls of the ghetto. The Jews knew what that should mean. Rabbi Zimba sat down to the seder, and he always kept a little piece of matzah in his pocket on erev Pesach because he did not know whether he could make a seder. Sure enough, the news came that the Nazis were starting to penetrate into the ghetto. He quickly told them all to disperse to their battle stations. He had told them before that they should prepare hiding places in the cellars and attics. He, himself, had prepared a hiding place in his attic. He took out that little piece of matzah from his pocket and made the brocha and told all to disperse. They had a very abbreviated seder that day. The Germans were repulsed with heavy casualties. The Germans then decided they were going to burn the Jewish people out, so the next day they not only entered with tanks but they bombed the ghetto with phosphorus bombs setting the tenements afire. On the fifth day of the battle, on the fifth day of Pesach, Rabbi Zimba’s building was burned. Although they tried to put out the fires, they had to go down from the attic to the basement. There they looked out and noticed the next building was clear. They thought the Germans land gone, and even a scout ahead thought they had gone, too, but Rabbi Zimba, holding his little grandchild, led the people out only to be cut down by the bullets of the Nazis. He was able, though to save his little grandson and had him go back into the building. They waited until dark when they could go into the next building, but Rabbi Zimba’s life was lost.

I also remember the story of Zev, who in 1984 decided to have a seder. He was a refusenik. It was terrible to have a seder in those days because if you were a university student, you would be immediately conscripted in the army. If you were the parents of small children, you would immediately be accused of feeding them anti‑Communist propaganda, which was a felony, and be sent away to a gulag, separated from your children. Also, if you were a worker, you risked losing your job and also being sent to gulag. It was a very dangerous occupation, but 40 people decided they were going to have a seder at a dachau outside Moscow. Zev and his friend, though, who had never attended a seder, decided that they had to practice for the seder, so a few nights before Pesach in their home they used their plates as matzahs, they used cups of water as wine, and they were practicing how to have a seder. They did not have any Haggadahs with them, but they had remembered snitches and snatches of things. All of a sudden, the doors burst open and dogs came in and seven KGB people came in shouting they were anti‑Communist propaganda, Zionist hooligans, religious medievalists, shouting at them all sorts of evil epitaphs. They searched the house thoroughly but, of course, they did not find anything because there was nothing there. Zev, though, was not intimidated and decided to go ahead with this seder. All these 40 people came with different packages to this dachau. The women had baked some matzah. People came with different pages of the Haggadah. Others brought wine. Some brought cups. Everything was arranged the way a seder should be arranged. They went through the seder, trying to piece it together from what they had read. There was one man, though, named Shimon, who had been at a seder 50 years ago, and he knew what a seder was about. He was telling them have a seder should be conducted. Just as they were coming to the part of opening the door for Elijah, they noticed shadows outside, at least Zev did. He went and shut the shutters tighter and pulled the curtains closer together, and they were about reading now to open the door, when Zev said, “It is not really necessary to open the door now.” Shimon said, “Yes, it is,” and he started to get up. Zev stared him down so that he did not do it. He sat down. They finished the seder, and everybody was instructed to leave the dachau with small children or university students or others who might draw suspicion, and just a few people stayed at the dachau with Zev. At a quarter to seven in the morning, all of a sudden the dachau was invaded again, this time by ten dogs and fifteen KGB officers. They searched up and down and back and forth and could not find anything, so they left. The next night, they held a second seder, only this time Zev had them open the door to Elijah, and this time they sang the Leohanovi twice and not once. It was now a wedding taking in Israel between the grandson of one who was with Rabbi Zimba and the daughter of someone who was at that seder in 1984. They had decided that whey they get married, they were always going to have a piece of matzah in their pockets. The first night of Pesach they would not open the door for Elijah, but the second night they would open it wide, and they would sing Leohanovi not once but twice.
It is the stories of the families which has kept the families together. It is the stories which we recount at our own seders which allow the tradition to be passed on. It is the stories of who sings what and how we sing and what went on which allows the Jewish people to always be strong, in bad times and in good times. It is true that our prosperity and good times could be overturned overnight, but now is not the time to contemplate it. We just have to remember that we have overcome them in the past, and we have confidence that we will have the faith to overcome them in the future, that what is important is that we transfer this faith so that we will always have this faith whenever and however we need it. It is important that we remember that. We hope and pray that we will always have good times, and we hope and pray that our faith will allow us to overcome all problems that will come our way. This is the legacy that the stories of our tradition and the stories of our homes and the stories of our parents have given us so that we will always have the courage and faith to overcome all our problems. Let us hope that we will always have this courage and faith so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

