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IN MEMORY OF
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BY THEIR FAMILIES
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In Memory of Our Parents

Cantor and Mrs. Louis J. Herman a"h

(Proud Uncle and Aunt of the Mechaber)

and

Cantor and Mrs. Moshe Dattner a"h

by

Cousins Dovid and Yetty Herman

Baltimore, Maryland

In memory of

Eliyahu ben Yehudah
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niftar 27 Tevet 5776

Avraham BerkowitzNOT FOR PRINT



In memory of my dear brother

Michael Erlbaum

who left this earth what seems to have been much

too early.

May his memory be for a blessing.

Gary Erlbaum

IN MEMORY OF

Raphael Osher and Chaya Sarah Yavne

Irving and Libby Kosloff

Dedicated by their children

Ted and Phyllis Kosloff
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All Jewish hearts beat to the pulse of HaShem's Holy

Torah and every Jewish neshama longs to soar on the

wings of its every letter and word.

May the words of Torah found in Rabbi Caplan's First

Seder Bais Medrash compilation of Divrei Torah lift all

Yidden and help to bring all closer to HaShem.

“It is a tree of life for those who grasp it, and it's

supporters are praiseworthy. It's ways are ways of

pleasantness and all its paths are peace”.

B'simcha,

Michael & Lisa Wachs

In loving memory of Yosef ben Lev a"h

Joseph Levine

By his children

Adam and Alina Levine

and family
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In loving memory of our beloved

parents and grandparents

Avraham Heschel ben Shalom z"l

Tilah Leah bas Dovid z"l

Avraham ben Moshe z"l

Freda bas Harry z"l

By their children and grandchildren
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*
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ז"ֹל ֹלייב אריה בת שיינִדֹל

ֹלייב אריה בן צבי יצחֱק מנשה
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Our parents,

Max and Mollie Frager
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and
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By Sherman and Susan Frager
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ע"ה שמואֹל בן שֹלום
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בן-שמואֹל משפחת
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May the Torah shared in this book

serve as a merit for the soul of

Mordecai ben Natan

of blessed memory.
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May Hashem bless the Jewish people

with healing, protection, and redemption,

speedily in our days.

The Matityahu Family

We wish to honor our parents

of blessed memory

Sheldon Leonard Salter

and

Shirley Salter Fredson

Julie and Joe Gronich
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With this sefer I present to the reader yet another book on the weekly 
Parsha. While there really is no shortage of seforim on the Parsha, 

each author brings to his text his insights, his style and his message. Having 
served as a pulpit rabbi for 32 years has given me the view from the pulpit. 
Perhaps it is a special feeling for what the audience needs to hear and what 
they want to hear.

Although I had not committed all of my drashos to writing, I retained 
quite a few in outline format or in Hebrew renditions of these Divrei Torah. 
At the time that Mr. Avi Shulman, a friend of the family and a man of remark-
able insight, suggested that I send out a short Dvar Torah on the Parsha each 
week by email, the idea of writing a book did not cross my mind. My goal was 
to present a brief Dvar Torah that would fit on one page with a message which 
was sharp and to the point. From the feedback that I received, I realized that I 
had succeeded well beyond my greatest expectations. The messages hit home 
for many readers and my email list continued to grow.

The next stage in this process took place when Rabbi Uri Greenspan of 
First Seder in Philadelphia asked if he could reprint my Dvar Torah in his 
weekly newsletter. When I finally agreed, he followed through and thereby 
made the Dvar Torah available to hundreds of more readers. Once again the 
feedback seemed very positive.

Introduction
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10   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

Finally, Rabbi Greenspan approached me with the idea of compiling three 
to four years of Divrei Torah into a book. He wanted to use it as a fund raiser 
for the First Seder program. Once I agreed, the lengthy process of editing the 
Divrei Torah began in earnest. This job was ably fulfilled by my dear son-in-
law, Rabbi Ari Jakubowicz.

After expressing my profuse hakaras hatov to the Ribono Shel Olam 
for His boundless chesed, it is incumbent on me to convey my gratitude to 
these three individuals: Mr. Avi Shulman, Rabbi Uri Greenspan and Rabbi 
Ari Jakubowicz for without their participation there would be no book. 
Additionally it was Reb Ari who edited each Dvar Torah before it was 
emailed. He offered advice on syntax, grammar and the flow of the Dvar 
Torah. Through his editing and re-editing, he has left his indelible mark on 
this sefer. I would also like to express my appreciation to my brother-in-law, 
Robert Gibber, who made numerous constructive suggestions which were 
incorporated into the Divrei Torah. I am deeply grateful to the donors whose 
generous contributions helped bring this project to fruition.

A special expression of thanks goes to my wife, Tzippy who not only typed 
each Dvar Torah but also offered invaluable advice. Her sharp focus helped 
to assure that each point was clearly expressed, each question was clearly 
answered and that the message was cogent and relevant. My gratitude for 
everything else she does belongs in a separate book, not an introduction.

Let me conclude with a humble prayer that this volume will serve as an 
inspiration to those who read it to grow in their Avodas Hashem and that it 
will increase Kavod Shamayim. 
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Noach
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Avraham Dovid ben Toba Leah

by Heshy Willig
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In honor of the bar mitzvah of

Aryeh Moshe Aidman
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Evan Aidman
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by
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In honor of our parents
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by Alex and Abby Greene
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By

Rabbi Reuven Goldstein

Noach

Lech Lecha
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Chayei Sara
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by
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David Felder
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by Miles and Adina Spiller

Vayegash

L'ilui Nishmas

Feivel Yosef ben Chaim Leib

Mariam bas Pinchas

Yehuda Zev ben Feivel Yosef

May all their sweet and pure

Neshamos have Aliyos...

Vayechei

Anonymous

Vayeitzei
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Vayeishev

Vayegash

Vayechei

Parsha SponsorsParsha Sponsors
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Time For A Change

Hashem created an awesome universe and a unique world into which He 
placed man. The purpose of it all was to create a human being who 

would serve G-d – not because Hashem needed any servants or services, but 
so that mankind could merit a reward of eternal kindness by connecting and 
bonding with the Creator.

As we read through the first two parshiyos however, it appears that Hashem’s 
plan failed terribly. Adam and Chava ate from the Tree of Knowledge and 
were banished from Gan Eden; Kayin killed his brother Hevel and was sent 
into exile and Enosh invented Avodah Zarah. Thus, humanity sank to such a 
despicable level that the only solution was their eradication by a Great Flood. 
To put it succinctly, the first two thousand years were disastrous, or as Chazal 
refer to them, “the two thousand years of tohu – emptiness.” How can we 
explain this phenomenon?

Perhaps we can answer this question with another question. Rashi cites 
Chazal who darshen the word Bereishis, “ for the sake of reishis” – for the sake 
of those things which the Torah refers to as “reishis”. Thus they derive that the 
world was created for Torah which is referred to as “reishis” in Mishlei (8:22), 
and for Bnai Yisrael who are called “reishis” in Yirmiyahu (2:3). Now, if we 
go back to Bereishis – the real beginning – Hashem had merely created two 
people who were not Bnai Yisrael and He did not give them the Torah. Had 
they followed instructions they would have stayed in Gan Eden. How do the 
Torah and Yisrael fit in to this scenario?

Hashem created a world with countless alternatives. How things turn out 
depends on Man. “Everything is in the hands of Heaven except for fear of 
Heaven” (Berachos 33b). It is Man who determines whether he deserves to 

Parshas Bereishis
פרשת בראשית
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12   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

stay in Gan Eden. It is Man who determines the viability of the human race. 
In response to Man’s deeds, Hashem is always prepared to move from Plan 
A to Plan B and from Plan B to Plan C. And His alphabet never runs out of 
letters.

A very stark example of this approach is borne out by the episode of the 
Meraglim. After Moshe told Bnai Yisrael that they had sinned by refusing to 
enter Eretz Yisrael, the people said to him, “We are ready and we shall ascend 
to the place of which Hashem has spoken, for we have sinned.” But Moshe 
responded, “Do not ascend for Hashem is not in your midst” (Bamidbar 14: 
40, 42). The reason that Hashem rejected their offer was because He deemed 
it time to proceed with Plan B. Thus Hashem’s original plan did not fail, He 
merely switched to Plan B due to the actions of Man. 

And just as Hashem shifts from plan to plan, we must also be willing 
to switch “plans”. I believe that it is this very message – the need to be will-
ing to shift to Plan B – that the Torah leaves us with in its very last words. 
“Never again has there arisen in Yisrael a prophet like Moshe…by all the 
strong hand and awesome power that Moshe performed before the eyes of 
Yisrael” (Devarim 34:10-12). Rashi explains that this last phrase refers to 
the shattering of the Holy Luchos. Moshe realized that after the sin of the 
Golden Calf, the only path to reconciliation was Plan B – new Luchos. The 
Netziv explains that the new Luchos, although they contained all the same 
Mitzvos, introduced a new methodology of Torah study and thus provided a 
new mechanism of connecting with Hashem.

As we proceed through our lives from day to day, month to month and 
year to year, life presents us with many twists and turns. Since the playing 
field is constantly changing we must be ever vigilant. Oftentimes we should 
stay the course; nevertheless there are times when we must move on to Plan B.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Who Is Man?

ַמת ַחִיּים ַוְיִהי ָהָאָדם ְלֶנֶפׁש ַחָיּה יו ִנְשׁ ַאָפּ ח ְבּ ַוִיַּפּ

He blew into his nostrils a soul of life; and man became a living being 
(Bereishis 2:7)

The great philosophers have always sought an expression or catch phrase 
that defines “Man”: “Man is…” We however, don’t have to look further than 
Targum Onkelos to discover the Torah’s definition.

According to Onkelos the pasuk which describes the creation of Man 
(Bereishis 2:7) is translated as follows: “And Hashem, G-d, created man of 
dust from the ground; and He blew into his nostrils a soul of life; and man 
became a talking spirit.” Thus, “Man” is a talking being. Rav Aharon Kotler 
explains that while what goes on in our minds may be genuine expressions of 
what we believe or how we feel, these expressions gain life and reality through 
their verbalization.

This is true for so many aspects of our lives. Among the 48 ways by 
which Torah knowledge is acquired is “articulate speech” (Avos 6:5). Rashi 
comments, “Words of Torah cannot be preserved without being uttered, as 
Chazal interpret the pasuk in Mishlei (4:22) ‘For they (the words of Torah) 
are life to those who express them verbally.’” The words concretize the ideas, 
thus making a more indelible impression on our memories. And quite often 
the words, when spoken aloud, give us a sharper and deeper understanding of 
the concepts that were heretofore merely absorbed mentally.

The things we believe or feel very often come to life through speech. 
Prayer is not only a means of talking to Hashem. It is also an affirmation of 
Hashem’s control over the world and over ourselves. The more we say it, the 
deeper we believe it. The obligation to praise Hashem is not for His benefit but 
for ours. Through the articulation of Hashem’s might and glory we clarify in 
our minds, albeit to a very limited extent, a perception of Whom we worship. 
Perhaps this was what Dovid Hamelech meant when he said, “Vaani Tefillah 
– I am prayer!” His personification of a “talking spirit” was through prayer.

Our minds are constantly flooded with a myriad of thoughts both good 
and bad. These thoughts do not necessarily reflect what we truly believe or NOT FOR PRINT
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who we truly are. It is the spoken word which engraves them on our souls 
and hearts. Often a seemingly insignificant conversation erupts into a flood 
of verbal abuse or blasphemy, as thoughts which were merely latent become 
real and unretractable. Sins of speech are so awful, not only because of the 
damage that they cause and the reprehensible feelings which they express, but 
also because they tarnish our souls and the very essence of what defines us.

Rav Aharon points out that speech does not only reflect our feelings, but 
it can even change our feelings. The pasuk, “A gentle reply turns back anger” 
(Mishlei 15:1) does not only refer to turning back another person’s anger, it 
also refers to the one himself who is losing his temper. If he speaks softly and 
humbly he can subdue his anger, but if he begins to shout, his anger gets out 
of control.

Who is Man? He is a creation of Hashem endowed with the capacity to 
speak and express himself. How he uses this gift will continue to define him 
throughout his life!

What A Find!

ֵעיֵני ה'  ֹנַח ָמָצא ֵחן ְבּ
Noach found favor in the eyes of Hashem (Bereishis 6:8)

“Hashem saw that the wickedness of Man was great…And Hashem said, ‘I 
will blot out Man whom I created from the face of the earth’….But Noach 
found favor in the eyes of Hashem” (Bereishis 6:5-8).

The Gemara in Sanhedrin (108a) says that Noach would have perished 
with the rest of humanity if not for the fact that he found favor in the eyes of 
Hashem. Although the Torah describes Noach as a righteous man, it was the 
“chein – favor – in Hashem’s eyes” that enabled him to escape the fate of his 
entire generation.

We find a similar idea regarding Moshe Rabbeinu who beseeched 
Hashem, “And now if indeed I found favor in Your eyes, make Your way 
known to me.” To which Hashem responded, “This thing of which you spoke 
I will do because you have found favor in My eyes” (Shemos 33:13,17). Here NOT FOR PRINT
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too, it was not because of his righteousness but because of his favor in the eyes 
of Hashem.

What is chein? It is an indescribable phenomenon. You cannot pursue 
it; you just “find” it. How does one find chein in Hashem’s eyes or in the 
eyes of other people? Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz suggests that one critical fac-
tor is humility, as it says in Mishlei (3:34), “To the humble He grants chein.” 
Indeed, Rashi explains that the word “tamim” used to describe Noach means 
“humble with a meek spirit.” Likewise, the Medrash states that the name 
Noach means pleasant. Thus the double expression of Noach in the Torah – 
“These are the generations of Noach. Noach…” – suggests that he was pleas-
ant to Heaven and pleasant to people.

Rav Avraham Pam cites the Sefer Chareidim that one who does not lose 
his temper finds favor in Hashem’s eyes. This capacity to remain unruffled in 
the face of aggravating people or situations stems from humility. The humble 
person seeks no honor or special treatment from anyone. Forbearance is the 
ultimate expression of humility. Thus it is no wonder that Moshe, the hum-
blest of all human beings, found favor in Hashem’s eyes.

Rav Pam asserts that it was Noach’s humility and forbearance which gave 
him the tenacity to endure the stress of a full year in the ark. “For twelve months 
Noach did not sleep for he was preoccupied with feeding all the animals.” These 
exceptional middos were the reason that Noach found favor in Hashem’s eyes.

The nusach of the zichronos recited in the Rosh Hashanah Mussaf is based 
on this idea: “You lovingly remembered Noach and recalled him with words 
of salvation and mercy, when You brought the waters of the flood to destroy 
all living flesh because of their evil deeds.” The love referred to here is the 
result of Noach’s chein. 

