We come together today to honor the life of a great man.

He was known by many names throughout his short life. Tommy, Yidu, Gershon Yehuda. People knew him as a father, a husband and a friend I knew him as Dad.

I met Dad more than half my lifetime ago in April of 1981 when I came to Rechovot for the first time for Pesach before Rachel  and I were even engaged.

I was not yet calling him Dad but even upon just meeting him it was clear to me what a special man he was.

Over the last 28 years I learned a lot from my friend, my mentor and my coach.  

Sefer Shemot begins with the story of Moshe's birth and a description of certain events in his life. These episodes described in our Parsha stand out as presenting the basic character traits of the greatest leader and teacher of the Jewish people. These character traits empathy and a concern for others are two of the most important things that made Moshe the leader he was and Gershon Yehuda ben Zvi Avigdor and Leah the man he was. 

I remember walking through town here doing errands with him. It probably speaks to these very character traits that despite not having been here for over 20 years, I remember Kobi in the bank, Eli the man who took care of the old 1966 Volvo 121 he drove, Malka the lady who he bought flowers from, and many others. Every one of them always greeted him as a long lost brother. Every one of them with a big smile and a personal story that Dad always had time to share. Living in Israel in those early days was not what it is now. Everything was not available. People waited years for phones to be installed. Accomplishing anything in those early days was a challenge to patience. Dad taught me that if you adjust your attitude and go in with empathy and caring for the other person, your task will be accomplished sooner, better, and more successfully. He was the man in the “white hat” and that man always was successful.

There is a family story, just one of many which is said to be one of the early influential factors of the Fried family moving to Israel. It was a hot summer day and the family was in their car driving through the lower east side in New York. The day was hot and muggy, fire hydrants were open, children playing in the street, others hanging out open windows. One of the children asked Dad where are their air-conditioners to keep them cool and comfortable?  This innocent question about others comfort drove Dad to action to make another move in his short life, give up the comforts that he had in America and make alyiah because as he said – there are more important things in life than air-conditioning.

In the very first sentence that Hashem speaks to Moshe Rabbeinu, He instructs him to remove his shoes from his feet, explaining that the place where he is standing is holy ground (Shemot 3:5). 

In analyzing the reason behind the directive to Moshe to remove his shoes, the Chida suggests that it is designed as an allegory, to teach an important lesson. Inasmuch as the function of shoes is to protect the feet from stones and thorns and the like, their removal makes one susceptible to these obstacles. 

As long as they do not feel the pain associated with being in Galut, there is no hope for Redemption. The metaphoric "shoes," represented by the air conditioners, which allow people to be satisfied with their present condition, must be removed; to bring us closer to the Redemption.

When the cancer came back again in January last year, and faced with his second major surgery dad made his plans carefully. His first concern was to have the entire family together for Gavriel’s bar mitzvah, and only then after ensuring the simcha complete did he travel to America for the second difficult round of surgery.

Dad had a plan. He was going to have the surgery, and recover sufficiently - to come back to Israel for Pesach – to spend it with his entire family. 

Doctors, and even some in the family were skeptical. But that was just another thing I learned from my friend. Determination for doing the right thing. In Dad’s mind, failure was not an option. And in fact we had a wonderful seder this year with Dad at the head of the table, his beautiful supportive wife Liz, whom we could not have even contemplated any of these last 23 years without, his children and grandchildren surrounding him – no one able to discern that not even four short weeks earlier our Dad survived a long and painful and potentially life ending operation.

Dad wrote the family a letter, which he shared with us at the Seder.

Please indulge me as I read a short paragraph in his words.

“After surgery I couldn’t speak for six days and I could only answer by writing notes.  Only after the first day, like the heaven opened up, I was able and willing to listen what everybody had to say.  As I mentioned to Shoshanna, Tammy, and Ruchel the concept of “seyog lechachma shtika” took up a new meaning.  The main principal, is to first listen and understand what you’re told and then you can ask questions for as we all know many times we interject when somebody is making a point either to show we know better or rebut him for that’s our ego before he finished his statement.   If you really listen, you can appreciate what the person means like me, who has no voice feels.   I was able to see the expressions, not only hear.  Each one of us has different ways of expressing their emotional feelings.  I was able to put my hands on Liz face; it showed more feeling than a thousand words. I have friends that express our deep relationship by kidding around. And this time their facial expressions showed me how much they cared and were worried about me.   I hope to be able to thank all the people around the world that called and prayed and cared whether I was deserving or not.  I cannot express the deep appreciation of the constant calls of my children, step children and spouses. And my brother, sister and brother in law who are responsible for so much of my happiness. And a special thanks to all the unsung heroes, who have taught me so much about giving and love.”

Through these episodes, and too many more to recount today, I was trained by Dad, our fearless leader, to be ready to follow his example. 

We must be prepared to fight for the things we believe in. 

At the same time, some of you know he was instrumental even from his sick bed in America in bringing peace and stopping the fighting between the different factions of his Kehillah in Netanya. 

The great enemies of the Jews throughout the centuries, down to our very own day, made no distinction between observant and non-observant Jews. Neither did Dad. The collective suffering of our people can serve as an eternal symbol that should inspire us to unite and to love each other as we love Hashem.

Finally, we dare not live a parochial, self-centered life. We are a part of the larger community. Sometimes, one who suffers a personal tragedy sees kindness from every friend he has ever known; who stand together to help in whatever way possible. Jew and non-Jew can show to each other the Chessed that was so beautifully displayed by our father, husband, friend Gershon Yehuda ben Zvi Avigdor and Leah.

I close with Dad’s closing lines from that Pesach letter.

“I hope the lesson I have learned will stick me for a long long time

And if anybody readings this, can garner from it, the derech hashem and value hearing your fellow men we’ll be just extra gravy “

The Talmud in tractate Brachot tells us that the words of a God-fearing person are heard.

Dad you were above all a God fearing person – I know I heard you and you will be there as my coach and friend for the rest of my life.

