Let Our Will Be Your Will

R. Yonatan Cohen, Congregation Beth Israel

In Memory of Eli Resnikoff, z”l and Esther Schickman, 2”1

Shabbat HaGadol 5770

1. Dayenu

How many levels of favors has the Omnipresent One bestowed upon us!

If He had brought us out from Egypt, and had not carried out judgments against
them Dayenu, it would have sufficed us! [...]

If He had given us the Torah, and had not brought us into the land of Israel Dayenu,
it would have sufficed us!

If He had brought us into the land of Israel, and had not built for us the Holy Temple
Dayenu, it would have sufficed us!
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2. Mishnah Pesachim 10:6

How far does one recite Hallel [prior to the Passover meal]? Beth Shammai maintain:

Until ‘As a joyous mother of children,” while Beth Hillel say: Until ‘The flint into a
fountain of waters,” afterwards one concludes with a blessing of redemption. R.
Tarfon used to say: ‘Who redeemed us and our fathers from Egypt,” but he did not
conclude [with a blessing]. R. Akiva said: ‘So may the Lord our God and God of our
fathers bring us to other holidays and festivals that will come to us in peace,
gladdened in the rebuilding of Your city, and joyful in Your service, and there we will
partake of the sacrifices and the Passover offerings, etc.” As far as ‘Blessed are You
God, Who redeemed Israel.’
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3. R. Obadiah of Bertinoro (15" Cen.), Commentary on Mishnah Pesachim 10:6

“Afterwards one concludes with a blessing of redemption” —[...] Since the
anonymous speaker of the Mishnah did not specify the content of this blessing, R.
Tarfon and R. Akiva each offered their own interpretations. R. Tarfon maintained
that one begins the blessing with “baruch” (blessed are You, etc.) and does not
conclude it by repeating “baruch” (blessed are You, etc.) at the very end, similar to
the case of blessings for fruits and blessings recited prior to the performance of
mitzvoth, which is the standard form for blessings of thanksgiving. In contrast, R.
Akiva maintained that we also conclude the blessing with “baruch” (blessed are You,
etc.), for one adds to the blessing placating (ritzoy) and supplicating words, such as
“so may the Lord...bring us to other holidays, etc.”
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4. Kaplan, Zvi. "Tarfon." Encyclopaedia Judaica. Ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. 2nd ed. Vol. 19. Detroit:

Macmillan Reference USA, 2007. 512-513. Gale Virtual Reference Library. Web. 25 Mar. 2010.

TARFON tanna in the generation after the destruction of the Temple in 70 C.E.; one of the leading scholars of Yavneh .
Tarfon was a priest. The Temple was still standing in his youth, and he recounts what he saw there (TJ, Yoma 1:1; 3:7; et al.).
He may have studied under Johanan b. Zakkai , but in any case it is certain that he already occupied an honored place
among the scholars of the second generation of tannaim (Yad. 4:3), and his greatness is expressed in the designations given
him: "the father of all Israel" and "the teacher of all Israel." [...] Tarfon's main disputant was Akiva and many halakhic
discussions between them are recorded. He is also mentioned among the scholars who were with Akiva in Bene-Berak on
the night of Passover "and spoke about the Exodus from Egypt the whole of that night" (according to the Passover
Haggadah, cf. Tosef. Pes. 10:12). Akiva esteemed Tarfon as "a publicly recognized expert" (Sanh. 33a), and was most
particular about his dignity, calling him ha-zaken ("the elder"; Sif. Num. 148; Men. 68b). This esteem was mutual, and Tarfon




addressed Akiva as "my teacher and master" (Kal.) and said to him: "anyone who is separated from you is as if he is
separated from life" (Sifra, Nedavah 4:5; et al.). On the other hand there is a difference of opinion in the Talmud (Ket. 84b)

as to whether Tarfon was the teacher or the colleague of Akiva.

5. BT Gittin 56a-56b

The biryoni [zealot bands who defended Jerusalem] were then in the city. The
Rabbis said to them: Let us go out and make peace with them [the Romans].
They would not let them, but on the contrary said, Let us go out and fight them.
The Rabbis said: You will not succeed. They then rose up and burnt the stores of
wheat and barley so that a famine ensued...