We say in Birkas Hamazon, “May we find chein and good understanding 
in the eyes of G-d and Man.” The best way to “find” this chein is through 
humility. But how do we become humble? The Ramban in his famous letter 
to his son provides us with the formula to acquire this very special middah. 
“Accustom yourself to speak gently to all people at all times and you will be 
protected from anger which is a terrible middah that causes one to sin…Once 
you have avoided anger the middah of humility will enter your heart. This 
middah is the finest of all the good middos.”  Why not try it! NOT FOR PRINT
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Double Vision

ֹדֹרָתיו ִמים ָהָיה ְבּ יק ָתּ ֹנַח ִאיׁש ַצִדּ

Noach was a righteous man, perfect in his generation (Bereishis 6:9) 

 “These are the offspring of Noach; Noach was a righteous man, perfect in 
his generation” (Bereishis 6:9). Rashi comments on the phrase in his 

generation, “Some of our Rabbis interpret this as praiseworthy: certainly had 
he been in a generation of righteous people, he would have been even more 
righteous. Others interpret this in a negative manner: by the standard of his 
generation he was righteous; had he been in the generation of Avraham, he 
would have been insignificant.”

Many commentators have sought to explain this Rashi. Why did some 
Rabbis take a negative approach and others a positive one? What indeed is the 
crux of this dispute?

Rabbi Levi Yitzchok Berditchever was famous for always finding the 
merit of every Jew. On one occasion he was walking through the streets of 
Berditchev, when he chanced upon a wagon driver wearing his tallis and 
tefillin while greasing the axle of his wagon. The fellow accompanying him 
remarked, “How terrible it is for a person davening with his tallis and tefillin 
to be on the ground greasing his wagon’s axle!” “On the contrary,” said Rabbi 
Levi Yitzchok, “how wonderful for a man who must fix his wagon to still be 
able to daven with his tallis and tefillin.”

Perhaps there really is no dispute between the two “opinions” cited in 
Rashi. Rather, Chazal want to demonstrate that there are two ways of judging 
every person and every situation. Note that the first “opinion” stated, “had he 

Parshas Noach
פרשת נח
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been in a generation of righteous people” while the second “opinion” stated, 
“had he been in the generation of Avraham.” Both statements are true and 
both deserve consideration.

It is a natural human tendency to constantly pass judgment on everyone 
and everything we see. That person is smart or foolish, friendly or unfriendly, 
kind or uncaring, handsome or not. That house is ostentatious or humble, 
pretty or not, well cared for or run down. We are also habitually judging our-
selves and comparing ourselves to others. Thus, we must bear in mind that 
there are almost always two ways to view things and we need to know which 
way is the most appropriate.

When judging ourselves, we may make comparisons to people who are 
less learned or less “frum” than we are and become smug or even arrogant. In 
such cases we would do better to think about those whose Torah knowledge 
and Mitzvah observance far exceed ours. This will not only help to humble 
us, but will also encourage us to try to do even more.

On the other hand, when judging others, the opposite approach would be 
preferable. Indeed, Chazal tell us, “Judge every person favorably” (Avos 1:6). 
Others may not have had the opportunities that we had, or perhaps they have 
met with certain emotional challenges which have impeded their spiritual 
growth. Considering their background, they might even be more meritorious 
than us.

What holds true for individuals is also true for communities. Every com-
munity has its strengths and weaknesses. Knowing which to focus on for each 
community and on each specific occasion, is a decision which must be made 
with great discretion.

The Torah portrays Noach as he really was so that we would learn how to 
discern both approaches to evaluating people, and develop the sensitivity to 
know which approach to favor in each case.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Just Wait

ָבה ח ֶאת ַהּיֹוָנה ִמן ַהֵתּ ַלּ ְבַעת ָיִמים ֲאֵחִרים ַוֹיֶּסף ַשׁ ַוָיֶּחל עֹוד ִשׁ

He waited again another seven days and again sent out the dove 
from the Ark (Bereishis 8:10)

“Noach sent out the raven... Then he sent out the dove from him to see 
whether the waters had subsided...and it returned to him to the Ark…He 
waited again another seven days and again sent out the dove from the Ark...
The dove returned to him…Then he waited again another seven days…” 
(Bereishis 8:6-12).

Rav Shimon Schwab asks why Hashem required of Noach to wait again 
and again. In truth, the process of the earth becoming dry again in merely a 
few months was nothing less than miraculous. For the water which covered 
all the mountains to recede naturally should have taken many years. Once 
Hashem was performing a miracle, what was the reason for the delay?

Rav Schwab’s answer is both remarkable and fundamental. Hashem runs 
the world in a manner that is gradual. We cannot expect things to happen 
overnight. We need to learn to wait, and if necessary, to wait again. 

Rav Schwab asserts that Moshe Rabbeinu erred by not comprehending 
this principle. After his first encounter with Paroh failed, he complained to 
Hashem, “Why have You done evil to this people, why have You sent me? 
From the time that I came to Paroh to speak in Your Name, he did evil to this 
people, but You did not rescue Your people.” Hashem replied to Moshe, “Now 
you will see what I will do to Paroh for with a strong hand he will send them 
out and with a strong hand he will drive them out from his land” (Shemos 
5:22-23, 6:1).

Rashi comments, “Now you will see: What I will do to Paroh you will see, 
but you will not see what will be done to the kings of the seven nations when 
I will bring [Bnai Yisrael] into the land [of Canaan].” Hashem reprimanded 
Moshe because he failed to appreciate that everything takes time – especially 
Redemption. Although his complaint was motivated by his love and great 
concern for Bnai Yisrael and the anguish that he felt for their suffering, none-
theless his reaction was inappropriate for someone of his stature. NOT FOR PRINT
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We all need to develop this middah of “waiting”.  We say in Pesukei 
Dezimrah (see Tehillim 147:11), “Hashem favors those who fear Him, those 
who await His kindness.” We daven and beseech Hakadosh Baruch Hu for 
the things we need, however we must be patient and await His salvation.

Mashiach is referred to as “Avdi Tzemach – My servant who shall gradu-
ally sprout” (Zechariah 3:8). Thus we say in the Shemoneh Esrei “matzmiach 
yeshua – He causes salvation to sprout.” It is indeed a gradual process which 
has taken hundreds and hundreds of years. And though we pray fervently for 
Mashiach’s imminent arrival, we must learn – like Noach and Moshe – how 
to wait.

The Tower Of Bavel

ן ָנפּוץ ַעל ם ֶפּ נּו ֵשׁ ה ָלּ ַמִים ְוַנֲעֶשׂ ׁ ל ְוֹראׁשֹו ַבָשּ נּו ִעיר ּוִמְגָדּ  ַוֹיּאְמרּו ָהָבה ִנְבֶנה ָלּ
ֵני ָכל ָהָאֶרץ ְפּ

And they said, ‘Come, let us build for us a city, and a tower with its 
top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be 

dispersed across the entire Earth (Bereishis 11:4) 

There is significant controversy among the commentaries regarding the sin 
of the Dor Haflaga – the Generation of Dispersion that built the Tower of 
Bavel. “And they said, ‘Come, let us build for us a city, and a tower with its 
top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed 
across the entire Earth’” (Bereishis 11:4). So what was so terrible about that?

Rav Shimon Schwab suggests that their sin was in the very unity which 
they sought to create. They believed that if humanity could unite for the com-
mon good, they could solve all the world’s problems. As such, they sought out 
a single location and joined forces to build their tower.  What then was the 
problem? They left Hashem out of the picture. G-d runs the world, not Man. 
The welfare of mankind is in His hands, and any endeavor to save humanity 
without Hashem’s assistance is blasphemous. Thus the only response to their 
defiance was to force them into disunity by mixing up their languages and 
dispersing them across the face of the Earth.NOT FOR PRINT



20   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

In our day and age, we have witnessed our own Tower of Bavel – The 
United Nations. What a misnomer, if there ever was one! It is indeed a tower 
where no one really understands the other’s language. It has become the tool 
of the powerful and tyrannical to force their will on others. 

Another example of this same fallacious reasoning was the rise of 
Communism. What more noble an agenda could there be than to enhance 
the lot of the common man. In the end however, it was nothing more than a 
tyrannical dictatorship; perhaps not any better than the reign of the Russian 
tsars which preceded it. Nor was the communism of Castro any better for the 
Cubans than was the dictatorship of Batista.

In truth, Rav Elchonon Wasserman labeled all “isms” a form of idolatry. 
They ascribe to the same notion as the Dor Haflaga: that it is possible to cre-
ate a governmental system that can solve their people’s problems without the 
involvement of Hashem.

The Torah, however, while acknowledging the need for a centralized 
government, commands us, “You shall surely set over yourself a king whom 
Hashem your G-d shall choose…He shall write for himself two copies of the 
Torah…It shall be with him and he shall read from it all the days of his life, 
so that he will learn to fear Hashem, his G-d” (Devarim, 17:15-19).

The Gemara (Sanhedrin 71b) states, “Gathering for the wicked is bad 
for them and bad for the world; [gathering] for the righteous is beneficial for 
them and beneficial for the world.” We pray for the day when the ultimate 
gathering of the righteous will take place. Then, all mankind will join them 
and become an “agudah achas – a single entity” forming a common bond to 
serve Hashem under the reign of Mashiach.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Testing: 1, 2, 3

ה ַאְבָרָהם ָאִבינּו ָרה ִנְסיֹונֹות ִנְתַנָסּ ֲעָשׂ

Our father Avraham was tested with ten trials (Avos 5,3) 

The Torah begins the saga of Avraham Avinu with “Lech Lecha” – 
Hashem’s command to Avraham to leave his birthplace and travel to the 

Land of Canaan. There is no specific mention of the earlier event of Avraham 
being thrown into the fiery furnace in Ur Kasdim for refusing to worship 
Avodah Zarah. According to the Rambam the event of Ur Kasdim is not 
even included in the ten tests of Avraham. Even according to Rashi, who does 
include it, the Torah did not see fit to give it much attention.

The Sefer Menachem Tzion explains that serving Hashem through suf-
fering and challenges is a more important form of Kiddush Hashem than 
dying Al Kiddush Hashem. Hashem tested Avraham with the hardships of 
wandering from land to land, (see Divrei Hayamim 1, 16:20) with famine 
and with the abduction of Sarah. The test of the Akeidah – to sacrifice his 
cherished son Yitzchok, – was Avraham’s test, not Yitzchok’s. In the Mussaf 
of Rosh Hashanah we beseech Hashem, “Remember for us the Akeidah 
when Avraham Avinu bound Yitzchok his son on the altar.” We do not say, 
“Remember for us the Akeidah when Yitzchok Avinu was bound on the altar.”

Had he been slaughtered on the altar, for Yitzchok it would have been a 
momentary nisayon – test; for Avraham, however, it would have been a per-
petual nisayon. He would have had to live a life with the pain of the loss of 
Yitzchok and questions about the destiny of the nation which was to emerge 
from him.

Parshas Lech Lecha
פרשת לך לך
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While dying Al Kiddush Hashem is perhaps the biggest single sacrifice 
one can make for the glory of Hashem, living a life fraught with challenges 
with complete Emunah and Bitachon is cumulatively a greater Kiddush 
Hashem. Thus, the Torah wishes to focus on Avraham’s devotion to living Al 
Kiddush Hashem rather than on his willingness to die Al Kiddush Hashem.

The Mesillas Yesharim (Chapter 1) states, “The essence of Man’s existence 
in this world is to keep the Mitzvos, to serve (Hashem) and to withstand 
nisayon.” Each of us goes through life with many challenges – both big and 
small. As my mother a”h was wont to say on many an occasion, “Testing, 
testing, one, two, three.” We must bear in mind that a nisayon is not only a 
test which involves a choice of actions. Very often the nisayon involves a choice 
of reactions. Will we be resentful or frustrated, or will we say, “All that the 
Merciful One does is for the best”? Everything that happens is Hashem’s will 
and we must accept it with Emunah and Bitachon. As soon as we recognize 
an event as a test, we become aware of the opportunity for Kiddush Hashem.

In this respect, living Al Kiddush Hashem far surpasses dying Al Kiddush 
Hashem. 

In The Right Place

ֶכם ָאֶרץ ַעד ְמקֹום ְשׁ ַוַיֲּעֹבר ַאְבָרם ָבּ

Avrohom passed into the land as far as the site of Shechem 
(Bereishis 12:6)

When Avraham Avinu arrived in Eretz Yisrael he traveled to the city of 
Shechem. Rashi explains that Avraham went there to pray for the success of 
Yaakov’s sons who, in the future, would attack the city. Rav Yosef Sorotzkin 
(Sefer Meged Yosef) asks why it was necessary for Avraham to go to Shechem 
in order to pray for Yaakov’s sons. By way of explanation he cites the Gemara 
(Sanhedrin 102a) that states: “Shechem was a place destined for tragedy. In 
Shechem, Dinah (Yaakov’s daughter) was assaulted; in Shechem, Yosef was 
sold; in Shechem, the dynasty of the House of Dovid was divided.” In order 
to properly pray for someone, one must truly feel his pain. Avraham went to NOT FOR PRINT
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Shechem in order to absorb the atmosphere of such an ominous place. The 
negative vibes that he would experience there would enable him to daven with 
greater fervor.

With this approach he explains the Chazal cited by Rashi in Parshas 
Vayechi (Bereishis 48:7).  Yaakov buried Rachel on the road to Bais Lechem 
so that she would be able to pray for her descendants who would be exiled and 
pass her gravesite on that very road. Why did she have to be there in order to 
pray for them? Because seeing her progeny shackled in chains would give her 
the inspiration to pray with greater devotion. 

Rav Moshe Feinstein (Igros Moshe Yoreh De’ah Vol. 2:223) was asked 
if one can fulfill the Mitzvah of bikur cholim – visiting the sick – over the 
telephone. He responded that there are a number of reasons for bikur cholim. 
Some of them require being with the sick person and cannot be fulfilled by 
merely placing a phone call.  

Rav Moshe notes that one of the major purposes of the Mitzvah of bikur 
cholim is to pray for the sick person. While this can be accomplished with-
out being present, Rav Moshe asserts that seeing the sick person will arouse 
greater compassion and the ensuing prayers will be more fervent. Nonetheless 
when a personal visit is not possible, Rav Moshe paskens that a phone call 
would still constitute a partial fulfillment of the Mitzvah. It would seem that 
in this event, one should inquire about the sick person’s condition and his 
frame of mind in order to daven more sincerely for him. 