Coming Home From Ramallah (Email)
by Zev Roth

(The son of a Jewish woman and an Arab man struggles with his identity. A true story. www.aish.com)

After the concluding prayer, Dan quickly walked to the front of the shul in Jerusalem, said “Good Shabbos” to the rabbi and a few other people he knew, and at once made his way toward the back. Time to get home and make Kiddush for the family.
On his way out, a sudden impulse struck him and he turned around to watch the people filing out. His eyes slowly scanned the shul. Was there anyone who needed a place to eat? “Who’s that sitting toward the side wall? I know almost everyone here, and I don’t believe he’s been here before.”
Dan approached the young man, scanning him with an experienced eye. Dungarees, backpack, dark skin, curly black hair ‑‑ looks Sephardi, maybe Moroccan.
A moment more for consideration, and he was moving toward the boy with his hand extended in welcome. “Good Shabbos. My name is Dan Eisenblatt. Would you like to eat at my house tonight?”
The young man’s face broke in an instant from a worried look to a toothy smile. “Yeah, thanks. My name is Machi.” The young man picked up his backpack, and together they walked out of the shul.

My Favorite Song
A few minutes later they were all standing around Dan’s Shabbos table. As soon as the family started singing Shalom Aleichem, Dan noticed that his guest wasn’t singing along. “Maybe he’s shy, or can’t sing,” he surmised. The guest gave another one of his toothy smiles and followed along, limping badly but obviously trying his best.

Even after the meal began and the guest had relaxed somewhat, he still seemed a bit fidgety and was mostly silent. Dan picked up the signal and kept the conversation general, and centered his remarks on the weekly Torah portion, mixed with small talk about current events. After the fish, Dan noticed his guest leafing through his songbook, apparently looking for something. He asked with a smile, “is there a song you want to sing? I can help if you’re not sure about the tune.”
The guest’s face lit up, a startling change. “There is a song I’d like to sing, but I can’t find it here. I really liked what we sang in the synagogue tonight. What was it called? Something ‘dodi.’”
Dan paused for a moment, on the verge of saying, “It’s not usually sung at the table,” but then he caught himself. “if that’s what the kid wants,” he thought, “what’s the harm?” Aloud he said, “You mean Lecha Dodi. Wait, let me get you a siddur.”
Once they had sung Lecha Dodi, the young man resumed his silence until after the soup, when Dan asked him, “Which song now?” The guest looked embarrassed, but after a bit of encouragement said firmly, “I’d really like to sing Lecha Dodi again.”
Dan was not really all that surprised when, after the chicken, he asked his guest what song now, and the young man said, “Lecha Dodi, please.” Dan almost blurted out, “Let’s sing it a little softer this time, the neighbors are going to think I’m nuts,” but thought better of it. Finally it got to be too much for Dan. “Don’t you want to sing something else?” he suggested gently.
His guest blushed and looked down. “I just really like that one,” he mumbled. “Just something about it ‑‑ I really like it.” In all, they must have sung “The Song” eight or nine times. Dan wasn’t sure ‑‑ he lost count.