Abba Sikra the head of the biryoni in Jerusalem was the son of the sister of
Rabban Johanan b. Zakkai. [The latter] sent to him saying, Come to visit me
privately. When he came he said to him, How long are you going to carry on in
this way and kill all the people with starvation? He replied: What can | do? If | say
a word to them, they will kill me. He said: Devise some plan for me to escape.
Perhaps | shall be able to save a little. He said to him: Pretend to be ill, and let
everyone come to inquire about you. Bring something ill smelling and put it by
you so that they will say you are dead. Let then your disciples get under your
bed, but no others, so that they shall not notice that you are still light, since they
know that a living being is lighter than a corpse. He did so, and R. Eliezer went
under the bier from one side and R. Joshua from the other.... They opened a
town gate for him and he got out.

When he reached the Romans he said, Peace to you, O king, peace to you, O
king. He [Vespasian] said: Your life is forfeit on two counts, one because | am not
a king and you call me king, and again, if | am a king, why did you not come to
me before now? He replied: As for your saying that you are not a king, in truth
you are a king, since if you were not a king Jerusalem would not be delivered
into your hand... As for your question, why if you are a king, | did not come to
you till now, the answer is that the biryoni among us did not let me...

At this point a messenger came to him from Rome saying, Up, for the
Emperor is dead, and the notables of Rome have decided to make you head [of
the State]...He [Vespasian] said to him; | am now going, and will send someone
to take my place. You can, however, make a request of me and | will grant it. He
said to him: Give me Yavneh and its Wise Men, and the family chain of Rabban
Gamaliel, and physicians to heal R. Zadok. R. Joseph, or some say R. Akiba,
applied to him the verse, ‘[God] turns wise men backward and makes their
knowledge foolish’. He ought to have said to him; Let them [the Jews] off this
time. He, however, thought that so much he would not grant, and so even a little
would not be saved.
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6. BT Brachot 28b

When Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai fell ill, his disciples went in to visit him. When
he saw them he began to weep. His disciples said to him: Lamp of Israel, pillar of
the right hand, mighty hammer! Why do must you weep? He replied: If | were
being taken today before a human king who is here today and tomorrow in the
grave, whose anger, if he is angry with me, does not last forever, who, if he
imprisons me, does not imprison me forever, and who, if he puts me to death,
does not put me to everlasting death, and whom | can persuade with words and
bribe with money, even so | would weep. Now that | am being taken before the
supreme King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, who lives and endures
forever and ever, whose anger, if He is angry with me, is an everlasting anger,
who if He imprisons me imprisons me forever, who if He puts me to death puts
me to death for ever, and whom | cannot persuade with words or bribe with
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attain this]! You can see [how important this is], for when a man wants to
commit a transgression, he says, | hope no man will see me. At the moment of
his departure he said to them: Remove the vessels so that they shall not become
unclean, and prepare a throne for Hezekiah the king of Judah who is coming.

7. R. J. B. Soloveitchik, The Rav Speaks, pp. 51-52

Rav Yochanan had to render his decision instantaneously. The decision was intuitive. Who at the time could foresee how
Vespasian would react to a plea to spare Jerusalem? This difficult question, perhaps the most difficult question in Jewish
history, Rav Yochanan had to decide by himself, without consultation with colleagues, in a fleeting moment! He was
therefore never certain that he had decided correctly. On the one hand it appeared to him that he could have influenced
Vespasian to spare Jerusalem, as Rav Yosef and Rabbi Akiba thought, and his heart bled at not having asked for it. On the
other hand, he thought: “It was forbidden to place in possible danger the lives of the sages of Yavneh and the Oral Law and
Tradition”. Notwithstanding the sanctity and importance of the Temple, national existence is not dependent on it. However,
without the Oral Law and Tradition, the Jewish people would not continue to exist even for a brief period of time.

How great was his distress, what mental anguish he suffered, how many restless nights and sorrow-filled days ensued for
Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai because of this doubt. We cannot even imagine it. Thus it was that in the last moments of his life,
when parting from his disciples, he declared that above all else he most feared the reckoning that he would have to render
before God for his decision. There were two paths — one correct, the other not correct; one leading to paradise, the other to
hell. But when it comes to such decisions, no man born of woman can know if he had taken the correct path.