Presently we are all praying for our brethren in Eretz Yisrael who are 
under constant attack by Arab terrorists. It is important to keep abreast of the 
shocking news so that we can feel the intensity of these daily tragedies. We 
need to picture in our minds the suffering of the victims and their families. 
The emotions and sentiments generated by our awareness of their plight will 
enable us to daven with greater passion and intensity.

May Hashem hear our heartfelt tefillos and protect our people from any 
further harm.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Louder Than Words

ן ר ַהַיְּרֵדּ ַכּ ל ִכּ ַוִיְּבַחר לֹו לֹוט ֵאת ָכּ

And Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Yardein
 (Berishis 13:11) 

When a quarrel erupted between Avraham’s and Lot’s shepherds, Avraham 
suggested that they separate. “So Lot raised his eyes and saw the entire plain 
of the Yardein that it was well watered everywhere – before Hashem destroyed 
Sodom and Amorah – like the garden of Hashem….And Lot chose for him-
self the whole plain of the Yardein.” (Bereishis 13:10-11)

Rashi cites a Medrash that asserts that Lot chose to dwell in Sodom 
because they were immoral. Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky asks why Chazal would 
attribute such a motive to Lot when the pasuk explicitly states that he chose 
the land because of its fertility. He answers that they are referring to his 
subconscious intention. Perhaps, even Lot was not aware of it. Nonetheless, 
Chazal detected the intention that lay deep within his psyche.

The question remains: How did Chazal detect this motive? I would like 
to suggest that the answer lies in Rashi on a later pasuk. “And the people of 
Sodom were exceedingly wicked and sinful toward Hashem.” Rashi com-
ments, “And nonetheless Lot did not refrain from dwelling with them.” If Lot 
knew full well how evil and perverse the people of Sodom were, how could 
he possibly countenance living with them? It must be that somehow to him 
their behavior was tolerable, and maybe even understandable. After all, what 
decent person would be willing to move next door to a pervert? Thus, Chazal 
perceived that this pasuk is telling us that on some deep subconscious level Lot 
identified with the people of Sodom. True, the initial catalyst for his move 
to the area was strictly for material gain, but it could not have actually come 
to fruition if Lot did not somehow relate to the Sodomite people. (See Emes 
L’Yaakov for Rav Yaakov’s approach.)

We are all aware that every person has layers and layers of unconscious 
thoughts and emotions which may never surface or become evident. There 
are times, however, when we do catch a glimpse of our subconscious, and it 
can be a very revealing if not surprising experience. Chazal are teaching us NOT FOR PRINT
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that if we look at what we actually do and not merely what we say or even 
think, we can plumb the depths of our psyche to see some hidden attitudes.

This is especially true when, like Lot, a person is relocating. The primary 
motive for the move may be to further one’s career, but one must take into 
account all the spiritual dimensions of the new community. These include the 
school systems, the Shuls, the mikvah, the Torah institutions such as Yeshivos 
and Kollelim, the accessibility of food with reliable hashgachos, and the gen-
eral level of Yiddishkeit and yir’as shomayim of the community. If one is pre-
pared to significantly compromise on these factors, what does that say about 
his religious convictions? What rationalizations are being presented? While 
the move may be warranted, all possible consequences must be taken into 
account before such an endeavor is undertaken.

Indeed, actions do speak louder than words, much louder!  

NOT FOR PRINT
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It’s Not Funny

מֹו ִיְצָחק ְוָקָראָת ֶאת ְשׁ

And you shall call his name Yitzchok (Bereishis 17:19)

In this week’s Parsha we read of the birth of Yitzchok whose name was 
ordained by Hashem. It seems a bit funny to name a person Yitzchok – “he 

will laugh.” It is especially astonishing that not only was this name given to 
a Patriarch, but it was given to the Patriarch whose attribute is middas hadin, 
the attribute of strict judgment. Yitzchok is the epitome of fear of Hashem as 
the Torah states, “Pachad Yitzchok – the Fear of Yitzchok” (Bereishis 31:42).

To answer this, we must first understand the nature of laughter. Rashi 
explains why Hashem was displeased with Sarah for laughing when she heard 
the news that she would have a child at the age of ninety, but He was not 
displeased with Avraham who also laughed. There are two types of laughter. 
One is the laughter of joy and the other is the laughter of rejection or ridicule. 
Avraham laughed out of joy and excitement while Sarah laughed due to disbe-
lief. This distinction may help us to understand how it was possible for Sarah, 
when confronted by Avraham, to deny having laughed. Perhaps Sarah merely 
denied that her laughter was due to her disbelief of the prognostication of 
Avraham’s guests. Sarah maintained that she had laughed out of joy. Avraham 
informed her that deep down there was a tinge of disbelief.

The laughter of ridicule and rejection can be either bad or good. If one 
is ridiculing Torah hashkafos or Mitzvos, the ridicule is obviously objection-
able. If the ridicule is directed at heretical hashkafos or at wicked behavior, it 
is commendable.

Parshas Vayeira
פרשת וירא
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Thus, Chazal tell us, “All leitzanus – ridicule – is forbidden except for ridi-
cule of Avodah Zarah” (Megillah 25b). This may not be limited to ridicule of 
Avodah Zarah, but may also include ridicule of all evil things. This is perhaps 
what is meant by the pasuk in Aishes Chayil, “Her clothing is strength and 
majesty, and she laughs at the last day” (Mishlei 31: 25). The woman of valor 
does not fear the last day of her life because she has consistently laughed at 
and ridiculed all evil and all the vanities of this world.

The negative form of laughter was manifested by Yishmael. “And Sarah 
saw the son of Hagar…metzacheik – laughing” (Bereishis 21:9).  Rashi says 
that this laughter alludes to Yishmael’s deviant behavior. Perhaps Yishmael 
– at this point in his life – had not actually committed these dastardly acts. 
Rather, the laughter connotes a ridicule of moral behavior and a lack of rep-
rehension of evil. This attitude could have had a negative effect on her son 
Yitzchok and was totally unacceptable in the home of Avraham Avinu.

Yitzchok, on the other hand, was destined to use the power of laugh-
ter positively. His inclination towards middas hadin caused him to despise 
worldly pleasures. He could laugh at the foibles of humanity and opt for a 
more spiritual life steeped in yir’as shomayim.

Of course, the laughter of joy can also be a positive force to express opti-
mism and confidence. This was the laughter of Rebbi Akiva who always saw 
the bright side of every situation. Whether it was upon witnessing foxes roam-
ing the desolate Temple Mount, the boorish festivities of the evil Roman 
Empire (Makkos 24a) or even the severe illness of his mentor Rebbi Eliezer 
(Sanhedrin 101a), Rebbi Akiva always found a silver lining.

Indeed, he who laughs – appropriately – laughs last and laughs best.

Your Honor

ים ִנָצִּבים ָעָליו ַוַיְּרא ַוָיָּרץ ִלְקָראָתם ה ֲאָנִשׁ לָֹשׁ ה ְשׁ א ֵעיָניו ַוַיְּרא ְוִהֵנּ ׂ   ַוִיָּשּ
He lifted his eyes and saw, and behold three men were standing over 

him; he perceived and he ran toward them (Bereishis 18:2) 

“He (Avraham) lifted his eyes and saw, and behold three men were stand-
ing over him; he perceived and he ran toward them” (Bereishis 18:2). Rashi NOT FOR PRINT
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explains that Avraham perceived that the men backed away so as not to bother 
him. Although they knew that he would run over to them, they wanted to 
demonstrate their respect for him. Rav Shlomo Wolbe observes that they 
chose to show honor to Avraham in this way despite the fact that it would 
have been a true chesed not to force an old and ailing man to have to get up 
and chase after them. This demonstrates, says Rav Wolbe, that when one has 
a choice between honoring someone or performing a chesed for him, bestow-
ing honor takes precedence. 

What is the reason that kavod takes precedence over chesed? Perhaps it is 
because a person’s greatest need is to achieve self-esteem – to validate himself. 
What good is all the kindness and good fortune if one’s life has no true value? 
From the cradle to the grave, one’s most ardent quest is kavod. No matter 
what he owns and no matter how he lives his life, man is constantly seeking 
validation.

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz asserts that kavod in the form of self-respect is a 
very valuable trait. Self-respect prevents one from engaging in inappropriate 
behavior. Rav Chaim cites the incident of Yosef being tempted by the wife 
of Potifar. How does he muster the ability to resist such a temptation? The 
Medrash (Bereishis Rabbah 87:5) explains that Yosef told her, “Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu often appears to the cherished members of my family. If I acqui-
esce to you and He appears to me tonight, He will find me in a state of 
defilement.” 

When a Bais Din seeks to prevent false witnesses from testifying, they tell 
them that witnesses that are hired to lie are looked down upon by the very 
people who hired them. Here too we see that a threat to one’s self-esteem can 
be a deterrent to sin. Even some activities which are not actually forbidden 
can lead one to let his guard down and commit an aveirah. One who sees 
these foibles as beneath his dignity will avoid such behavior.

Self-respect also motivates people to do extraordinary things. The Ramban 
explains that Bnai Yisrael in the desert had no training in the skills necessary 
to build the Mishkan. Nevertheless, their “hearts were proud in the ways 
of Hashem.” This “pride” motivated them to undertake such an exceptional 
endeavor.

Rav Yisrael Salanter and his students sought to enable Bnai Torah to 
resist the pressure of the Enlightenment movement which tore many people, NOT FOR PRINT
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including talmidei chachamim, away from Torah. They did this by generat-
ing a feeling of dignity and self-confidence, making the Yeshiva students feel 
that the Torah that they possessed was far more worthwhile than any other 
wisdom.

But don’t Chazal tell us, “Jealousy, lust and honor remove a man from this 
world” (Avos 4:21)? Yes, but Chazal are referring to the pursuit of honor. One 
who pursues honor is lacking in his own self-respect and is constantly seeking 
validation. That is why Chazal say that if one pursues honor, honor runs away 
from him (Eiruvin 13b). This is because he lacks self-respect and no amount 
of superficial honor will be sufficient to validate him.

The best way to achieve self-respect can also be found in Pirkei Avos (4:1). 
“Who is honored? He who honors others.” When we honor others we demon-
strate that every person deserves validation and that is all the validation that 
we need. Indeed, it takes a great amount of self-confidence to ignore your 
own honor and bestow honor only on others. That is not only real honor, it 
is also true humility.

To Give Is Divine

ָך ֵעיֶניָך ַאל ָנא ַתֲעֹבר ֵמַעל ַעְבֶדּ  ַוֹיּאַמר ֲאֹדָני ִאם ָנא ָמָצאִתי ֵחן ְבּ

And he said, Hashem, if I find favor in your eyes, please do not pass 
away from your servant (18:3)

Three angels appeared to Avraham Avinu as ordinary people weary from their 
travels. Avraham approached them saying, “Adonoy – my masters – if I find 
favor in your eyes, please do not pass by your servant.” While according to 
this simple translation it appears that Avraham was addressing the angels, the 
Gemara in Shabbos (12a) asserts that the word Ado-noy refers to Hashem. 
Thus Avraham was telling Hashem, who had come to visit him while he was 
recovering from his circumcision, “Please do not go away while I attend to 
welcoming my guests.” The Gemara deduces from this that “hachnasas orchim 
– welcoming guests into one’s home – is greater than hosting the Shechinah 
– Hashem’s divine presence.”NOT FOR PRINT
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The Meforshim grapple with understanding why hachnasas orchim is 
greater than basking in the presence of the Shechinah.

The Sefer Even Azel (see Maayana Shel Torah) suggests that Chazal 
are referring specifically to the type of hachnasas orchim in which Avraham 
engaged. In this week’s Parsha the Torah states, “He planted an eishel in Be’er 
Sheva and there he proclaimed the name of Hashem” (Bereishis 21:33). Rashi 
explains that the eishel which Avraham “planted” was either an orchard or 
an inn. Avraham would provide food and drink for the wayfarers and when 
they finished, he would encourage them to thank Hashem who is the creator 
and the true provider of all food. In this way Avraham used hachnasas orchim 
to bring people closer to Hashem. By forgoing his own rendezvous with the 
Shechinah, Avraham sought to enable other people to connect with Hashem. 
This type of hachnasas orchim exceeds the experience of personally basking in 
Hashem’s presence.

Rav Noach Weinberg offered a different explanation. The Gemara in 
Sotah (14a) says that we should emulate Hashem: “Just as He clothes the 
naked, so shall you clothe the naked; just as He visits the sick, so shall you 
visit the sick; just as He comforts mourners, so shall you comfort mourners.” 
Hashem is the paragon of chesed, and by our performing acts of chesed we 
resemble Him in some way. Acts of chesed are not merely social obligations 
mandated by the Torah, they are holy endeavors which emulate Hashem.

Rav Noach asks rhetorically, “So, what is better – being with Hashem 
or being like Hashem?” By Avraham caring for his guests, he moved from 
merely being with Hashem to an even higher level – being like Hashem.

While basking in the glow of the Shechinah is a wonderful experience, it 
is primarily reserved for the World to Come where we will earn our eternal 
reward. As the Gemara (Eiruvin 22a) states, “Today we are to perform the 
Mitzvos and tomorrow we will receive their reward.” This world is meant for 
growth – to become greater and holier and more like Hashem.

While all Mitzvos bring us closer to Hashem, Gemilus Chasadim – the 
performance of acts of kindness – is unique in that it is a true expression of a 
human being’s ability to emulate the Shechinah. It is not just a nice thing to 
do, it is truly Divine. 

NOT FOR PRINT
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It’s About Time

ָרה ֵני ַחֵיּי ָשׂ ִנים ְשׁ ַבע ָשׁ ָנה ְוֶשׁ ִרים ָשׁ ָנה ְוֶעְשׂ ָרה ֵמָאה ָשׁ  ַוִיְּהיּו ַחֵיּי ָשׂ

Sarah’s lifetime was one hundred years, twenty years, and seven years; 

the years of Sarah’s life (Bereishis 23:1) 

 “Sarah’s lifetime was one hundred years, twenty years, and seven years; the 
years of Sarah’s life” (Bereishis 23:1). Once, while Rebbi Akiva was giving 

a lecture, his students were dozing off and he sought to arouse them. He said, 
“Why did Esther merit to rule over 127 provinces? Because she was a descen-
dant of Sarah who lived 127 years, therefore she ruled over 127 provinces” 
(Medrash Rabbah Esther 1:8).

The questions regarding this Medrash are apparent. Why did Rebbi Akiva 
choose this drashah to awaken his students? What is the connection between 
the 127 years of Sarah and the 127 provinces over which Esther ruled?