Machmud Ibn-Esh-Sharif
Later, when they had a quiet time to talk, Dan said, “I was just wondering, we haven’t had more than a few moments to chat. Where are you from?” The boy looked pained, then stared down at the floor and said softly, “Ramallah.”
Dan’s heart skipped a beat. He was sure he’d heard the boy say “Ramallah,” a large Arab city on the West Bank. Quickly he caught himself, and then realized that he must have said Ramleh, an Israeli city. Dan said, “Oh, I have a cousin there. Do you know Ephraim Warner? He lives on Herzl Street.”
The young man shook his head sadly. “There are no Jews in Ramallah.”
Dan gasped. He really had said “Ramallah”! His thoughts were racing. Did he just spend Shabbos with an Arab? Wait a minute! Take a deep breath and let’s get this straightened out. Giving his head a quick shake he told the boy, “I’m sorry, I’m a bit confused. And now that I think of it, I haven’t even asked your full name. What is it, please?”
The boy looked terrified for a moment, then squared his shoulders and said quietly, “Machmud Ibn‑esh‑Sharif.”
Machmud was looking even more terrified now; obviously he could tell what Dan was thinking. Hurriedly he said, “Wait! I’m Jewish. I’m just trying to find out where I belong.” Dan stood there speechless. What could he say?
Machmud broke the silence hesitantly: “I was born and grew up in Ramallah. I was taught to hate my Jewish oppressors, and to think that killing them was heroism. But I always had my doubts. I mean, we were taught that the Sunna, the tradition, says, ‘No one of you is a believer until he desires for his brother that which he desires for himself.’ I used to sit and wonder, weren’t the Yahud (Jews) people, too? Didn’t they have the right to live the same as us? If we’re supposed to be good to everyone, how come nobody includes Jews in that?
“I asked these questions to my father, and he threw me out of the house. Just like that, with nothing but the clothes on my back. By now my mind was made up: I was going to run away and live with the Yahud, until I could find out what they were really like.”
Family Photo
Machmud continued:

“I snuck back into the house that night, to get my things and my backpack.
My mother caught me in the middle of packing. She looked pale and upset, but she was quiet and gentle to me, and after a while she got me to talk. I told her that I wanted to go live with the Jews for a while and find out what they’re really like, and maybe I would even want to convert.
“She was turning more and more pale while I said all this, and I thought she was angry, but that wasn’t it. Something else was hurting her, and she whispered, ‘You don’t have to convert. You already are a Jew.’
“I was shocked. My head started spinning, and for a moment I couldn’t speak. Then I stammered, ‘What do you mean?’
“‘In Judaism,’ she told me, ‘the religion goes according to the mother. I’m Jewish, so that means you’re Jewish.’
“I never had any idea my mother was Jewish. I guess she didn’t want anyone to know. She sure didn’t feel too good about her life, because she whispered suddenly, ‘I made a mistake by marrying an Arab man. In you, my mistake will be redeemed.’
“My mother always talked that way, poetic-like. She went and dug out some old documents, and handed them to me: things like my birth certificate and her old Israeli ID card, so I could prove I was a Jew. I’ve got them here, but I don’t know what to do with them.
“My mother hesitated about one piece of paper. Then she said, ‘You may as well take this. It is an old photograph of my grandparents, which was taken when they went looking for the grave of some great ancestor of ours. They went up north and found the grave, and that’s when this picture was taken.”‘
Dan gently put his hand on Machmud’s shoulder. Machmud looked up, scared and hopeful at the same time. Dan asked, “Do you have the photo here?”
The boy’s face lit up. “Sure! I always carry it with me.” He reached in his backpack and pulled out an old, tattered envelope.
Dan gingerly took the photo from the envelope, picked up his glasses, and looked carefully at it. The first thing that stood out was the family group: an old-time Sephardi family from the turn of the century.
Then he focused on the grave they were standing around. When he read the gravestone inscription, he nearly dropped the photo. He rubbed his eyes to make sure. There was no doubt. This was a grave in the old cemetery in Tzfat, and the inscription identified it as the grave of the great Kabbalist and tzaddik Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz ‑‑ the author of “Lecha Dodi.”
Dan’s voice quivered with excitement as he explained to Machmud who his ancestor was. “He was a friend of the Arizal, a great Torah scholar, a tzaddik, a mystic. And Machmud, your ancestor wrote that song we were singing all Shabbos: Lecha Dodi!” This time it was Machmud’s turn to be struck speechless. Dan slowly stood up from the bed, still in awe about what had happened. He extended his trembling hand and said, “Welcome home, Machmud. Now how about picking a new name for yourself.”
Reprinted with permission from “Monsey, Kiryat Sefer, and Beyond,”
(http://www.targum.com/store/Roth.html) by Zev Both (Targum Press, 2002).
The story is true; the names have been changed.