If the great Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai never ceased blaming himself for that historic decision, assuredly the dilemma of
the two paths must always be before us as well. We should not vaingloriously assume that our actions are always the right
ones.

8. Aryeh Eldad, Polmos HaChurban vLekachav (Polemics of the Destruction and its Lessons)

Seemingly, Rav Yochanan ben Zakkai’s actions preserved Judaism in a new form that firmly set the Diaspora as a viable
option for the existence of the Jewish people [i.e. as a people without need for a land]. 1900 years of history seemingly
proved that R. Yochanan was right and that the rebels were wrong. Then the 20" century came and proved the very
opposite: life in the Diaspora, the fruit of the labors of Yavneh and its sages ultimately brought about a great destruction.
Had the Jews rebelled earlier against the nations of the world, had the Jews established the State of Israel sooner, perhaps a
third of the nation would have been saved from annihilation, and millions of others from destruction or assimilation.
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10. R. J. B. Soloveitchik, An Exalted Evening, pp. 109-110

When Maimonides describes the order of events on the fifteenth night of Nisan (Hilkhot Hamez u-Mazzah 8:1), he “forgets”
temporarily that he is living approximately one thousand years after the destruction of the Temple and paints the image of
the service of this holy festival night in the wealth of colors that dazzle the eyes, that reflect the Passover service as it was
celebrated thousands of years ago in ancient Jerusalem and as it once again will be celebrated in the era of the Messiah.
Our great master pays no attention to the cruel and bitter present. However, from time to time, he bestirs himself from his
ideal dream and romantic vision and finds himself confronted with an exile filled with nightmares and terrors. He states,
“So, Lord, our God...bring us to other festivals happy in the building of the city and joyous in Your service...” The present
time is only a historical anomaly. The halakhah remains in full force, and we hope for and eagerly await the day of Israel’s
redemption when the ideal world will triumph over the profane reality.




11. Rambam, Commentary on Mishanah Pesachim 10:6

The halakhah (law) is in accordance with R. Akiva.
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12. Kiddush for the Second Cup

Blessed are You, G-d, our G-d, King of the universe, who has redeemed us and
redeemed our fathers from Egypt, and brought us to this night to eat matzah
and maror. So may the Lord our God and God of our fathers bring us to other
holidays and festivals that will come to us in peace, gladdened in the
rebuilding of Your city, and joyful in Your service. Then we shall eat of the
sacrifices and of the Passover-offerings whose blood shall be sprinkled on the

wall of Your altar for acceptance (le’ratzon, literally - satisfactory to

Your WiII); and we shall thank You with a new song for our redemption and for
the deliverance of our souls. Blessed are You, G-d, who redeemed Israel.
Blessed are You, L-rd, our G-d, King of the universe, who creates the fruit of
the vine.
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13. Rav Kook, Mussar Avicha (Your Father’s Teachings)

The Will (Ratzon)

1. It is necessary that the general will be developed to its full potency. Then it
is to be conditioned toward holiness. The customary method of its training
must be the same for old and young; the will must be enhanced, strengthened,
purified and given a bent to idealism, all at the same time.

4. How high man can rise! He can make his will an active and dominant force in
the world, radiating blessing on anyone he chooses and influencing life
according to his aspirations. “’/And be a blessing’ (Gen. 12:2) — you will be a
channel of blessing” (Genesis Rabbah 39). One must note clearly this concept
of the nature of man and the world, of man’s controlling influence on
existence. From this lofty height man descends into the practical world and
exerts practical domination in external matters, to put nature under his sway.
But this is only the outer robe of the inner control, of being a blessing, of
blessings being bestowed through him according to his will and speech. “You
shall decree, and it shall be established for you, a light will shine in you always”
(Job 22:28).
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14. Nirtzah - prayer of Acceptance (Conclusion of the Seder)

Ended is the Pesach Seder as the Law commands,
Its symbols and rules done by our hands;

As we were worthy to order it here,

So may we do it next year!

Pure One who dwells in the heavens on high,
Raise up Your people, countless to the eye,

Soon may You lead those You planted strong

To freedom in Zion in glorious song!

Next year in Jerusalem!
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