Rashi comments on the words at the end of the pasuk, “the years of Sarah’s 
life,” which appear to be redundant. He explains that the Torah is conveying 
that all of her years were equally good. This seems quite astonishing: were 
they all good?! Sarah was abducted by Paroh, abducted by Avimelech, and 
she was barren until the birth of Yitzchok when she was ninety years old. 
She had extreme aggravation from both Hagar and Yishmael. What was so 
good about these years?  All of her years were used to serve Hashem no mat-
ter what tribulations she endured. All of her years were productive and good.  
Hence, we can say that Sarah Imeinu ruled over all of her 127 years. She was 
in control of every minute of her life. Esther, correspondingly, ruled over 127 
countries. Her malchus – sovereignty – was an outgrowth of Sarah’s malchus.

Parshas Chayei Sara
פרשת חיי שרה
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Since Rebbi Akiva felt that his students were wasting valuable time sleep-
ing, he wanted to stress the importance of time. One who rules over time is 
greater than one who rules over geographic areas. As the Mishnah in Pirkei 
Avos (4:1) states, “Who is mighty? One who controls his yeitzer [hara], as it is 
written, ‘One who has forbearance is better than a strong man, and one who 
reigns over his spirit [is better] than the conqueror of a city.’” 

Our greatest asset is time and every day that passes diminishes the amount 
of time that we have left. We must be careful not to squander it. Whoever 
said, “Time is money,” had it all wrong. Time is much more than money. 
Time is life itself.

We read in Tehillim (90:10,12) “The days of our years are seventy years, 
and if by might eighty years; their proudest success is but toil and pain, for 
they conclude quickly and we are gone… Teach us to count our days so that 
we will acquire a heart of wisdom.”  Help us be mindful of our limited time 
so that we will use it wisely and productively.

“And Avraham was old, bah bayamim” (Bereishis 24:1). While this phrase 
is generally translated as “well on in years,” literally it means, “he came with 
his days.” The Meforshim explain that in his old age he had brought all his 
days with him. There were no wasted days; each day was used to its fullest. 
As we age – and we are all aging – we should make every attempt to take all 
our days with us.

No Regrets

ע ִקְרַית ַאְרַבּ ָרה ְבּ ָמת ָשׂ ַוָתּ

Sarah passed away in Kiryas Arba (Bereishis 23:2) 

“Sarah passed away in Kiryas Arba…and Avraham came to eulogize Sarah and 
to cry for her” (Bereishis 23:2). Rashi states that the juxtaposition of Sarah’s 
death to the Akeidah – the binding of Yitzchok on the altar – signifies that 
Sarah’s death was precipitated by news of the Akeidah. The Pirkei D’Rebbi 
Eliezer explains that the Satan came to Sarah and told her that Avraham had 
offered Yitzchok as a sacrifice and she died from the shock and grief.NOT FOR PRINT
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We know that the role of the Satan is not only to act as prosecutor but also 
to entice people to sin and deter them from doing Mitzvos. What then was 
the Satan’s motive for telling Sarah that Yitzchok was killed, thereby precipi-
tating her demise? This act does not seem to fit either role.

The Kehillas Yitzchok answers that when the Satan approached Sarah, he 
actually had Avraham in mind. He had done everything in his power to stop 
Avraham from succeeding in the test of the Akeidah. He even created a rag-
ing river to block Avraham’s path. All to no avail. But he still had one more 
option: to cause Avraham to regret having taken Yitzchok to the Akeidah. 
The Gemara in Kiddushin (40b) says that it is possible for a person to lose his 
reward for a Mitzvah if he regrets having performed it. If Avraham would be 
so distraught by Sarah’s “untimely” death, he just might begin to rethink his 
actions.

However, again the Satan failed. The pasuk states that Avraham first eulo-
gized Sarah and then cried for her. Normally weeping precedes the eulogy. 
However Avraham withheld his tears so as not to be affected by his grief. 
Additionally, the Meforshim point out that the word “livkosa – to cry for her” 
– is written with a small kof to signify that he cried only a little bit. Why? So 
as not to allow any impression that the impact of her death had caused him 
to rethink the greatest of all of his tests.

In Maariv we daven, “Remove the Satan from before us and from behind 
us.” The Satan before us is there to stop us from doing the Mitzvah, and the 
Satan behind us is there after the Mitzvah has been done to take it away by 
enticing us to regret it. Many times we run into unanticipated hardships in 
the process of doing a Mitzvah. Other times we suffer losses because of the 
Mitzvah. Yet on other occasions the performance of the Mitzvah is fraught 
with a great deal of aggravation. We need to be on guard if thoughts of regret 
arise in our mind. That is the time to remind ourselves that “the reward is 
commensurate with the pain” involved in the performance of the Mitzvah.

The Steipler Gaon, Rav Yaakov Yisrael Kanievsky, remarked that his most 
precious Shabbos occurred when he was in the Russian army. (No, he didn’t 
enlist.) They ordered him to work on Shabbos. When he refused, his penalty 
was to run through two long rows of soldiers as they brought their clubs down 
upon him with all their might. No regrets!NOT FOR PRINT
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This message is particularly appropriate for those who are involved in 
working on behalf of the tzibbur. Invariably their best efforts meet with criti-
cism or opposition. They often had no idea of how much grief they would 
endure, leaving them with the feeling that “no good deed goes unpunished”. 
But this is all the more reason to guard their Mitzvah and savor it. Indeed 
their reward is inconceivable.

After all is said and done – No Regrets! 

Have Some Derech Eretz

ֶדֶרך ֶאֶרץ ָקְדָמה ַלּתֹוָרה

Derech Eretz preceeded the Torah (Vayikra Rabba 9:3)

Rashi cites the Medrash which states, “The conversations of the Patriarchs’ 
servants are more precious than the Torah (given to their) sons. The Parsha 
of Eliezer is repeated in the Torah, yet many Torah principles are only related 
through a mere hint” (Bereishis 24:42).

The reason that the Torah places so much emphasis on the story of Eliezer 
specifically, and the events described in Sefer Bereishis in general, is because 
they teach derech eretz. “Derech eretz kadmah leTorah – derech eretz precedes 
Torah.” This is not only true conceptually, but also chronologically since the 
book of Bereishis comes first.

What is derech eretz and why does the Torah elaborate at great length to 
teach it to us? Derech eretz is far more than good manners. It is a keen sensi-
tivity for what is appropriate. Rav Aharon Kotler points out that the stories 
of the Patriarchs are referred to as Sefer Hayashar – the Book of Uprightness 
– for the Patriarchs were called Yesharim (Avodah Zarah 28a). It is from 
the conduct of the Patriarchs and servants such as Eliezer that we can learn 
derech eretz.

The reason that the Torah dedicates so much space to derech eretz is 
because it must be learned by example. Each situation requires special con-
sideration and discretion. By observing great people in action dealing with NOT FOR PRINT
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all kinds of circumstances, we become attuned to recognizing the need for 
sensitivity in every situation.

We need to pay attention to how Eliezer and Rivkah conducted them-
selves by the well. We must learn how Rivkah displayed good middos and 
noble character and how Eliezer went about detecting it. We need to take note 
of the fact that, despite his erudition in Torah and his personal righteousness, 
Eliezer behaved throughout as a humble servant. Thus, Eliezer begins his pre-
sentation to Rivkah’s family with the words, “I am the servant of Avraham” 
(See Bava Kamma 92b).

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz points to a few other examples of derech eretz 
found in the Torah. Noach spent a grueling year in the Ark tending to the 
needs of all the animals. Nevertheless, even after the flood subsided, he 
refused to leave the Ark until granted permission by Hashem. “He said, ‘Just 
as I entered the Ark only after receiving permission, so too I will not leave 
without permission’” (Bereishis Rabbah 34:4).

When Moshe was told to count the Leviim from the age of one month he 
asked Hashem, “How can I enter their private tents to ascertain the number 
of infants?” Hashem told him to stand by each tent and a Heavenly Voice 
would announce the number of infants inside. Moshe knew that derech eretz 
precedes Torah, and therefore it was clear that Hashem never meant for him 
to enter each tent.

Rav Aharon Kotler observes that not only is derech eretz a critical prereq-
uisite for the performance of Mitzvos and Avodas Hashem, it is also a vehicle 
for creating a Kiddush Hashem. The Gemara (Yoma 86b) states that such 
behavior will cause people to say “Fortunate is his father who taught him 
Torah, fortunate is his Rebbi who taught him Torah, woe to people who did 
not learn Torah. Ploni who learned Torah – look how pleasant are his ways 
and how appropriate are his deeds!” 

NOT FOR PRINT
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It’s Not So Simple

ו  ַוֶיֱּאַהב ִיְצָחק ֶאת ֵעָשׂ
Yitzchok loved Eisav (Bereishis 25:28)

In this week’s Parsha we read that Yitzchok decided to bless his son Eisav 
rather than Yaakov. Since it is evident from the Torah that Yaakov was 

far more pious than Eisav, to say the least, it is difficult to understand why 
Yitzchok wished to give the eternal blessing of greatness to Eisav. Additionally, 
we need to understand why Rivkah did not go to Yitzchok directly, instead of 
resorting to subterfuge to obtain the brachos for Yaakov.

While many commentators give different approaches to this question, my 
Rebbi, Harav Yaakov Weinberg zt”l, offered a very beautiful and profound 
answer. The reason that Yitzchok chose Eisav for the brachah was that he 
felt Eisav was the more worldly man. Yitzchok knew that his son would be 
the founder of a great nation. This nation would be the leader on the world 
stage. In this position, they would be hated and persecuted by many adversar-
ies. To both survive and lead would take a great deal of resourcefulness and 
even shrewdness. (Indeed, the ability of our nation to survive through the 
many years of galus has demanded astuteness and cunning.) Yitzchok felt that 
Yaakov, who was a “simple man” poring over religious tomes, was too naïve 
for this mission. On the other hand, Eisav, who possessed these vital qualities, 
could assume this responsibility once he was guided to a path of piety and 
Torah observance. 

Rivkah decided that there was nothing she could say to convince Yitzchok 
to the contrary. She had to prove to Yitzchok that Yaakov did possess the traits 
necessary for this role. If Yaakov could indeed fool his own father in order 

Parshas Toldos
פרשת תולדות
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to assure that the blessings would be conferred on the more righteous and 
deserving son, Yitzchok would realize that Yaakov had what it takes. Thus 
when Yitzchok realized that Yaakov had tricked him, he declared to Eisav, 
“Your brother has come with cunning and taken your blessing” (Bereishis 
27:34). That is why Yitzchok insisted, “He shall remain blessed” (ibid 33).

I suggested a proof to this approach based on the Gemara (Megillah 
13b). When Yaakov met Rachel he told her that he was her father’s brother 
(Bereishis 29:12). The Gemara asks, “Was Yaakov really Lavan’s brother?” He 
was actually Lavan’s nephew. Rather what he meant was that he is his brother 
in deception. Rachel asked him, “Are righteous people permitted to deceive?” 
He replied, “Indeed, as it says, ‘With the pure You act purely, and with the 
corrupt You act perversely’” (Shmuel II, 22:27). Yaakov was well prepared for 
the formidable deception which Lavan would thrust upon him. 

Perhaps with this approach, we can offer an explanation of a pasuk at the 
end of the Parsha. “And [Yaakov] went to Paddan Aram to Lavan the son of 
Besuel, the Aramean, the brother of Rivkah, the mother of Yaakov and Eisav” 
(Bereishis 28:5). On the words “the mother of Yaakov and Eisav,” Rashi com-
ments, “I do not know what this teaches us.” Certainly by now we all know 
very clearly that Rivkah was the mother of Yaakov and Eisav. Additionally, 
why mention Eisav at all in this context?

Based on Rav Weinberg’s approach, I would suggest the following expla-
nation. Yaakov was being sent into the lion’s den – to the home of one of the 
most deceitful men mentioned in the Torah. How could this meek scholar 
survive in such a place for twenty years? Chazal tell us, “Most sons resemble 
their mother’s brothers” (Bava Basra 110a). Thus, the Torah informs us that 
it was not only Eisav who inherited the capacity for deceit, but even Yaakov 
got some of it, because Rivkah, Lavan’s sister, was the mother of both Yaakov 
and Eisav.

While deceptiveness is generally a reprehensible characteristic, there are 
times when great and pious people must act shrewdly. They need the per-
ceptiveness to anticipate any impending threat to them or to Klal Yisrael and 
to respond with cunning and tenacity. Although they must resort to such 
measures in order to survive, they still continue in the tradition of Yaakov 
Avinu – our Patriarch – humble men, dwellers in the tents of Torah, paragons 
of Truth.NOT FOR PRINT
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Behind The Scenes

ו... ְוִרְבָקה ֹאֶהֶבת ֶאת ַיֲעֹקב ַוֶיֱּאַהב ִיְצָחק ֶאת ֵעָשׂ

Yitzchok loved Eisav…but Rivkah loved Yaakov (Bereishis 25:28)

 “Yitzchok loved Eisav…but Rivkah loved Yaakov” (Bereishis 25:28). Rivkah 
knew which son was worthy of her love and devotion and who would be 

the one to carry on the legacy of Avraham and Yitzchok. Perhaps she knew 
through intuition or perhaps through ruach hakodesh – divine inspiration. 
Or perhaps she based her judgment on the prophecy which she had been told 
during her pregnancy. At that time she sought the word of Hashem to explain 
the reason for her very difficult pregnancy. “Hashem said to her, ‘Two nations 
are in your womb… and the elder shall serve the younger’” (ibid 25:23). Thus 
she knew that Yaakov, the younger son, would be the patriarch of the domi-
nant nation.

Armed with this knowledge, Rivkah took the initiative to direct the course 
of events from behind the scenes. She deftly arranged to have Yaakov receive 
Yitzchok’s blessing. That blessing conferred the dominant role on Yaakov. 
“People will serve you and regimes will bow down before you; be a master of 
your kinsmen and your mother’s sons will bow down before you” (ibid 27:29). 
Thus Yaakov became the heir of Yitzchok’s legacy and ultimately Yitzchok 
acknowledged his mistake in favoring Eisav.

Rivkah’s mother-in-law Sarah, also controlled the course of events when 
she told Avraham to drive out Hagar and Yishmael.  Hashem told Avraham, 
“All that Sarah says to you, listen to her voice” – to her ruach hakodesh.

The teamwork of parenting involves two roles. One who manages and 
one who executes. The doer sees the trees while the manager sees the for-
est. Similarly, in the business world, the blue collar workers do the leg work 
while the executives make the decisions. And so it is in the sports arena: the 
players descend onto the field while the coach calls the shots from the side-
lines. In the theatrical sphere there are the actors on stage and the director 
overseeing the entire performance. In the military there are the foot soldiers 
and the generals.NOT FOR PRINT



   PARSHAS TOLDOS   •   39 

My father, zichrono livracha, would tell the story of the fellow who shared 
the decision making with his wife. He made all the major decisions and she 
made the minor ones. What are the major decisions: Should we put more 
sanctions on Iran? How should we fight global terrorism? What should we do 
about the zika crisis? And what are minor decisions: Where should we live? 
Where should the children go to school? How we should allocate our tzeda-
kah? (The examples have been adapted for more recent times.)

