President Joel, my esteemed colleagues- ראשי ישיבה of our Yeshiva, those on whose behalf- it’s not just my כבוד- on behalf of all the Rabbeim, those with whom I have learnt, primarily in our Yeshiva.  Members of the various boards of the yeshiva, and finally, my wife, Tova, who has been such a tower of strength and relationship of support, and our six wonderful children, מבקשי ה', עובדי ה'.
First I want to thank, generally for the award which has been given to me, but beyond that some of the things said here this evening, exaggerated as I am sure they are, but the sentiments- the hearts from which they emerged- are very close to me and a source of great gratification.
I have been asked to make some remarks in response to the things we have heard.  I do so, accepting the award on behalf of my colleagues, and all the תלמידים that have been at the center of all the success I have been able to achieve.  In responding to the remarks made over here, I want to focus on several points relating to הרבצת תורה, points which should be familiar to those present, but never the less should be reiterated and intensified.  In doing so, I refer to the most familiar and primary of texts to a Jewish boy or a Jewish girl: the סידור.  That part of the סידור, depending on which the סידור you have, that is at the very begging or shortly thereafter: the ברכות concerning תלמוד תורה, which we recite- men, women and children- daily.  ברכות התורה enjoy a special status according to some ראשונים.  The רמב"ם held that the חיוב to say ברכות התורה was מדאורייתא, and while it is not clear according to the רמב"ן that this applies on a daily basis- perhaps when one encounters תלמוד תורה wherever one does so- but never the less, the special place of ברכות התורה within our תפילה daily is of great significance.  I want to touch first on the content, and not just the position and status of those ברכות.

We recite three ברכות.  The first starts with the standard formulation of ברוך אתה ה' אלוקינו מלך העולם, and then the concluding part of the ברכה, as all ברכות המצוה, -> אשר קדשנו במצוותיו וציונו- our גרסא is- לעסוק בדברי תורה.  The second, which according to some ראשונים is only an extension of the first a plea to the רבונו של עולם that he make our learning- our teaching Torah- pleasant, gratifying- והערב נא.  The third relates not just to our involvement on תלמוד תורה, but also to our selection- our designation- in a series of covenants, negotiated between the רבונו של עולם and כנסת ישראל: -> אשר בחר בנו מכל העמים, and then the ברכה thanking the רבונו של עולם for giving us what he has given us.
This trilogy is brought down in the גמרא in ברכות is to be understood in a particular way.  The גמרא cites all three ברכות, and in conclusion says that hence, since we have these three ברכות, -> לאמרינן לכולהו- let’s recite all of them.  It does not explain, however, why this is to be so. Some ראשונים understood that inasmuch that the גמרא says we should say all of them, apparently there is some uncertainty, some ambivalence about saying just one.  There are not many places where a question of doubt is resolved by saying let’s clear the decks- say all of them.  There are ראשונים who indeed explain that since we don’t know- there’s some doubt- let’s play it safe and say all three ברכות, with the assumption that one of them will hit the mark.

However, there is an alternative explanation, which I think for us is most enriching, most comprehensive and most moving.  We have here in effect three ברכות, each of which develops a certain theme, and relates to one of the families of ברכות.  The first, which is formulated אשר קדשנו במצוותיו וציונו, is in effect a ברכה which we recite over the duty- the normative obligation- to learn Torah.  The focus there is the part of the obligation- the duty, the norm.  We worship the רבונו של עולם and serve Him as commanded and demanded of us, but we don’t serve Him and don’t want to serve Him exclusively in that capacity.  There’s no question that the concept of מצוה is more central- more crucial- to our religious existence than, להבדיל, to other traditions.  It is the critical term designating- defining- the relationship between ourselves and the בורא עולם.  But, alongside the reference to the normative element, we want to speak in terms of praise and thanksgiving, שבח והודאה, expressions of gratitude- how wonderful it is- how much we are in debt to Him, how meaningful He has been in our lives, personally, communally and collectively.  Despite the similarity, there is a difference between general praise, שבח, and הודאה, of gratitude.  We can speak in praise about what the רבונו של עולם has done generally- not just for ourselves, but הודאה is thanking him for that which we have received, and received consistently.