PURIM 2000
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

I am very happy to be here today at the bat mitzvah of my granddaughter, Aviva. She is a wonderful young lady who has worked very hard to make this celebration meaningful to her and to you. I also want to salute my son, Elie, and his wife, Naomi, for doing such a wonderful job raising their children.

I am reminded of the story they tell about a man taking up three seats in movie theater. This was a very popular movie, and the theater owner needed the man to take only one seat. The usher came over and said, ”Please sit up.” The man said, “umummmummm.” The usher went and got the manager. The manager said, “Sir, you have to sit up.” The man replied, “ummummmummm.” The manager then asked, “Where are you from?” The man replied, “I’m from the balcony.” I want you to know, Aviva, that you are not from the balcony. You are from a family who loves and cares for you and which has traditions which go back all the way to Abraham.
Rabbi Soloveitchik said that the reason why only Jacob was known by the appellation taken was because only he interacted with this grandchildren. Only he taught them and worked with them. Aviva, when you grow up and have a family of your own, I hope you will involve your children’s grandparents in the life of the family. The rabbis tell us that a three-braided cord is not broken. If a child sees how not only his parents but grandparents deal with life, he can more readily see how Judaism applies throughout the generation.
Aviva, you talked about Purim. You learned the Megillah Esther. The question can be asked, why is it that Purim is celebrated in the second Adar of the two Adars and not the first Adar? After all, we have the concept of Zereezim L’Mitzvahs, which means that we should always try to do the mitzvahs as soon as possible. The rabbis tell us the reason why Purim is in the second Adar is because Purim is tied to Pesach. The events of Purim actually happened on Pesach. Esther fasted on Pesach, the meals that she invited the king and Haman to were on Pesach, and, of course, the liquor served was Pesachdik, and Haman was hung on Pesach. Normally, we could not fast on Pesach, but this was a case of life and death.
The rabbis also ask, why is it that we do not say Hallel on Purim? They give three reasons. The first reason is because we read the Megillah, and we can say, so what? You could still read the Megillah and say Hallel. The second reason given is because we only say Hallel on the miracles that happened in the land of Israel, but what about our saying Hallel on Pesach? After all, the miracles of Pesach happened in Egypt. Of course, you could claim that this rule of not saying Hallel except for a miracle that happened in Israel only took effect after Joshua conquered Israel, but that is not too satisfactory. After all, the patriarchs lived in Israel before the Jewish people went down to Egypt. The third reason given is because after the miracle of Purim, nothing really happened. The status quo was restored. Nothing really changed. A bad thing was just averted. Purim, then, does not celebrate any change of status. The Jewish people were servants of Achashverosh before Purim and they were servants of Achashverosh after Purim. Pesach signifies a redemptive movement forward. Therefore, we do not say Hallel on Purim.

We all know, too, that a bat mitzvah really just restores the status quo of a human being. When a baby is born, the rabbis say that the baby has a selfish instinct. After all, a baby cries and wants to be fed. A baby cries and wants to be changed. A baby cries and wants to be held. A baby is not interested in doing mitzvahs. However, when a girl turns 12, she now has the capacity to do good things. She has attained the status of a full human being. She now is religiously responsible for her acts. That’s why, according to Rabbi Avadia Yosef, we are obligated to have a Seudas Mitzvah, a party with words of Torah because a young lady now can do things, can now do mitzvahs, can now help bring redemption to the world. The rabbis tell us that the Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt because they did not change their names, they did not change their language, they did not change their dress, and they helped one another. To bring redemption, to make a change in the world for the better, we have to be proud of who we are, and we have to be willing to help each other.