We live in a media controlled society where everything is publicity. Every 
mundane (or profane) issue has to come under the glaring lights of the media. 
Often we come away with the impression that what can’t be seen or glamor-
ized is not so important. Yet anyone with a little bit of seichel knows that what 
goes on behind the scenes is often far more important than what we are actu-
ally allowed to view.

When the angels visited Avraham Avinu they asked him, “Where is Sarah 
your wife?” He responded, “Behold, she is in the tent” (Bereishis 18:9). True 
she was out of sight, in the tent, but from there she gave her G-d sanctioned 
instructions. Rivkah lived in the shadow of Yitzchok but, to a great extent, she 
ran the show. Thus, our Matriarchs played a fundamental role in the building 
of our nation.

Decisions, Decisions

מֹו ַיֲעֹקב ַוַיְּעְקֵבִני ֶזה ַפֲעַמִים ַוֹיּאֶמר ֲהִכי ָקָרא ְשׁ

He said, Is it because his name was called Yaakov that he usurped 
me twice? (Bereishis 27:36)

When Eisav discovered that Yaakov had surreptitiously taken the brachah 
that was intended for him, he exclaimed, “Is it because his name was called 
Yaakov that he usurped me twice? He took away my birthright and behold, 
now he has taken my blessing” (Bereishis 27:36).

Eisav had two complaints against Yaakov: he took his bechora and he took 
his brachah. The first complaint is spurious since Eisav sold the birthright 
for a bowl of lentils. Had he had any appreciation of the value of spiritual NOT FOR PRINT
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attainment he would not have sold the bechora. Thus, the Torah states, “And 
Eisav spurned the bechora” (Bereishis 25:34). However, the second complaint 
seems entirely justified. What right did Yaakov have to take away the brachah 
that was meant for Eisav?

There are two possible approaches to resolve this question; and indeed 
they may both be right. Rashi tells us about the conversation that took place 
between Eisav and Yitzchok. Eisav informed Yitzchok that this was his second 
run-in with Yaakov, the first being the sale of the bechora. Yitzchok responded 
that if that was true then the brachah belongs to Yaakov and not to Eisav. As 
the Ramban explains, even though Yitzchok was aware that Yaakov was more 
righteous than Eisav, he felt that the brachah belonged to Eisav since he was 
the firstborn. If indeed he was no longer the bechor, and Yaakov was, then 
Yaakov was entitled to the brachah.

When Eisav relinquished his rights of bechora, he forfeited his claim to the 
brachah. All for a bowl of lentils. His desire for immediate gratification caused 
him to opt to fill his stomach instead of seeking spiritual greatness.

The second approach is the obvious fact that the brachah which his father 
intended for him was totally incongruous with Eisav’s personality. The bra-
chah was nothing less than to be the heir to the spiritual legacy of Avraham 
and Yitzchok. Eisav had led a life of moral depravity engaging in very serious 
aveiros. How could he possibly carry on the legacy of the Patriarchs?

So why didn’t Eisav get it? Perhaps Eisav viewed himself as a noble person. 
Despite all the evil he did, he could not recognize how his day to day behavior 
determined who and what he really was. Bilam had the same problem. His 
behavior was lowly and despicable yet he fantasized, “May my soul die the 
death of the upright” (Bamidbar 23:10). Rashi explains that the “upright” 
that Bilam referred to were none other than the Patriarchs. Bilam just could 
not recognize who he really was. One’s personality is shaped by the choices 
that he makes each and every day; not by what he professes.

There are two types of decisions that we all make: the big ones and the 
little ones. The big ones occur infrequently, but they can alter the courses of 
our lives in a matter of seconds. The little ones occur daily and almost con-
stantly. Every minute we are making both conscious and unconscious deci-
sions. These – cumulatively – also affect our lives and our personalities.  Every 
decision involves a choice which results in taking one thing and relinquishing NOT FOR PRINT
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something else. Care must always be taken that we don’t give up something 
of true and lasting value for some vacuous fleeting pleasure.

Rebbi Yehudah Hanasi put it this way: “Calculate the cost of a Mitzvah 
against its reward and the reward of an aveirah against its cost” (Avos 2:1). 
Or to put it another way: Don’t forfeit something of eternal value for a bowl 
of lentils. 

NOT FOR PRINT
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The Means Is The End

ל ַצִדיִקים ִפָלָתן ֶשׁ ֵני שהקב"ה ִמְתַאֶוה ִלְתּ ֵני ַמה ָהיּו ַאבֹוֵתינּו ַעקּוִרים? ִמְפּ ִמְפּ

Why were our Patriarchs and Matriarchs barren? 

Because Hakadosh Baruch Hu desires the prayers of the righteous 

(Yevamos 64a)  

The Gemara in Yevamos (64a) states, “Why were our Patriarchs and 
Matriarchs barren? Because Hakadosh Baruch Hu desires the prayers 

of the righteous.” Three questions come to mind. Firstly, does Hashem really 
need the prayers of tzaddikim? Second of all, is it fair to withhold something 
so vital such as having children for an ulterior motive? And thirdly, didn’t the 
Patriarchs pray anyway? Indeed, Chazal (Berachos 28b) tell us that Avraham 
instituted Shacharis, Yitzchok – Mincha and Yaakov – Maariv.

Dovid Hamelech declared, “Vaani Tefillah – I am prayer” (Tehillim 
109:4). The Gemara in Bava Kamma (3b) defines Man as one who prays. 
Prayer is a crucial need of each person, for through prayer one connects with 
his Creator and Benefactor. Through prayer we come to realize that every-
thing we have and everything we need comes only from Hashem.

It is very easy to fall prey to the notion that all that we acquire is due to 
natural circumstances and our own initiative. We are inclined to say, “My 
strength and the might of my hand secured for me all this wealth” (Devarim 
8:17). However, when a person needs something very badly, yearns for 
it intensely and pours out his heart in prayer for it, he implicitly declares, 
“Hashem, I have nothing without You.” The more one identifies with this 
idea, the closer he comes to Hashem.

Parshas Vayeitzei
פרשת ויצא
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It is true that both the Patriarchs and Matriarchs prayed throughout 
their entire lives. They prayed in general and they prayed for specific things. 
However, the intensity and fervor of their prayer grew in proportion to their 
sense of deprivation and their level of yearning. Hashem sought to elicit a 
profound level of deveikus – intimacy – from these spiritual giants which 
could only be achieved through many years of fervent and passionate prayers. 
When Hashem withheld children from them it was for their benefit. It was 
so that they would be totally saturated with the recognition that everything 
comes from Hashem and that Hashem is capable of anything, even bestow-
ing fertility on those who are barren. This is the ultimate perception of “Ein 
Od Milvado – There is nothing besides Hashem.” This profound recognition 
allowed them to cleave to their Creator and Benefactor and achieve the great-
ness for which they were destined.

In truth this principle applies to all of us. The Gemara (Yoma 76a) asks 
why the mann in the desert did not fall merely once a year in sufficient quan-
tities to last for the entire year. The Gemara answers that providing mann on 
a daily basis would cause a person with many children to be concerned each 
day that perhaps the mann would not continue to fall, and they would all 
die from hunger. Thus everyone would constantly direct his heart toward his 
Father in Heaven. Here too, the need created the impetus to connect to the 
ultimate Benefactor.

Viewed from this perspective, the thing which we seek is not the end with 
prayer being the means. Rather, that which we seek is the means and prayer 
is the end. After all, in the journey of life our connection to Hashem is what 
we truly seek.

    

Choosing The Right Yeshiva

ַבע ַוֵיֶּלְך ָחָרָנה ֵאר ָשׁ ַוֵיֵּצא ַיֲעֹקב ִמְבּ
Yaakov departed from Be’er Sheva and went toward Charan 

(Bereishis 28:10)

Chazal tell us that Yaakov spent fourteen years studying Torah in the Bais 
Hamedrash of Sheim and Eiver before proceeding to Charan to find a wife 
(See Megillah 17a).NOT FOR PRINT
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Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky is puzzled regarding the appropriateness of such 
a detour from the directive of both of his parents to go to Charan. Yaakov was 
63 years old when he left Be’er Sheva. He had learned with his grandfather 
Avraham until the age of fifteen and the rest of the time he had learned with 
his father Yitzchok (see Rambam Avodah Zarah 1:3). Why now, when his 
parents had told him to go to Charan, should he disobey them and go to learn 
some more? Had he not learned sufficiently to leave the Bais Hamedrash 
and heed his parents’ wishes? Yet Chazal tell us that he was not punished for 
neglecting the Mitzvah of kibud av va’eim – honoring one’s parents – for the 
fourteen years spent in the Bais Hamedrash of Sheim and Eiver. Rav Yaakov 
compares this to a child who is sent to the store by his parents and decides 
to stop on the way and learn in a Bais Hamedrash. Is this the proper time 
to learn?

Rav Yaakov answers that the nature of the Torah taught in the Bais 
Hamedrash of Sheim and Eiver was very different from the Torah taught 
by Avraham and Yitzchok. The structure created by Avraham and Yitzchok 
was much like a standard Yeshiva. Their Yeshiva was an insular environment 
which had no room for the likes of Yishmael who was thrown out for being 
a negative influence. It was a place to grow in Emunah and Avodas Hashem.

Sheim however had lived through the generation of the flood. He had 
witnessed the total spiritual decline of humanity and had successfully resisted 
it. Eiver was born and grew up in the generation of the tower of Bavel and 
had witnessed mankind’s rebellion against Hashem and had nevertheless 
remained strong in his faith. They both had mastered the spiritual techniques 
necessary to resist the evil influence of the societies which surrounded them. 
Their Torah was the Torah of survival in a sea of decadence.

Yaakov realized that to fulfill his parents command to live in the house 
of Lavan and in a community of Lavans (see Bereishis Rabbah 70:19), he 
had to learn the Torah of Sheim and Eiver. Therefore it was self-understood 
that the command to go to Lavan must have included the attainment of all 
the spiritual tools necessary to return home and proclaim, “I have dwelt with 
Lavan, yet I have kept the 613 Mitzvos” (Rashi, Bereishis 32:5). This can be 
compared to a child who was sent by his father to buy a lulav and esrog and 
decided that he must first go to study the pertinent halachos to assure that he 
will buy the best possible set for his father.NOT FOR PRINT
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Whether we are choosing a Yeshiva for our children or designing a learn-
ing program for ourselves, we should consider what we would like to accom-
plish. Firstly, the program should fit the personality of the student. Secondly, 
the curriculum should provide the necessary skills to advance in our learning. 
And finally, the program should provide us with an understanding of the vital 
hashkafos and a familiarity with all of the halachos needed to live as a commit-
ted Jew, scrupulous in Mitzvah observance.

Take It Easy

ה ר ָאַמר ֱאלִֹקים ֵאֶליָך ֲעֵשׂ ל ֲאֶשׁ ה ֹכּ  ְוַעָתּ

So now, whatever Hashem has said to you, Do (Bereishis 31:16)

“And Hashem said to Yaakov, ‘Return to the land of your fathers and to your 
birthplace and I will be with you’” (Bereishis 31:3). Yaakov called his wives, 
Rachel and Leah, to the field to inform them of this directive. He explained 
to them that working for their father was no picnic. Lavan constantly changed 
his terms of employment, yet Hashem stood by Yaakov and he prospered, 
despite everything Lavan did to thwart his success.  Now he is being accused 
of stealing all of Lavan’s wealth, and Hashem has commanded him to return 
to his native land. Rachel and Leah responded that indeed their father had 
treated them as strangers by selling them and had taken away all their wealth. 
“So now whatever Hashem said to you, do.”

Rav Moshe Feinstein finds their reply astonishing. While we could under-
stand why Yaakov stressed the negative conditions which he endured in order 
to make the decision to leave palatable to his wives, but why did Rachel and 
Leah reiterate this point? Wasn’t Hashem’s commandment enough reason for 
them to leave? They should have merely said, “Listen to Hashem.”

Rav Moshe deduces from here that a person should downplay any hard-
ship involved in doing a Mitzvah. Every Mitzvah should be perceived as being 
only advantageous to us. Any sacrifice that we may encounter in doing a 
Mitzvah is really no sacrifice. Any perceived financial loss that one may suf-
fer from keeping Shabbos or from davening with a minyan is not really any NOT FOR PRINT
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loss. Hashem provides our parnassah and whatever we earn is all that we were 
meant to earn. If the money is apportioned to us, we will get it regardless. 
Thus Rachel and Leah were relating that they had absolutely no difficulty in 
fulfilling Hashem’s will. 

Rav Moshe stresses that this attribute is critical to the chinuch of our chil-
dren. They should grow up convinced that any Mitzvah that they do is only 
beneficial and never perceived as a burden. He laments the attitude of many 
people who were challenged in the early twentieth century to keep Shabbos 
and still earn a living. They would boast, “I’ve been in America for fifty 
years and I was never mechalel Shabbos!” This conveyed to their children the 
notion that, “It was really tough, but I did it.” To which the implicit response 
often was, “You were a real fighter, but we can’t do it.”

This approach may help us understand a puzzling statement in the Gemara 
Berachos (34b). The Gemara cites the pasuk in Parshas Eikev. “Now, Yisrael, 
what does Hashem, your G-d, ask of you, merely to fear Him…” (Devarim 
10:12). “Is yir’as shomayim – fear of Hashem – such a small matter [that you 
say ‘merely’]?” the Gemara asks. “Yes, for Moshe it was a small matter.’’ The 
problem is that Moshe was talking to us, and for us yir’as shomayim is no small 
matter! With Rav Moshe’s approach we could suggest that Moshe Rabbeinu 
was teaching us that in order to acquire yir’as shomayim we must view its 
acquisition as not too difficult. 

We need to convince ourselves, and convey to our children and to those 
we wish to influence that davening, learning and keeping Mitzvos in general 
are indeed a pleasure, not a sacrifice.  So what’s the big deal? 

NOT FOR PRINT
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Just Fake It

י ְרִתּ ִעם ָלָבן ַגּ
I have dwelt with Lavan (Bereishis 32:5)

Yaakov tells Eisav “I have dwelt – garti – with Lavan and I have lingered 
until now.” Rashi notes that the gematria of garti and Taryag (613) are 

the same. Thus, Yaakov was stating, “I dwelt with Lavan and I kept Taryag 
Mitzvos and I did not learn from his evil deeds.” Rav Meir Shapiro observes 
that the words “I did not learn from his evil deeds” appear to be redundant. 
He suggests, homiletically, that Yaakov was really bemoaning the fact that, 
despite his having kept all the Mitzvos, he did not learn from Lavan to keep 
them with the same degree of enthusiasm and devotion that Lavan displayed 
in his evil ways.

