	
	

	
	


Seeing the Glory

Pesach Day 8

Here is an AP news story you might have missed: An 82-year-old woman in Los Angeles recently received a $114 ticket for taking too long to cross a street. Mayvis Coyle said she began shuffling with her cane across Foothill Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley when the light was green, but was unable to make it to the other side before it turned red. The officer told her she was obstructing traffic. Others supported Coyle's contention that the light in question doesn't give people enough time to cross the busy, five-lane boulevard. "I can go halfway, then the light changes," said Edith Krause, 78, who uses an electric cart because she has difficulty walking. On Friday, the light changed too quickly even for high school students to make it across without running. It went from green to red in 20 seconds.

On the seventh day of Pesach we read from the Torah about the splitting of the sea, but let us focus today on the people who might have had difficulty walking across the sea. Was the ground smooth or bumpy? Did the legs of the elderly get caught up in the mush of the sea floor? When they looked over and saw the Egyptians chasing did they quicken their pace? What about the people who couldn’t walk any faster…the tired, the elderly, the young, or the sick?

About this one can only conjecture. One assumes from the text that everyone was able to make it without too much difficulty. Perhaps this is a “hidden” miracle of the splitting of the sea—the fact that no one had physical trouble in crossing the sea.

Without explicitly stating so the Torah is teaching us an important lesson: the inclusive nature of the community. Everyone was able to cross the sea together.

This lesson of inclusiveness is also taught through another Biblical teaching about Pesach. Let’s say you wanted to celebrate a holiday on a different date. For example, Rosh Hashanah or Sukkot in Cheshvan instead of Tishrei. The answer is that you would not be allowed. The holidays need to be celebrated on the dates which the Torah assigned to them.

However, there is one exception to this rule. In the Book of Bamidbar we are told that a group came to Moshe and said we were tamei during Pesach and thus were unable to celebrate with the rest of the community. They cried out to Moshe, “Lamah nigarah, why should we be diminished?” Moshe goes to Hashem with this query. 

And so Hashem teaches Moshe the law of Pesach Sheni; i.e. ki yehiyeh tameh lanefesh o bederekh rechokah, if someone will be tamei or in a far away place, then they can bring the Paschal lamb exactly one month later on the 14th day of Iyar. 

Surprisingly, Pesach does not need to be celebrated on Pesach. Pesach is the only holiday where the Torah allows a do-over; a chance to make up for missing out on the Passover offering.

Why is Pesach unique? Why does Pesach alone offer people a second chance to perform the commandment? 

Perhaps it is because Pesach is the first holiday and if you miss the boat at the beginning then you have no chance.

Perhaps because Pesach celebrates freedom and the Torah allows everyone to understand freedom in order to help them properly perform the other commandments.

Perhaps Pesach is the essential holiday that underlies all the other holidays.

Or, perhaps it is because no one ever asked about the other holidays.

Whatever the reason, Hashem responds to the question, “Lamah nigarah, Why should we be diminished?” Hashem answers, “You should not be diminished!” 

An imperative of the holiday of Pesach is, “Not to diminish others.” We who were slaves in Egypt; we who were diminished on a daily basis, can not diminish others. We can certainly not diminish others on the holiday of Pesach. 

And, yet, we live in a world where elderly people--who the Torah commands us to honor--are given tickets for walking too slowly. We live in a fast paced world, where the question rarely asked is, “What have you done for me?” But, “What will you do for me?” 

But that’s a trap. It’s not the Torah way, which is mipnei seivah takum, rise before the elderly. Honor them.  Recognize their glory.  
The Torah way is to remember what it felt like to be diminished in Egypt and do not diminish others. 

How can we guard ourselves against this trap that our society presents us with? 

An answer to this question lies in the commandment to count the Omer. Between Pesach and Shavuot we are commanded to count for forty-nine days until we reach the holiday of Shavuot.

A quick review of this law: Leviticus 23:10 commands us to bring an Omer, an offering in the Temple from our first barley harvest of the season. And the Torah continues, “You must begin to count on the day that you bring your Omer offering and continue counting for seven complete weeks.”

Now that the Temple no longer exists we can no longer bring the Omer offering but we can still count seven complete weeks. However, according to some, the commandment to count the Omer is no longer biblically mandated, since without a Temple the Omer offering is no longer being brought. 

If there is no longer an Omer offering, why then are we counting the Omer today? Explains the Talmud, we count zekher le-mikdash. We count in order to remember the Temple.

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik explained that there are two types of mitzvoth that remember the Temple, zekher le-mikdash. (This idea is discussed in David Shapiro, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik on Pesach, Sefirat ha-omer and Shavuot.) One type focuses on the Temple in its desolate state. For example, there is a law that commands us to leave part of our home unfinished, a remembrance of the destroyed Temple. Another example is the commandment to break a glass under a chuppah.

A second type zekher lemikdash focuses on us remembering the former glory of the Temple. An example of this is the idea of taking a lulav and etrog for all seven days of sukkot as a remembrance of the way the mitzvah was practiced in the Temple. 

The mitzvah of counting the omer today can be classified as this second type of zekher le-mikdash. We count the Omer to remember the glorious days when a barley offering was waved in the Temple; we remember gloriously the days of the exodus when we crossed the sea, and walked towards Sinai; and we remember gloriously the days when we basked in God’s presence in the Sinai desert.

This idea of zekher le-mikdash is the key to being an inclusive community.  When we see a sick person, we too often see them in their “diminished” or “desolate” state without their glory. However, if we want to be an inclusive community, then our challenge must be to push ourselves to see them in their glory; to imagine how they once were; imagine how they used to look; imagine how everyone was drawn to them when they entered a room; imagine how everyone hung on their word; and imagine how when they used to walk in the street people would surround them hanging onto their coattails.
Zekher le-mikdash means that it is our job to remember the Temple the way it once stood.  So too, when we look at people, we must see the glory, and not the desolation.  If we train ourselves to see the glory, then we won’t fall into the trap of our society.  
This is the challenge of Yizkor.  As we remember our beloved departed ones, we should not remember them in their frailness, but in their vigor.   Its easy to see the destruction, but it is much harder to see the glory.  But the glory is there and it is magnificent.

As an elderly rabbi, Rabbi Soloveitchik once described his feelings teaching his much younger students:
The old Rebbe walks into the classroom crowded with students who are young enough to be his grandchildren.  He enters as an old man with wrinkled face, his eyes reflecting the fatigue and sadness of old age….For a moment, the Rebbe is gripped with pessimism, with tremors of uncertainty.  He asks himself, “Can there be a dialogue between an old teacher and young students, between a rebbe in his Indian summer and students enjoying the spring of their lives?”  The rebbe starts his shiur, uncertain as to how it will proceed.

Suddenly the door opens and an old man, much older than the Rebbe, enters.  He is the grandfather of the Rebbe, Reb Chaim Brisker….Many more visitors arrive some from the 11th, 12th, and 13th centuries, and others harking back to antiquity….These scholarly giants are bidden to take their seats. 

All speak one language; all are committed to a common vision….A Mesorah collegiality is achieved, a friendship, a comradeship of old and young….this joining of generations, this merger of identities will ultimately bring about the redemption of the Jewish people….The Messianic realization will witness the great dialogue of the generations.  

After a two or three hour shiur, the Rebbe emerges from the chamber young and rejuvenated.  He has defeated age.  The students look exhausted.  

Thus, the “old ones” of the past continue their great dialogue of the generations, ensuring an enduring commitment to the Mesorah.  This is the secret that will lead to the Messianic redemption.

(From Besdin, Man of Faith in the Modern World, Reflections of the Rav, volume 2.)