This week we also read the Torah portion, Tzav. In it, we learn about how we are not supposed to eat blood or the fat that was offered on the altar. The rabbis teach us that we are not supposed to do this because the blood and the fat symbolize something very important in human relationships. The blood is actually the biggest organ in the body. It is not generally conceived of as an organ, but it is. It is the organ which connects all the parts of the body together. It provides food and removes waste. It is comparable to trust in human society. Without trust, nothing can be accomplished. We must all act responsibly. We must learn to keep our word and do our share. This is how we bring about redemption to the world. The fat symbolizes excess and intolerance. Many people try to use Torah and mitzvahs to social climb. They like to look down on others and stick their nose in the air, and say they are better than everybody else. They do this, too, in material matters, and say, “I am richer than you, so I am better than you,” or, “I have more education than you, so I am better than you.” This is excess. This is not the way we are supposed to be. We are supposed to treat each other with respect and integrity and not condescend to people or look down on them. Aviva, I hope that you will always be a tolerant individual who will do what you are supposed to do, that you will always promote trust in the community and not dissension.
Aviva, I hope and pray that you will always want to help others, that you will always, through your actions, bring the redemption of the Jewish people and the world a little closer, that you will always want to imitate the ways of your parents, and you will always be open handed and open hearts so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

PURIM 2000
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We know that the day before Purim is Tanes Esther, the fast of Esther. However, from the Megillah, we know that the fast of Esther did not take place the day before Pesach. The fast that Esther asked all the Jewish people to fast occurred right before Pesach and on Pesach. In fact, all the events of Purim really happened on Pesach. Esther and the Jewish people fasted on Pesach, and the two parties to which Haman and Achashverosh came to happened on Pesach, and Haman was actually hung on Pesach on the gallows he prepared for Mordechai.

Also, when we have a leap year, like we have this year, and have two Adars, we place Purim in the second Adar and not in the first Adar. Usually, there is a principle which says we are supposed to do the mitzvahs zealously as soon as possible, so we would think that Purim should be in the first Adar and not in the second Adar. We place Purim in the second Adar because Purim and Pesach are tied together. We cannot fast normally on Pesach. It is against Jewish law, unless there is a life threatening situation, as there was during the time of Esther and Mordechai. We remember their fast, though, by fasting on the day before Purim.
On Purim, we do not say Hallel. There are three reasons given for this. One, we do not say Hallel because we read the Megillah in its place. The second reason given is because we only say Hallel for miracles which happened in the land of Israel. This argument is hard to sustain because we do say Hallel on Pesach, and all the miracles of Pesach happened outside the land of Israel. Some people say, however, that this rule of not saying Hallel for miracles outside the land of Israel did not begin until the Jewish people entered the land of Israel under Joshua. This could be contested, though, because the Jewish people did live in the land of Israel before the Egyptian bondage. Our forefathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, lived there. The third reason given is because the miracle of Purim was really not a miracle which brought a change in the Jewish condition. The Jewish people were totally dependent upon Achashverosh before the miracle, and they were still totally dependent upon Achashverosh after the miracle. All Purim did was restore the condition of the Jews the way it was before Haman’s decree, but nothing fundamentally changed. Another Haman could arise and make another decree. Pesach, on the other hand, saw great change in the Jewish condition. They were no longer slaves. They had been redeemed. Purim really speaks about the precarious condition of the Jewish people in exile.