While it is difficult to understand Rashi as issuing such a sharp critique of 
Yaakov, the most lofty Patriarch, the message is a very powerful one. Oh, that 
our passion and diligence in the performance of Mitzvos would parallel the 
zealousness of the wicked. Perhaps this is what the Mishnah in Avos means 
by, “Who is wise? He who learns from every person.” We can learn even 
from wicked people. Indeed, we can learn even from ourselves. Do we learn 
Torah and daven with the same passion as we pursue our personal interests? 
Do we get excited over a beautiful Dvar Torah the way we delight over a 
scrumptious meal?

The pleasure and excitement which we have when engaging in an enjoy-
able activity are not merely superficial factors. The more we enjoy something 
the more likely we are to do it. Moreover, these factors define our priori-
ties and who we are. One who avidly follows baseball or football is a sports 

Parshas Vayishlach
פרשת וישלח
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fan. One who indulges copiously in fine dining is a gourmet (or perhaps a 
glutton). Thus, the Simchah and enthusiasm that we experience when doing 
Mitzvos are crucial factors in defining who we are. Little wonder then, that 
the sainted Arizal attributed his great spiritual accomplishments to his having 
performed Mitzvos with Simchah.

How do we go about developing these positive feelings and enthusiasm 
toward Mitzvos? The Mesillas Yesharim (Chapter 7) suggests, “For the person 
for whom this passion does not burn in his heart, it is advisable that he inten-
tionally animate himself. This will result in the desire becoming part of his 
nature. For the external movement will stimulate the internal (feeling). The 
external is certainly more under his control than the internal.”

This approach is the foundation of behavior modification psychology. As 
a noted psychologist observed, although this approach may seem phony, it is 
the very essence of the process of change. To transition from whom we are to 
whom we would like to become, we must act like the person we want to be. 
The brain learns and mimics these new feelings until they become habitual 
and natural. That is the only way to get there. Or, in street lingo: “Fake it and 
you’ll make it.”

We must first start with a true evaluation of ourselves. How do we per-
form Mitzvos? Do we do them with the same, or at least similar, enthusiasm 
and joy that we do non-Mitzvos or aveiros? If the answer is no, then we need 
to learn from Lavan. Why not begin now? If we fake it, we can make it!

A Master Of Disguise

ַחר ׁ ַוִיָּוֵּתר ַיֲעֹקב ְלַבּדֹו ַוֵיָּאֵבק ִאיׁש ִעּמֹו ַעד ֲעלֹות ַהָשּ

Yaakov remained alone and a man wrestled with him until the break 
of dawn (Bereishis 32:25) 

Upon his return from Charan, Yaakov heard that his brother Eisav was 
approaching with four hundred men. Anticipating that Eisav was bent on 
killing him for having usurped the brachos, Yaakov prepared himself for 
the unavoidable confrontation. Suddenly, from out of the blue, before Eisav NOT FOR PRINT
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arrived on the scene, an angel appeared and attacked Yaakov. It is difficult to 
understand how this encounter is related to the events surrounding it.

Chazal tell us that the angel was Sama’el – an agent of Eisav. But what did 
he intend with his attack? Why didn’t he leave the assault on Yaakov for Eisav 
and his capable henchmen?

When Yitzchok blessed Eisav he told him, “It shall be when you are 
aggrieved, you will be able to cast off his (Yaakov’s) yoke from upon your 
neck” (Bereishis 27:40). Rashi explains that Yitzchok was telling Eisav that 
when Bnai Yisrael transgress the Torah, you will have reason to resent Yaakov’s 
taking the brachos, and then you will be able to cast off their yoke.

The Meforshim explain that Sama’el is a manifestation of the forces of 
evil – the Satan and the yeitzer hara. While Eisav sought to eradicate Yaakov 
physically, Sama’el’s intention was to destroy him spiritually. Eisav and his 
descendants have two ways to defeat Yaakov and his descendants. They can 
overcome them physically or they can cause them to sin and thereby lose their 
spiritual edge, their very raison d’ être. 

The Gemara in Chullin (91a) cites two opinions regarding the outward 
appearance of the angel. One maintains that he appeared like a gentile and 
the other asserts that he appeared like a talmid chacham. Two totally oppo-
site guises.

The Avnei Neizer explains that the guise of a gentile represents the frontal 
approach of the yeitzer hara.  Be like a goy that is not bound by the dictates of 
the Torah. If it feels good, do it. The other guise is that of a Torah scholar. He 
attempts to convince us that it is okay to do the aveirah. The Torah, Chazal 
and the Shulchan Aruch all permit it under these circumstances. Not only 
that – it is actually a Mitzvah.

While the physical battles occur on the ground, the spiritual ones take 
place in our minds. The yeitzer hara has many disguises. He is also very 
adaptable, always keeping up with the times. The Mesillas Yesharim describes 
the yeitzer hara as “a master of war, skilled in deceit; and it is only possible 
to escape from him with great wisdom and much foresight.” Following this 
perspective, Rav Yisrael Salanter asserts that the study of mussar must be 
complemented by “the ‘wisdom of the world’ to anticipate the future…to 
prepare counsel and strategies…This material cannot be found in books of NOT FOR PRINT
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mussar. Each person must draw it forth with his own understanding.” (See 
Ohr Yisrael letter #2.) 

In this lifelong battle, the first rule of combat is, “Know thine enemy!”

You Can Have Everything

ִני ֱאלִֹקים ְוִכי ֶיׁש ִלי ֹכל י ַחַנּ ר ֻהָבאת ָלְך ִכּ ְרָכִתי ֲאֶשׁ ַקח ָנא ֶאת ִבּ

Please accept my gift which was brought to you, for Hashem has 
been gracious to me and I have everything (Bereishis 33:11)

Yaakov, upon returning to Eretz Canaan, discovers that Eisav is approaching 
with four hundred men armed to the teeth. In preparation for the impend-
ing confrontation with his brother, Yaakov sends emissaries to bring many 
herds of livestock to Eisav to appease him. Indeed upon meeting Yaakov, 
Eisav’s brotherly feelings and compassion are aroused. He tells Yaakov, “I have 
plenty; my brother, let what you have remain yours.” Yaakov responds, “Please 
accept my gift which was brought to you, for Hashem has been gracious to me 
and I have everything – kol” (Bereishis 33:9,11). Rashi points out that while 
Eisav referred to his great wealth as “rav – a lot,” Yaakov called his possessions 
“kol – everything.” It would seem that this discrepancy of terminology could 
account for the fact that Yaakov did indeed part with his possessions while 
Eisav finally agreed to accept them.  What is the difference? Wouldn’t Yaakov 
no longer have kol if he gave away part of his wealth?

The Medrash (Shir Hashirim Rabbah 1:13) states, “No man dies with 
half of what he desires in his possession. If he has 100 he wants 200; if he 
has 200, he wants 400.” You may have plenty but you could always use more. 
How then did Yaakov declare, “I have everything?” 

Yaakov knew the secret to wealth and satisfaction. “Who is wealthy? He 
who is happy with his portion” (Avos 4:1). He realized that whatever he owned 
came from Hashem, as he averred, “Hashem has been gracious to me.” If 
Hashem ordained that he should have a certain amount, that is all he needed 
and therefore he had everything. If Hashem gave him more, then he again 
would have everything. If He took away some, then the remainder would be NOT FOR PRINT
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everything that he needed. Once Yaakov had decided that it was appropriate 
to offer the tribute to Eisav, he had already determined that what remained 
was what Hashem had intended for him and that was everything. Eisav, on 
the other hand, who could always use more, merely had plenty.

Each of the Avos had this same attitude. In Parshas Chayei Sarah we read, 
“And Hashem blessed Avraham with everything – bakol” (Bereishis 24:1). In 
Parshas Toldos, Yitzchok asked, “Who is the one who hunted game, brought 
it to me and I partook of everything – mikol?” (Bereishis 27:33). Avraham 
obviously did not have everything and Yitzchok certainly did not partake of 
every delicacy, yet in their eyes it was kol – everything – no more and no less.

Most of us have – on one level or another – entered the rat race. There 
is always something physical or material that we are lacking. The problem is 
that this is a race that no one can win. If you have 200, you want 400, and so 
on. However, once we decide that what we have is all that we were meant to 
have at the present time, then right now we have everything. And if we have 
everything we should be happy. As Rav Noach Weinberg put it, “If we are 
not happy with what we have right now, how can we expect to be happy with 
what we get in the future?”

Therefore we say in bentching, “May the Compassionate One bless…us 
and all that is ours just as our forefathers, Avraham, Yitzchok and Yaakov were 
blessed with bakol, mikol and kol. So may He bless us all together with the 
perfect blessing.” Indeed this is the perfect blessing. “And let us say Amein!” 
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The Big Picture

ָלֵחהּו ֵמֵעֶמק ֶחְברֹון ַוִיְּשׁ
And he sent him from the valley of Chevron (Bereishis 37:14)

In this week’s Parsha the saga of Galus Mitzrayim – the exile in Egypt – 
begins to unfold. The strife between Yosef and his brothers leads to his 

being sold as a slave in Mitzrayim. At the end of the Parsha, Yosef finds 
himself in a dungeon where he successfully interprets the dreams of the two 
servants of Paroh. This ultimately leads to Yosef being called upon to inter-
pret Paroh’s dreams, which culminates in Yosef ’s appointment as viceroy of 
Mitzrayim. 

The Medrash (Bereishis Rabbah 91:10) cites a pasuk in Yeshaya (40:26), 
“Why do you, Yaakov say…‘My way is hidden from Hashem?’” Said Rebbi 
Levi in the name of Rebbi Chama bar Chanina, “Yaakov never said anything 
vacuous except for this one statement. Hashem is involved in making his 
son a king in Mitzrayim and yet he says, ‘My way is hidden from Hashem.’” 
The Yefei To’ar explains that in essence Hashem was saying that all of his life 
Yaakov trusted in Him. In every event or tragedy Yaakov knew that it was 
all for the best in the end, but now he was questioning His providence. Rav 
Chaim Shmuelevitz points out that this one time Yaakov failed to appreciate 
the bigger picture.

Hashem has His agenda and His plans, and every single incident is merely 
part of the process leading to the ultimate conclusion. We often judge a pain-
ful event on its own limited effect because we cannot perceive the final out-
come. We must always bear in mind that there is a much bigger picture which 
is being painted by Hashem.

Parshas Vayeshev
פרשת וישב
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Rav Chaim cites the well-known incident involving Rebbi Akiva. Rebbi 
Akiva was once traveling and was refused lodging in a particular town. He 
reacted by saying, “All that the Merciful One does is for the good.” Overnight 
the town was pillaged by a band of robbers, and since Rebbi Akiva was forced 
to sleep out in the field, he was spared from this calamity.  Thus, he reiterated, 
“All that the Merciful One does is for the good!”

In the case of Rebbi Akiva the bigger picture involved a single night. 
Often the bigger picture involves months or years. In the case of Yaakov it 
took twenty-two years. Yaakov had no inkling that the galus prophesied to 
Avraham in the Bris Bein Habesarim – the Covenant of the Parts – which 
took place 198 years earlier, began when he sent Yosef to check on his brothers.

“And he sent him from the valley – eimek – of Chevron” (Bereishis 37:14). 
Rashi points out that Chevron is not a valley and therefore the word eimek, 
which literally means deep, has another connotation: He sent him because of 
the deep plan [revealed to] the tzaddik (Avraham) who was buried in Chevron, 
to fulfill the decree “Your seed will sojourn in a land that is not theirs” (ibid 
15:13). Not only was this event the fulfillment of the decree of galus, it was its 
fulfillment in an extremely compassionate way. Chazal (Shabbos 89b) state, 
“Yaakov Avinu should have descended to Mitzrayim in iron chains (as most 
exiles are forced to do), however his merit caused him [to descend in order to 
see Yosef].” Yaakov was drawn to Mitzrayim by “chains of love” for his dear 
son Yosef. There he was cared for and treated royally for the remainder of his 
life. It turns out that not only was Yaakov’s way not hidden from Hashem, 
but He was actually mapping out the sequence of events in a manner which 
would be most favorable for Yaakov.

Hashem has His own plan book. In it are plans for individuals, plans 
for communities, plans for nations and plans for the universe. Some plans 
evolve over brief periods of time, others over centuries. But the ultimate plan 
takes six millennia. When all is said and done we will all proclaim, “All that 
Hashem does is only for the good!”
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You Can Be A Star

ַמע ְראּוֵבן ַוַיִּצֵּלהּו ִמָיָּדם ַוִיְּשׁ

And Reuvein heard and he saved him from their hand 
(Bereishis 37:21)

Reuvein attempted to save Yosef from his brothers by suggesting that they 
throw him into a pit instead of killing him. Reuvein’s intention was to ulti-
mately return Yosef to his father. Unfortunately, Yosef was sold by the other 
brothers before Reuvein was able to rescue him.

The Medrash Rabbah (Rus 5:6) states, “When one does a Mitzvah he 
should do it with a complete heart. For if Reuvein would have known that 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu would write about him, ‘And Reuvein heard (the plot) 
and he saved him from their hand,’ he would have carried him on his shoul-
ders to his father. And if Aharon would have known that Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu would write about him, ‘Behold he will come out to greet you (Moshe),’ 
he would have greeted him with drums and dancing. And if Boaz would have 
known that Hakadosh Baruch Hu would write about him, ‘He handed her 
(Rus) parched grain’, he would have fed her fattened calves.”

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky asserts that the Medrash is not merely referring 
to the publicity that these great men received. Rather the Medrash is suggest-
ing that they did not realize how great and far reaching their actions were. 
Reuvein thought he was just saving his brother. He did not realize how he 
might have been able to prevent the exile in Mitzrayim had he carried Yosef 
directly to his father. (For an explanation of how the exile in Mitzrayim could 
have been avoided see Emes L’Yaakov, Shemos 1:1.)

Similarly, had Aharon realized that the mission of Moshe would eventu-
ally lead to the receiving of the Torah, he would have been much more effu-
sive in his reception of Moshe. Also, had Boaz realized that Rus was destined 
to marry him and that they would be the progenitors of Dovid Hamelech 
and the Mashiach, he would have been far more gracious in his hospitality 
toward Rus.  

