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When the news of the Tsunami came the general response of the world was overwhelming.  Somehow people connected to the Tsunami in a way that people did not connect to other tragedies.  Huge amounts of charity were raised in record breaking speed.

In an email, my friend, Rabbi Jack Riemer, shared with me some information about Save The Children Fund.  

“Ordinarily Save the Children usually raises about thirty to fifty thousand dollars a month. In the first five days after the disaster it took in MORE THAN TEN MILLION DOLLARS FROM THE INTERNET ALONE! The local post office in Westport, Connecticut, where Save the Children is headquartered, had to put on extra workers to handle the checks that came in by mail. The bank in Jakarta, Indonesia, where Save the Children had an account, could simply not supply enough rupiah, the Indonesian currency, with which to convert the dollars that the organization received and so Save the Children had to open new accounts in as many other banks as it could find. 


Everyone at the Save the Children's national office has been drafted to handle the mail. Even the receptionist is overwhelmed by the number of people who come to the door of the office bringing donations. Six more phone lines have had to be installed, phone lines that are high speed and high volume, in order to deal with the deluge of calls from people trying to make donations. There are now twenty five phones with 800 numbers going full time, and a phalanx of volunteers is now working handling the calls. Until the catastrophe they were handling around a hundred and fifty calls a day. Now they handle seven hundred calls an hour! They used to have four people handling the mail; now they have twenty five and they can barely keep up. Each check has to be validated and endorsed and deposited; each donor's name has to be entered into the computer.”  
Save the Children is but one charity providing relief in the area.  Ruth Messenger, President of AJWS told me last week that her organization has also been besieged with donations.  The flow of charitable money seems unprecedented.
This is amazing news.  Yet, there is a small part of me that feels just a little uncomfortable with all of these donations.  

Let me explain.  Our parsha this morning discusses the redemption of the Benei Yisrael from Egypt.  The story is known as the greatest revelation of God’s presence in history.
God manifests Himself in plague after plague, miracle after miracle that He brings upon the Egyptians.   Then, greatest of all, is God’s appearance at the splitting of the sea.  It is the most public miracle in the entire Bible.
The interesting point about this story as it is told in our parsha is that it parallels another redemption story found in our Bible—the story of Purim as seen in Megillat Esther.  But the Purim story is not a revealed miracle; it is the most hidden miracle of all the miracles of the Bible.

A close look at the text shows that there is an intentional parallelism drawn between the two stories.  I’ll just share with you a few examples.  When the plague of darkness hits the Egyptians, we are told, “U-lekhol benei yisrael hayah or, for all of Israel there was light.”  The children of Israel are identified with light.  The only other time in the Bible where they are similarly identified with light is in the book of Esther, where we read, “la-yehudim haytah orah, for the Jewish people there was light.”

Consider the way, Moshe, a prince of Egypt is described by the text, “ha-ish moshe gadol me-od be-eretz mitzrayim be-enei avdei pharaoh u-ve-enei ha-am, the man Moshe was very great in the land of Egypt both in the eyes of the servants of Pharaoh and in the eyes of the people.”  So too, we are told about Mordekhai—the hero of Purim who rises in the court of Achashverosh—“ki ha-ish Mordekhai holekh ve-gadol, for the man Mordekhai grew great.”
The word that that describes the miracle of Purim is, “ve-na-hapakhu,” meaning everything turned upside down.  The Jewish people had been heading towards destruction, but somehow Mordekhai and Esther turned everything on its head, and the Jewish people were saved.  This word is a rare word in the Bible.  But it also appears in this week’s parshah.  We are told that God returned the locusts to the sea, “Va-ya-hafokh hashem.”  God brought a new wind from the sea to remove the locusts.  God also turned around the slavery of the Jews.
Indeed, the very word Purim, which means hidden, has a similarity to the villain of the Exodus story, Pharaoh.   Its two main letters—Peh and Reish—are the same.  At its core, it’s the same word; it directly connects the two stories.
And, of course, the over-arching theme of the two stories is the same.  Both concern a crucial victory of the Jewish people over a king and a nation that would cruelly persecute them.  Both stories end with the Jewish people utterly destroying their enemies.  

The Talmud (Shabbat 88a) already recognized that the two redemption stories are very similar.  It states, “kimu mah she-kiblu kvar, in the Purim story they reaccepted and fulfilled that which they had already accepted in the Exodus story.”

In the Exodus story the Jewish people needed God’s involvement in the miracle of the redemption to take place in a way that was perfectly clear and obvious.  However, in the Purim story, they didn’t have that need.  In the Purim story, God’s involvement is hidden.  We don’t see it at all.  God’s name doesn’t even appear in the Book of Esther.

In the Purim story, the Jewish people could see with more clarity.  They understood without needing to see that the hand of God was present; whereas in the Exodus story, the miracles needed to be fully revealed. 

What changed?  What allowed the generation of the Purim story to see the presence of God with greater understanding and insight than the generation of the Exodus?  
There are many answers to this question, but this week one in particular resonates for me.  The generation of the Exodus had lived through hard times—slavery and persecution.  But they never knew any better.  They were always enslaved.  That’s why they needed Moshe, a free person to come and redeem them.

The hardship of the generation of the Purim story was comparatively much worse.  They had known what it was to be free; they had in their possession the Temple, and then they lost it when the Temple was destroyed and they were carried away as slaves into exile.  Their pain was much deeper. They had reached the height of glory and had seen it all destroyed.  Their devastation was even greater than the Exodus generation.

Precisely, because their devastation was greater, we can also say that their ability to see God’s hand and presence in this world was also greater.  A friend of mine always tells me, “The greatest general is the one who has lost a war.”  Or, as the song goes, “without a hurt, the heart is hollow.”  The greater the struggles and pain that one has experienced in life, the greater that person can see the world. 
The generation of Purim could see with greater clarity because they had lived through greater struggles.

This is what makes me uncomfortable about the way we are giving charity to the people in South Asia.  Even while we are helping them, we must remember that they can help us even more.  When people have experienced such pain and suffering, they are not charity cases, they are our teachers…our guides, our rebbes.  We can give them money, but they can give us back so much more.  As individuals, they can really teach us about life.

In his commentary, on this week’s portion, R. Samson Raphael Hirsch writes (12:4), “It is not that the poor need the rich, the rich need the poor.”  The poor will be fine.  Their basic needs will always be met.  But, they can see the world –because of their struggles—with greater clarity, than the rich.

Since I have been here, I have been talking about the need to make our Synagogue wheel-chair accessible.   Recently, we got a six figure proposal from a contractor.  I mentioned this to a friend of mine (who is not a member of this congregation) and he said to me, “If you had the money, don’t you think you should spend it on trying to bring a thousand people to Synagogue, rather than trying to bring one or two people to Synagogue?”

But what if that one person is the greatest rabbi of all time?  Imagine how much he or she could teach us!

That’s the way we have to look at people in wheelchairs or people struggling with other physical/mental challenges in life—or people halfway around the world faced with a giant disaster.  We have to look at them as though they are the greatest rabbis.  They are our teachers.  They have experienced the struggles of life.  They can see the hidden things of life, while most of us can only see the revealed.  If we don’t make room for people with struggles, then we ourselves will be lacking.  We will lack our guides and our teachers.  

Right now the people in South Asia need our money, but let’s never forget…they can see what we can’t.
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