The events of Purim are tied to Pesach because Purim is incomplete. The events of Purim just gave us another chance to try to achieve true redemption. It is not enough just to return to the status quo. Purim is incomplete without Pesach. The events of Purim happened on Pesach to teach us that we need to work, not just to maintain the status quo or return to the status quo, but we must work for the redemption. We must all work to try to make this world a better place. Let us all hope and pray that we will always remember that. It is not enough just to have the status quo; we must go forward. Hopefully, if we will go forward with the correct dedication and devotion, G-d will see this and the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

Rabbi’s Column
To:  The Jewish Herald-Voice
From:  Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

WHAT REALITY DO YOU SEE?

Many people today are struck by a strange phenomenon which has really startled them. Many people who felt that religion in general, and Judaism in particular, were an out-of-date throwback to the Middle Ages, now find that highly educated, professional people, many with two or three degrees, are turning increasingly back to Judaism. This especially confuses many people who were raised with the notion that the more educated a person became, the less he would have to do with the superstition called religion.

These people have, in the main, given up all thoughts of a religion which demands self‑discipline and study in order to achieve man’s purposes as well as to achieve satisfaction, joy and hope and, instead, have opted for the total gratification of all their senses in order to achieve what they believe are life’s proper goals. They cannot understand why anybody would want to limit the so-called freedom and pleasures of the modern world in order to practice the Jewish religion.
Perhaps the best way to answer these people is to tell them about the holiday of Purim. Purim is a strange holiday. At first glance, it seems to be nothing more than a superficial masquerade party‑type holiday. It doesn’t seem to have much substance to it and its basic message seems to be not much more than mindless merriment and gay spoofing. Drink, forget the world, pretend it’s something it’s not, that seems to be the story of Purim.
However, the rabbis treat Purim as something much more than that. They considered Purim to be so important that they compared Yom Kippur to Purim and they said that Yom Kippur was a day like Purim. In Hebrew, the word Yom Kippur is also known as Yom Kippurim and “ki” in Hebrew means “like” or “as”. They even said that in the days of the Messiah all other holidays, including Yom Kippur, will disappear but not Purim.
Purim, then, is to the rabbis an important holiday. It is an important holiday to them because it exemplifies Judaism’s perception of the world. At first glance, everything in the world seems cut and dry. The world seems to operate according to its own rules. Natural laws seem immutable. G-d really doesn’t seem to exist. Religion seems to be at best silly and at worst dehumanizing. Everything whether it’s the working of a king’s court or a scientific experiment, seems to be rigidly determined by scientific laws. And, the fact of the matter is, Purim recognizes the surface plausibility of this argument because throughout the whole Megillah, G-d’s name is not mentioned even once. One should just live and be merry because, really, that’s all there is seems to be the opening theme of the Megillah.
But on closer inspection, as the Purim story unfolds, we see that strange sets of coincidences occur which always make for right triumphing over might. Miracles occur which don’t look like miracles at all. They look just like products of human actions. But they aren’t. G-d works through us, and sometimes, in spite of us. The world looks on its surface oblivious to G-d’s designs, but on closer inspection we see that He is working.

He’s not working in the simple‑minded way we imagined when we were children, but in a much more subtle way. Even on a scientific level, we know that because of the “uncertainty principles”, all of our scientific laws are just probabilities and not rigid fixed rules which apply for every molecule. Even science seems to be saying that G‑d can intervene in anything He wants to, while at the same time, not seeming to at all. This, of course, is the message of Purim.
At first glance, there seems to be no G-d and no need for religion but the closer we look into things, the more we can see His hand working. G-d is always there to help and console us if we will but be worthy. We all have an unseen ally even when it looks like He isn’t there.
This, I believe, is the answer to those people who are so startled to find that so many young educated people are turning once again to religion. These young educated people understand the story of Purim. To them the mask of Purim has been revealed. They know that religion is not just for life‑turning events but is something that reflects the reality of the universe.

May we all fully appreciate the lessons of Purim, and may we all realize that not only sentiment but also reality demands that we recognize Judaism’s value and values.
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