Indeed, the world is Hashem’s stage and mankind is playing its role in 
bringing the world to its intended destiny. Great people like Reuvein, Aharon NOT FOR PRINT
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and Boaz were major players whose actions contributed to the course of his-
tory in a big way. However, all of us also have a role to play and each one of our 
Mitzvos contributes to the fulfillment of Hashem’s plan for all of humanity.

This perception is borne out by the conclusion of the Medrash: “In the 
past, a person would do a Mitzvah and the prophet would write it down. 
Now, when a person does a Mitzvah who writes it down? Eliyahu writes it 
down and the Melech Hamashiach and Hakadosh Baruch Hu sign it.”

We are all part of the drama of history and the final redemption, and we 
have an invaluable role to play. 

What You See Is Not What You Get

ל ָהאֹוֵמר ְראּוֵבן ָחָטא ֵאינֹו ֶאָלא טֹוֶעה ָכּ

Whoever says that Reuvein committed the sin is mistaken 
(Shabbos 55:2)

As we read through the book of Bereishis, we come across a number of indis-
cretions of the Patriarchs and sons of Yaakov: the incident of Reuvein and 
Bilhah, what appears to be sibling rivalry among the brothers and the involve-
ment of Yehudah with the woman he met at the crossroads, to name a few. 
The Gemara (Shabbos 55b) asserts, “Whoever says that Reuvein committed 
the sin [as described in the Torah] is mistaken.” The Gemara goes on to 
describe his actual indiscretion. In the same vein, the classic commentaries 
inform us that all these sins were not what they appear to be. 

The question remains, why does the Torah portray their sins in such a 
manner? Granted that the Torah wishes to stress that according to the great 
spiritual level of these men their indiscretions were considered very severe. 
Nonetheless, isn’t this a bit misleading?

This question arises from a misunderstanding of the nature of the Torah. 
We often tend to look at the Torah just like another book of stories or laws. 
Thus what appears on the surface we take very literally. In reality, the Torah 
is made up of two parts: the Torah Shebichsav – the Written Torah – and 
the Torah Shebe’al Peh – the Oral Torah. These can also be referred to as the NOT FOR PRINT



56   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

chitzonius – external – and the penimius – the internal or hidden – parts of the 
Torah. We all know that when the Torah said, “An eye for an eye” it was never 
meant to be taken literally. The Oral Torah is needed to explain this phrase as 
well as every other phrase and event. As a Divine work of Hashem, every word 
of the Torah is pregnant with countless implications and references.

The Rambam, in the eighth of the 13 Principles of Faith, repudiates the 
notion that certain parts of the Torah – e.g. stories, “insignificant” details of 
family lineage, and many historical portrayals – were authored by Moshe and 
are not the words of Hashem. “There is no difference between [the verses] 
‘And the sons of Cham were Kush, Mitzrayim, Phut and Canaan’ (Bereishis 
10:6), ‘And his wife’s name was Meheitavel the daughter of Matreid, the 
daughter of Mei Zahav’ (ibid 36:39)… and ‘I am Hashem your G-d’ and 
‘Hear Yisrael, Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is one.’ Every word in the Torah 
contains wisdom and wondrous insights for those who understand them. The 
Torah’s wisdom is unfathomable, longer than the earth and wider than the 
sea.” (See the Rambam’s Commentary to Sanhedrin Chapter 10.)

Thus the true nature of the stories of the “sins” of our great ancestors was 
never intended to be understood without the Oral Torah and the deep insight 
of the Torah scholars.

The Greeks, who ordered the translation of our Torah by the seventy 
scholars, saw the Torah’s greatness only in a very superficial way. Indeed the 
Greeks saw the world without a Creator, the human body without a soul 
and history without the hand of G-d. This was the reason that they forbade 
the observance of Shabbos, bris milah and Rosh Chodesh. Shabbos obser-
vance proclaims that there is a Creator. The covenant of bris milah demon-
strates that the body has a soul imbued with kedushah. Rosh Chodesh serves 
as our means of determining the dates of the Yamim Tovim which celebrate 
Hashem’s role in our national destiny. 

The victory of the Chashmonaim over the Greeks was one of “deliver-
ing the wanton into the hands of the diligent students of Torah” – those 
who comprehended the penimius of the Torah. Our celebration of Chanukah 
should reinforce our own appreciation of the Torah’s penimius and thereby 
enable us to study it with greater sophistication and a deeper understanding. 
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There’s Always A Good Reason

ה ֱאלִֹקים ָלנּו ַמה ֹזּאת ָעָשׂ

What is this that Hashem has done to us? (Bereishis 42:28)

Yaakov’s sons arrived in Mitzrayim to purchase food for their families 
during the famine. When they appeared before the viceroy, he accused 

them of being spies. The only way to vindicate themselves was to return with 
their youngest brother, Binyamin, whom their father had refused to send with 
them. 

What was their reaction to this false accusation and this untenable 
demand? “Indeed we are guilty concerning our brother for we saw his heart-
felt anguish when he pleaded with us [to spare him] and we paid no heed. 
That is why this anguish has come upon us.” Reuvein responded to them say-
ing, “Did I not say to you, ‘Don’t sin against the boy,’ but you did not listen. 
And behold his blood is being avenged” (Bereishis 42:21-22). Although this 
event had nothing to do with their sale of Yosef – as far as they could tell – 
nonetheless they attributed their ill fate to their own misdeed.

Once again, when one of the brothers opened his sack and found that 
the money he paid for the provisions had been returned, how did the broth-
ers react? “What is this that Hashem has done to us?” They recognized that 
everything that happens to us comes from Hashem and that there is always 
a good reason. 

Indeed there are a number of reasons for suffering. The Gemara in 
Berachos (5a) states, “One who sees suffering coming upon him should exam-
ine his deeds.” The purpose of this suffering is to serve as a wake-up call to 

Parshas Mikeitz
פרשת מקץ
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do teshuvah. The Gemara identifies another reason for suffering: mizbayach 
kapparah – an altar of atonement – to totally cleanse one of a sin. Sometimes 
it is a test such as the suffering of Iyov or the painful tests of Avraham Avinu. 
(See Shaarei Teshuvah Shaar 2:5.) There is even a form of suffering called yis-
surim shel ahava – afflictions of love. Rashi explains that this suffering is not 
for any sin but to increase that person’s share in Olam Haba.

We, who are not prophets nor on a lofty spiritual level, may have trouble 
determining the precise cause for any particular affliction. However, first and 
foremost, we must recognize that everything comes from Hashem. There 
is no such thing as mikreh – happenstance. The entire tochachah in Parshas 
Bechukosai repeats this theme over and over again. The Torah informs us 
that an attitude of mikreh is the cause for only more of the same. Nonetheless, 
we can certainly be sure that if we look we will find something that needs 
improvement, and that itself will bring us closer to Hashem.

In reality all suffering emanates from Hashem’s love for us as the pasuk in 
Mishlei (3:11-12) asserts, “My child do not despise Hashem’s discipline and 
do not reject His reproof. For Hashem admonishes the one He loves, and like 
a father He mollifies the child.”  
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What’s Your Opinion Really Worth?

ַוֹיּאֶמר יֹוֵסף ֶאל ֶאָחיו ֲאִני יֹוֵסף

Yosef said to his brothers, I am Yosef (Bereishis 45:3)

 “Yosef said to his brothers, ‘I am Yosef ’...but his brothers could not answer 
him for they were overwhelmed before him” (Bereishis 45:3).

Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said, “Woe to us from the day of judgement; 
woe to us from the day of admonishment – tochachah. If the brothers could 
not answer Yosef the youngest of the tribes because they were overwhelmed, 
how much more so [will this be the case] when Hakadosh Baruch Hu will 
come and admonish each one according to his deeds” (Yalkut Vayigash 152).

Where do we find any admonishment by Yosef to his brothers? Rav Chaim 
Shmuelevitz suggests that Yosef did not really admonish his brothers. He notes 
that the word tochachah does not literally mean rebuke or admonishment. It 
means to demonstrate or clarify one’s error. Yosef ’s declaration to his brothers 
demonstrated to them how wrong they had been. They thought that they had 
neutralized his dreams by selling him into bondage and indeed the result was 
just the opposite. Their selling him to Mitzrayim actually brought about the 
fulfillment of his dreams. And even more poignantly – they thought that his 
dreams were illusions of grandeur when actually they were divinely inspired 
prophetic visions. Indeed they now realized that they had lived their lives and 
conducted themselves based on a very serious misconception.

So too, when Hashem, on the day of tochachah – the day of clarity, will 
demonstrate to a person his misconceptions, he will not be able to respond.

Parshas Vayigash
פרשת ויגש
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Rav Chaim remarks that a similar awakening occurred to Yitzchok Avinu 
when Eisav returned after the brachos had already been given to Yaakov. “And 
Yitzchok trembled a very great trembling” (Bereishis 27:33). Rashi comments 
that he saw Gehinnom under Eisav, i.e. he saw who Eisav really was. The 
trembling was in response to the recognition that he had lived his life laboring 
under a false perception. He had been very wrong in his assessment of Eisav. 
He now realized that Eisav was not worthy of the brachos at all, and that in 
truth the brachos belonged to Yaakov. This was Yitzchok’s great shock. This 
was his moment of truth.

When people form attitudes and opinions – what we call shitos, they pred-
icate all their assessments and all their decisions on these shitos. And everyone 
has a shitah. A shitah about Eretz Yisrael, a shitah about Chassidim, a shitah 
about Yeshivas, a shitah about Shuls, and on and on. And they live their lives 
and conduct their affairs based on their shitos. How important it is to reassess 
our shitos from time to time and clarify if they are based on fact or perception. 
This is particularly critical when making major decisions or taking actions 
with serious consequences.

Rav Avraham Pam emphasizes how often we are guilty of misjudging 
people just as Yosef ’s brothers misjudged him. Often we judge people by the 
way they dress or by the way that they carry themselves. Or if they don’t 
behave as we expect them to, we form all kinds of impressions about them. 
How often are these conclusions totally groundless! But in the wake of these 
assessments we berate them, we speak lashon hara about them, and we fail to 
relate to them with the Ahavas Yisrael that they deserve. And sometimes these 
people are our own relatives, even our spouses and children.

Let’s make any appropriate adjustments in our shitos and opinions now, to 
avoid the need for any tochachah later.

A Dream Come True

ָלַחִני ֱאלִֹקים ִלְפֵניֶכם י ְלִמְחָיה ְשׁ ִכּ
For it was to be a provider that Hashem sent me ahead of you 

(Bereishis 45:5)NOT FOR PRINT
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The Ramban states that Yosef knew that his dreams were prophecies and 
therefore he undertook to bring them to fruition. In his first dream he saw 
the sheaves of his brothers bowing down to his sheaf. This implied that all 
eleven of his brothers would bow down to him. Thus, when initially only 
ten of his brothers came to Mitzrayim, he devised a plan to bring Binyamin 
to Mitzrayim as well, so that all eleven brothers could bow down at once as 
foretold in the dream.

At this point he could not reveal his identity and have Yaakov and his 
family come down to Mitzrayim. That would have fulfilled the second dream 
in which the sun – his father, the moon – Bilhah his step-mother, and the 
eleven stars – the brothers -- all bowed down. If this would occur now, the 
first dream of only the brothers bowing down would never have been ful-
filled. Only after Binyamin came down with all the other brothers could 
Yosef embark on the fulfillment of the second prophecy.

Rav Shimon Schwab asks, “Why was it incumbent on Yosef to fulfill his 
prophecy?” He answers that Yosef realized from the dreams that he would be 
the vehicle to bring Yaakov to Mitzrayim and thus spare him the need to enter 
this galus in “chains of iron.” (See Parshas Vayeishev – “The Big Picture”.)

While Rav Schwab explains beautifully why Yosef felt obligated to fulfill 
the second dream, he does not explain why Yosef needed to pursue the fulfill-
ment of the first dream. Also not explained is the reason for Yosef placing the 
goblet in Binyamin’s sack precipitating the anguish of all his brothers. Some 
suggest that Yosef wanted to determine whether the brothers harbored any ill 
will toward Binyamin since he was also a son of the favored wife, Rachel. I 
believe that this alone would not have been a justification for all the distress 
that he caused his father and brothers by this scheme.

In order to get to the heart of this matter we need to understand the root 
cause of the contention which existed between Yosef and his brothers. The 
formation of Klal Yisrael began with Avraham Avinu, a single individual who 
had undertaken to fulfill Hashem’s plan. This role was passed on to one of his 
two sons – Yitzchok, again a single individual. This role then was passed on 
to only one of his two sons – Yaakov, a single individual. At this point it was 
uncertain whether the scepter would again be passed on to a single individual 
or if all of Yaakov’s sons would be the progenitors of Klal Yisrael. NOT FOR PRINT
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Any sign of favoritism or uniqueness could be interpreted as an indication 
of who would carry on the mantle of Avraham, Yitzchok and Yaakov. Thus 
the brothers viewed the multicolored coat and the dreams of Yosef as just 
that. Yosef, on the other hand, understood the dreams to mean that all twelve 
tribes would carry on – albeit with different roles.

There was one condition for this metamorphosis from one to many to 
evolve: there had to be perfect achdus among the brothers – they had to 
become one. Given their track record – and perhaps due to Yosef ’s own role 
in creating dissension – Yosef was bent on ensuring that the brothers’ alle-
giance to each other was unquestionable. This was the reason that the first 
dream with the inclusion of Binyamin and the ruse of the stolen goblet had 
to precede the fulfillment of the second dream – the descent of Klal Yisrael 
into Galus Mitzrayim. Only after Yehudah offered to serve as a slave in place 
of Binyamin was Yosef assured that the brothers were totally committed to 
each other. 

Whether in the Diaspora or in Eretz Yisrael, the identity and the survival 
of Klal Yisrael depend on their unity.

No Complaints

ָנה ְמַעט ְוָרִעים ים ּוְמַאת ָשׁ לִֹשׁ ֵני ְמגּוַרי ְשׁ ְרֹעה ְיֵמי ְשׁ  ַוֹיּאֶמר ַיֲעֹקב ֶאל ַפּ
ֵני ַחַיּי  ָהיּו ְיֵמי ְשׁ

Yaakov said to Paroh, The days of the years of my sojourns are 
one hundred and thirty years. Few and bad have been the days 

of the years of my life (Berishis 47:9)

When Paroh met Yaakov Avinu he asked him how old he was. Yaakov 
responded, “The days of the years of my sojourns are one hundred and 
thirty years. Few and bad have been the days of the years of my life…” 
(Bereishis 47:9). The Medrash (cited in Daas Zekeinim Mibaalei Hatosafos) 
tells us that Hashem said to Yaakov, “I saved you from Eisav and Lavan, 
I returned Dinah and Yosef to you and you complain that the days of 
your life are few and bad.” Hashem informed Yaakov that because of 
this He would subtract thirty-three years from Yaakov’s life corresponding to NOT FOR PRINT
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the thirty-three words in the related verses. Thus, Yaakov lived to 147, thirty-
three years less than his father Yitzchok.