What we have here- taking all three ברכות together- on the one hand we focus on our being commanded, on the element of duty, and on the other, the reference to how wonderful it is, and our plea to the רבונו של עולם,-> והערב נא- sweeten it ever further.  In addressing ourselves to Him with reference to all three elements we give the lie to what is for many in the general world the is the appreciation- the acceptance- of Kant’s doctrine that somehow that which is enjoyable- which is gratifying- is not normative, because you’re doing it not out of duty, but because you like it.  On the other hand, that which is normative is not pleasant.  That duty and joy are antithetical.  Nothing is further from the truth from our perception.  A Jew lives a life suffused with joy, אשרינו מה טוב חלקינו ומה נעים גורלינו, and committed- committed totally- to serving the רבונו של עולם, bringing the world that much closer to the model towards which He wants the entire world to move.  חס ושלום that a person would regard his עבודת ה' as an onus, when it is the greatest privilege, the greatest prerogative in the world.  חס ושלום one should think of it purely in terms of gratification, ignoring the profound duty which the word and reality of מצוה entails.
We lead a life of עבודת ה', to a great extent that life can be viewed from a certain perspective.  At any rate when reviewing my own personal life and that of my family it is, I hope, accurate and definitive.  Surveying life in general, there are two ways to apprehend it.  To many of the בעלי המוסר, human life, even Jewish life, is a minefield- wherever you go you might slip here, break a leg there, fail to somehow circumvent and avoid various traps, and life is spent trying to avoid- to prevent.  There is something to be said for that life, but it is not one which I am wont to lead, or that a Jew should want to lead.  I think it is for us assembled here to view life in the way that I believeמורי ורבי, מורינו ורבינו the Rav thought- not as a minefield, but as a veil of soulmaking.  Soulmaking is in reference to opportunity, and a Jewish life is one which entails, number one, being aware that there is opportunity, secondly energizing oneself, inspiring oneself, directing oneself, to seize those opportunities with readiness, to make sacrifices when necessary- for commitment calls for sacrifice- but broadly speaking a life of opportunity- seizing it and being full with a sense of need to seize it when it presents itself.  And it presents itself.  It presents itself daily, weekly, monthly, annually over our lifespan.  What greater opportunity than to be an עובד ה'.  But then of course we need to divide it into smaller units, having a broad overview on the one hand, and a detailed encounter on the other.
If I look back and review my own life, a sense of having received opportunity, which in some cases I felt I responded to properly and exploited the opportunities, in others I have been less responsive, and having failed to exploit all that I could have, but by and large it has been a life of opportunity.  Some given by the רבונו של עולם- the home in which I was born, the people to whom I was exposed, models, examples, sources of inspiration and direction- and that characterizes what I feel to be my own existence, what I received from my Rabbeim, from my parents זכרונם לברכה, what I received from my children, from my own family, my wife.  All of that has been a challenge, and one which I have found to be enriching and stimulating, in the hope that concurrently- simultaneously- in giving to others I am giving to myself, and vice versa.  I have no illusions, despite the things that were said here previously, upon being that kind of model for what a person should be.  I try to be that which one could be if one exerted oneself.
I would like to conclude with a bit institutional and personal history.  The terminus ad quo of the parameters, chronologically of this gathering, turns, as was mentioned previously, to the figure of fifty years.  It takes us back to 1961.  1961 was a year which at the time which for me, looking back retrospectively was a significant a significant step forward in a number of respects for the Torah community and for our Yeshiva.  1961 was a year in which the Rav ז"ל had to a significant extant recovered from the catastrophic operation of the previous year.  Reinvigorated, he returned in full force to say שיעורים and start what for him a remarkable decade, and Buchrim who were in the Yeshiva then know exactly what I am talking about.  1961 was the year, approximately, when מורי ורבי צדיק יסוד עולם, Rav Ahron Soloveichik זצ"ל came to Yeshiva as a full fledged מגיד שיעור in our Yeshiva, and as a person who introduced a fresh dimension into our Torah curriculum with those remarkable שיעורי השקפה, unforgettably, which once a week he would give.  1961 was a year in which the Yeshiva’s כולל, which had been begun shortly after the Shoah in the mid 40s and had gone into abeyance and was in limbo for over a decade- was reopened, and I myself at the time had seven Buchrim and Yungelight, I was given the keys and was asked to try to move it up- to develop it.  It was an opportunity beyond my deserts- I was barely twenty-seven years old at the time, and probably had no business being the ראש כולל.  I took it as a challenge, I took it as an opportunity, and it was a step upward for the Yeshiva community as a whole, and today we have a slew of כוללים in different areas, some of those כוללים headed by people who were in the כולל back in the years I was here, and hearing what is being done is a source of great gratification.  1961 was also the year, if I may speak here in a personal vein, shortly after our own marriage, and the year when our co-honorees this evening, Dottie and Julie Berman, near and dear friends, began prancing about as virtual tyros within the field of Jewish public service, representative if you will, of the תלמידים, student population, and a new start for the Yeshiva at the time.  For all of that שבח והודאה to the בורא עולם for the opportunity which he gave us collectively.

Looking ahead, not just retrospectively, I turn to the president, and everyone who works together with him, all members of the board, all those who support the Yeshiva and its community, all those which have a hand in helping to realize that remarkable phenomenon.  People who lived in the fifties or read about the fifties know what I am talking about- the sense of despair, the sense that everything was going down the drain, that other forces and other denominations were taking everything- was dominant.  In the early 60s, the extension and expansion of ישיבות- not only ours, but we were a very significant figure in that drama.  A great many people were responsible for that, and have continued to be responsible for that.

We have spoken of opportunity- there is an opportunity for those who build institutions, who develop them, who sustain them, who enable others to have opportunities.  It’s the opportunity which beckons to people who have commitment to Torah and the ability and the largesse to maintain and sustain it, to build the facilities to bring the manpower, and above all to draw to attract students, whether תלמידים in the Yeshiva or girls in Stern College- that is the beckon and call for the administration for the community as a whole.  The Yeshiva has the good fortune to have many people committed to it.

תלמידים have an opportunity to be מקבל תורה, to learn Torah, to be committed to it, and to translate what they learn into the existential experiential reality of who they are, who they can be, and who they should want to be.  I opened my remarks by extracting several lines from the סידור: -> ברכת התורה.  I want to conclude by extracting something from another text.  After קריאת התורה we have the יקום פורקןs in Aramiac, and then משברך in Hebrew.  In it we ask the רבונו של עולם to bless two groups- מי שמיחדים בתי כנסיות לתפילה ומי שבאים שתוכם להתפלל- those who designate בתי כנסיות for davening, and those who enter their portals in order to daven.  In our context it’s those who designate, dedicate, build facilities, בתי מדרש for תלמוד תורה, and those who flock to them in order to develop themselves and develop the community.  We all have collectively opportunity, and we all have a challenge.  And to all those who dedicate facilities and sustain the בתי מדרש, and those who have come to them to learn Torah, we conclude with a plea to the רבונו של עולם that He should bless them with good health and that should be for them, וכל ישראל אחיהם ונאמר אמן.
