Ronny

Halacha informs us of the obligation to eulogize, to deliver a hesped for a person who has died. In the words of the Shulchan Aruch:  מצוה גדולה להספיד על המת כראוי it is a great mitzvah to give a fitting hesped and the Shulchan Aruch continues to define the parameters of a fitting hesped.  One of the requirements is to try and encapsulate the entirety of a person, something which is very difficult to achieve. As much as is possible, I will try to touch on several traits of my dear brother Ronny z”l.

Twice in his life, Avraham Avinu is told by Hashem,  לך לך. The first occasion is when God commands Avraham to leave his homeland and travel to Eretz Yisrael:  לך לך מארצך וממולדתך ומבית אביך אל הארץ אשר אראך.  The second case is at the opening of the Akeida. Hashem instructs Avraham to take his beloved son, Yitzchak: המוריה  ולך לך אל ארץ  and go to the land of Moriah. The Midrash quoted in the Yalkut Shimoni notes the connection between these two instances, the opening and final trials in which Hashem tested Avraham, but what is the significance of this parallel. We might suggest that the לך לך defines something of Avraham’s character which accompanies him throughout his life. 

Rashi explains the first לך לך  as meaning for your, Avraham’s own good. Yes, the command came from God, but the benefit would be for Avraham. This is a strange comment. How could leaving his family, his home, his birthplace be of benefit to Avraham? The answer is that this is what characterized Avraham. He was an instigator; he initiated the concept of Aliyah le’Eretz Yisrael. He was the first to believe in one God and this was not only for God, but for himself. Avraham began and took initiatives based on what he believed. Ultimately, even when called upon to sacrifice his beloved son, he understood that eventually this was for his, or the greater good.

When I try to recall earlier aspects of Ronny’s life, I encounter a bit of a problem. I was only born well into his life, after he was married to Esther. Yet, I still see Ronny as an instigator, a chalutz. He was a chalutz when he made aliyah, probably influenced by Esther, תיבדל לחיים ארוכים וטובים.  After all he grew up in Leicester, in non-Jewish schools. He studied in Gateshead yeshiva, not famous for its Zionist teachings, and yet he and Esther made Aliyah. I am sure that it was not easy but then they were not looking for the easy. They were, later on, founding members of Moshav Elazar, the place where today I live. Ronny was a chalutz in the world of computers, when over 40 years ago, he embarked on a career is an as yet unknown field. And, on a different level, as has been mentioned many times over the last few weeks, Ronny was a form of chalutz in the world of קריאת התורה. When someone donated a set of Megillot to our shul in London, three weeks before Succot, the question arose as to who would read Kohelet. Within the span of those three weeks, Ronny acquainted himself with the special trop for these megillot, and mastered Kohelet from a klaf, no simple feat even for an accomplished בעל קורה. In all these matters, Ronny strode forward, but always להנאתו, he enjoyed it, he benefitted.

Ronny’s Hebrew name was חיים מנוח and oh, how he loved life. Whether it was hiking in his younger and not so younger days, travelling, music, playing bridge, watching, following and even playing sports, Ronny enjoyed life to the full. He took such great pride in his family, his children and grandchildren and all members of the wider family. When we celebrated his sixtieth birthday, the comment that was made most often was that Ronny was still a kid. For that reason, he could connect so easily to children. He maintained that love of youth, that uninhibited interest in the fun parts of life, a certain carefree attitude which allowed him to remain optimistic even in the darkest of times.

This brings me to the famous comments of Ben Zoma at the beginning of the 4th chapter of Pirikei Avot. איזהו עשיר? השמח בחלקו  Who is rich? One who is contented with his lot. Ronny had many reason not to be content with his lot. He suffered horribly for many years and though I was only a teenager at the time, my impression is that he never complained about what was happening to him. He managed, through very trying times, and many painful years, to maintain his smile, his happy demeanor and his positive outlook on life. That is a lesson we should surely take from Ronny.  

The same mishna opens with the statement: איזהו חכם?הלומד מכל אדם. Who is a wise man? One who learns from every person. This implies that we must understand that there is something to be gained from every encounter, every person we happen to come across and with whom we become acquainted. However, the mishna quotes a somewhat surprising verse from Tehillim to support this notion: מכל מלמדי השכלתי I have gained wisdom from all my teachers. One would expect a person to learn from their teachers. Ben Zoma’s suggestion was that a wise person learns from everyone, not only their teachers. The simple way to explain this is that Ben Zoma sees everyone as a teacher. כל מלמדי refers to anyone we may meet.

We suggest a slightly different interpretation.  We say in Tefillat Shacharit:

אבינו אב הרחמן המרחם רחם עלינו ותן בלבנו בינה להבין ולהשכיל לשמוע ללמוד וללמד ולקיים את כל דברי תלמוד תורתך באהבה. 
We ask Hashem to grant us the ability to understand, to learn , to teach and to fulfill the Torah. I can understand why a teacher or a rabbi would ask for assistance from God in his efforts to teach but why should a lawyer or an electrician be concerned about this? The answer is that we should all be learning Torah with such enthusiasm that we want to teach it to someone else. We should be so excited about what we have found that we wish to share that knowledge with others. Our לימוד should be transformed into something that we want ללמד.  Ben Zoma is therefore telling us that the ideal situation is that we should be a community of teachers and learners. We should all share of our knowledge with others – that way we will become wise.
This aspect of enthusiasm in new found learning and a will to pass his knowledge to others characterized Ronny. He found great joy in limmud Torah but not just because he enjoyed learning. He reveled in gaining new insights and he so wanted it to share it with others. Often, I would call Ronny with a question and, if he did not have the solution, he would look it up and call me back with excitement in his voice. This shows how he internalized the concept of ללמוד וללמד.

Ronny, I may be the rabbi in the family, but you were always the one with the answers. I find it difficult to fathom that I cannot just call you up to chat, to ask your advice or to discuss some fine details in קריאת התורה.  As many have commented it since your passing, your smiling face affected so many people, the world seems a darker place without you to greet us.  Ronny, we miss your dearly and if there is any comfort for dear Esther , for your wonderful children and grandchildren, for Mum and the rest of the family, it is that you have a left us with wonderful memories and  so many important lessons to learn. May we merit to follow in your path, whether in taking the initiative, the optimistic and positive view of life, or your enthusiasm to share your knowledge with others. But above all, let us greet each other with the wide smile which made us all feel that Ronny was, above all, our very best friend. 

תהא נשמתו צרורה בצרור החיים, אמן