It seems, however, that this Medrash contradicts the assertion of the 
Maharal. Rashi (Bereishis 46:29) states that when Yaakov was reunited with 
Yosef after twenty-two years, he recited the Shema. The Maharal explains 
that Kriyas Shema is an expression of love of Hashem and an appreciation 
of Hashem’s infinite kindness. Thus upon seeing Yosef, who was not only 
alive and well but was also a viceroy, Yaakov took his great feelings of joy and 
directed them towards Hashem with fervent gratitude.

This explanation of the Maharal appears to be in conflict with the 
Medrash cited above, in which Yaakov is chastised for complaining about his 
difficult life. Perhaps the answer is that although Yaakov was truly grateful 
and appreciative of Hashem’s graciousness, the duress of all his tribulations 
had already taken their toll. Therefore the pain of all his hardships could not 
be erased. 

This approach is borne out by the observation of Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz 
that the thirty-three words for which Yaakov was penalized begin with 
Paroh’s question to Yaakov inquiring about his age. Paroh asked about 
Yaakov’s age because he looked exceptionally old and spent. Yaakov was 
culpable for this appearance which was due to his failing to properly appre-
ciate the gift of life itself.

Rav Chaim explains that life is a precious gift, and we should appreciate 
every moment. The Mishnah in Pirkei Avos (4:17) states that “One hour of 
repentance and good deeds in This World is better than the entire life of the 
World to Come.” Every moment of life has the capacity to generate eternal 
reward in Olam Haba. 

Even a life filled with suffering is a priceless gift brimming with endless 
opportunities to connect with Hashem. Rav Chaim suggests that one who 
complains about his lot is similar to someone who has just won a fortune in 
the lottery and at the same time complains about a small vase which broke. 
Indeed, Rav Shimon Schwab, who was unable to walk during the last few 
years of his life, was asked how he dealt with his infirmity. He replied that 
he feels as if Hashem gave him millions of dollars and then took back one 
hundred of them. What was there to complain about?

So let’s stop complaining and seize the moment.NOT FOR PRINT
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A Monumental Feat

ְבַרת ֶאֶרץ ָלֹבא עֹוד ִכּ ֶרְך ְבּ ֶדּ ַנַען ַבּ ֶאֶרץ ְכּ ן ֵמָתה ָעַלי ָרֵחל ְבּ ָדּ ֹבִאי ִמַפּ  ַוֲאִני ְבּ
ית ָלֶחם ֶדֶרְך ֶאְפָרת ִהוא ֵבּ ם ְבּ ׁ ֶרָה ָשּ ֶאְפָרָתה ָוֶאְקְבּ

When I came from Paddan, Rachel died upon me in the land of 

Canaan on the road, while there was yet a stretch of land to go to 

Ephras; and I buried her there on the road to Ephras, which is Bais 

Lechem” (Bereishis 48:7

When Yosef heard that his father Yaakov was very ill, he went to visit 
him. At that time Yaakov told him, “When I came from Paddan, 

Rachel died upon me in the land of Canaan on the road, while there was yet a 
stretch of land to go to Ephras; and I buried her there on the road to Ephras, 
which is Bais Lechem” (Bereishis 48:7).  Rashi explains the reason for this 
comment of Yaakov.  Yaakov felt that perhaps Yosef resented the fact that 
Yaakov had requested of him to be buried in Me’aras Hamachpeilah, even 
though Yaakov himself did not do this for Yosef ’s mother Rachel.  Yaakov 
explained that he had been commanded by Hashem to bury her there so 
that she should pray for her children when they would be exiled at the time 
of the destruction of the first Bais Hamikdash.  Nevuzaradan, the general of 
Nevuchadnetzar, would lead them into galus on that very road.  As the pasuk 
in Yirmiyahu (31:14) states, “A voice is heard on high, wailing, bitter weeping; 
Rachel weeps for her children, she refuses to be consoled for her children, for 
they are gone.”  Hashem will then tell her, “Restrain your voice from weeping 
and your eyes from tears, for there is reward for your action…the children 
will return to their borders.”

Vayechei
פרשת ויחי
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On that very spot Yaakov erected a monument.  “It is the monument of 
Rachel’s grave to this very day” (Bereishis 35:20).  The purpose of this monu-
ment was not for Rachel; it was for her children.  There they would stop on 
their road into galus and hear their Matriarch’s pleas and Hashem’s response.  
There they would find the encouragement needed to persevere in a long and 
bitter galus.  Her tears and Hashem’s promise would continue to reverberate 
in their ears: “Your children will return to their borders.”  This monument on 
the gravesite of Rachel Imeinu – the only such monument mentioned in the 
Torah – serves as the prototype for our practice to erect matzeivos – monu-
ments – at the gravesites of relatives.

There are two types of Mitzvos which mourners perform to commem-
orate their relatives. Some are for the benefit of the niftar – the deceased 
– such as reciting Kaddish. The Kaddish elevates the soul of the niftar. It 
diminishes any punishment and it intensifies his reward in Gan Eden. Other 
practices are for the benefit of the mourners. Erecting a matzeivah and visiting it 
connect them to their forebears. It reminds them of the niftar’s legacy and 
affords them reassurance in their time of need. It is a place to go to pray and 
beseech the Almighty for assistance and redemption.

And so for thousands of years Rachel’s children have come to daven at her 
matzeivah. They have poured out their hearts to Hashem for all of their dire 
needs. But most of all they have gone there to hear Mama Rachel’s words of 
concern for them and to remember Hashem’s promise that we will return.  
And indeed we have returned and we continue to return to our borders and 
to our home.

The Brachah That Keeps On Giving

ֶאְפַרִים ְמָך ֱאלִֹהים ְכּ ָרֵאל ֵלאֹמר ְיִשׂ ָך ְיָבֵרְך ִיְשׂ ּיֹום ַההּוא ֵלאמֹור ְבּ  ַוְיָבֲרֵכם ַבּ
ה ׁ ְוִכְמַנֶשּ

And he blessed them on that day saying, By you shall Yisrael bless 
[their children] saying, ‘May G-d make you like Ephraim and 

Menashe’” (Bereishis 48:20)
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The Torah relates the brachah which Yaakov gave to Yosef ’s two sons: 
“By you shall Yisrael bless [their children] saying, ‘May G-d make you 

like Ephraim and Menashe’” (Bereishis 48:2s0).  Rashi explains that one who 
wishes to bless his son will give him this blessing: “May Hashem make you 
like Ephraim and Menashe.”  It is difficult to understand why Yaakov made 
Yosef ’s two sons the role models for every Jewish child.  Yaakov had serious 
doubts about the character of Ephraim and Menashe.  When Yaakov saw 
Yosef ’s two sons, who had accompanied their father on his visit to Yaakov, he 
asked, “Who are they?”  Rashi, noting that Yaakov had been in Mitzrayim for 
seventeen years and knew full well who they were, explains that when Yaakov 
wished to bless them, the Shechinah left him. So he asked who they are that 
they appear not to be worthy of a blessing.

Additionally, Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky observes that Yosef ’s sons were 
born in the decadent land of Mitzrayim and did not grow up in the holy envi-
ronment of Yaakov’s home as did Yaakov’s other grandchildren.  Rav Yaakov 
goes as far as to suggest that Ephraim was an Egyptian name.  He notes the 
similarity to Paroh’s name.  In the ancient Egyptian tongue the pei, reish and 
ayin are dominant.  Thus, he asserts that the names Shifra and Puah – which 
were alternate names for Yocheved and Miriam – were Egyptian names given 
to them by Paroh.  Since the pei and reish are both present in Ephraim’s name 
it might well have been a gentile name.

Given these concerns about Ephraim and Menashe, why would Yaakov 
make them role models and institute that every Jewish boy be blessed to be 
like them?

I would suggest that it was precisely these fears which caused Yaakov to 
craft their blessing in this manner. In essence he was charging them to be 
worthy of this blessing. “Live your lives with the constant awareness that for-
ever Klal Yisrael will bless their children to be like you.”

Perhaps this is the very blessing that we give our children, “Be like Ephraim 
and Menashe!” Live as they did with this ever-present concern: “Am I being a 
good role model for others who observe me? When all is said and done will I 
leave a legacy to be proud of?”

This may be the intent of Rebbi in the Mishnah (Avos 2:1): “What is the 
proper path that a man should choose for himself? That which is honorable 
for himself and earns him the esteem of his fellow men.” The Mishnah is not NOT FOR PRINT
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referring to the motive for choosing this path but rather to the barometer for 
such a choice. Is my behavior worthy of my own self-respect and the esteem 
of others?

It is a powerful message for all of us. Let us be like Ephraim and Menashe 
and strive to live our lives as role models. If we do, we will have achieved the 
ultimate blessing.

Put On A Happy Face 

ִים ֵמָחָלב ַנּ ַחְכִליִלי ֵעיַנִים ִמָיִּין ּוְלֶבן ִשׁ

His eyes are red from wine and his teeth are white from milk 
(Bereishis 49:12)

In Yaakov’s blessing to his son Yehudah he states allegorically, “His eyes are 
red from wine and his teeth are white from milk.” Chazal (Kesuvos 111b) 
comment homiletically, “It is more beneficial to show one’s white teeth by 
smiling at someone than to give him milk to drink.” A smile brightens another 
person’s day. It conveys to him our interest and concern for him. It displays 
warmth and congeniality. Indeed, in Avos D’Rebbi Nosson (13) it states, “If 
one greets another person pleasantly even if he gives him nothing else, it is 
considered as if he gave him all the gifts in the world.”

Rav Eliyahu Dessler (Michtav Mei’Eliyahu vol 5, page 36) asserts that 
greeting one with a cheerful face is not merely a pleasantry, but an obligation. 
It was Shammai – the one who always demanded the letter of the law without 
leniency or accommodation who stated, “Greet everyone with a cheerful face” 
(Avos 1:15).

Rav Shlomo Wolbe (Alei Shur I, page 190) describes this phenomenon 
as “He’aras Panim – the radiance of one’s face”. Dovid Hamelech (Tehillim 
80:4) asked of Hashem, “Illuminate Your face that we may be saved.” In the 
Shemoneh Esrei, in the brachah of Sim Shalom we say, “Our Father, bless all of 
us as one with the light of Your countenance, for with the light of Your coun-
tenance You have given us…the Torah of life, a love of kindness, righteous-
ness, blessing, compassion and peace.” Rav Wolbe notes how even infants are NOT FOR PRINT
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affected by He’aras Panim. When we smile at them, they smile back at us and 
if we frown at them they may cry. Conversely, their smile brings a smile to our 
face. “Who knows,” ponders Rav Wolbe, “what is more healthy and beneficial 
to a baby’s growth: the food he eats or the He’aras Panim he receives?”

Rav Wolbe notes that we are all waiting for each other’s He’aras Panim. 
The husband for the wife, the wife for the husband. The child for the parent, 
the parent for the child. The student for the teacher, the teacher for the stu-
dent. The congregation for the Rabbi, the Rabbi for the congregation.

Perhaps, we can now appreciate why this blessing was so appropriate for 
Yehudah. The tribe of Yehudah was destined to ascend the throne of Bnai 
Yisrael. A king must realize that the whole nation is waiting for his He’aras 
Panim. To rule and lead a people successfully, a king must radiate this atti-
tude to all his subjects. 

Rav Wolbe relates that Rav Avraham Grodzinski, the famed Mashgiach 
of the Slabodka Yeshiva, spent two years mastering “a cheerful face.” Even 
during the horrific years in the Ghetto, the smile did not depart from his 
face, while all the pain was hidden in his heart. Indeed Rav Yisrael Salanter 
remarked that a person’s heart is a reshus hayachid – private property – but his 
face is a reshus harabbim – public property.

We can start our own training with the advice of Rebbi Masya ben 
Charash in Pirkei Avos (4:15), “Initiate a greeting to every person.” Rebbi 
Yochanan ben Zakkai always greeted others first, even the non-Jew in the 
street (Berachos 17a). With a cordial greeting and a smile we can light up 
another person’s life and brighten the entire world. 
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Thanks

ר לֹא ָיַדע ֶאת יֹוֵסף ַוָיָּקם ֶמֶלְך ָחָדׁש ַעל ִמְצָרִים ֲאֶשׁ
A new king arose over Mitzrayim who did not know Yosef 

(Shemos 1:8)

 “A new king arose over Mitzrayim who did not know Yosef. And he said to  
 his people, ‘Behold, Bnai Yisrael are more numerous and stronger than 

us. Come let us be wise to them…’ So they appointed taskmasters over [them] 
in order to afflict [them] with their burdens” (Shemos 1:8-11). Rashi cites an 
opinion that this new king was not really new, but the same king with new 
decrees, and he merely behaved as if “he did not know Yosef”.

Paroh “forgot” how Yosef literally saved his country during a devastat-
ing famine and he imposed bone crushing slavery upon Yosef ’s people. This 
behavior reflects the epitome of ingratitude. Chazal refer to this middah as 
kefias tovah – covering over the good (act). One who is aware of a kindness 
bestowed upon him, normally feels indebted to his donor. To avoid being 
encumbered by this burden, one must of necessity cover or conceal the act 
and thus become oblivious to it. The opposite reaction is called hakaras hatov 
– recognizing the good.

To Chazal, hakaras hatov is far more than gratitude. When Moshe rescued 
Yisro’s daughters from the shepherds who chased them from the well, they 
reported to their father, “An Egyptian man saved us from the shepherds” 
(Shemos 2: 19). Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz cites the following Medrash: The 
daughters of Yisro said to Moshe, “Yeyasher ko’ach for saving us from the shep-
herds.” Moshe responded, “The ‘Egyptian man’ that I killed saved you.” The 
Medrash offers a mashal: A man was bitten by an arod – a dangerous reptile 

Parshas Shemos
פרשת שמות
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– and rushed to a nearby river to dip his foot in the water as an antidote to 
the injury. There he saw a child drowning in the water, so he reached out to 
the child and rescued him. The child exclaimed, “If not for you, I would have 
died.” His hero responded, “It was not I who saved you, it was the arod that 
bit me that saved you.”

Hakaras hatov, as the expression implies, is to acknowledge the source of 
the tov from which one has benefitted. Even though the wicked Egyptian 
and the dangerous arod had no intention to save Yisro’s daughters or the 
child, hakaras hatov demands that one appreciate the source of all the good 
from which he benefits. Even an inanimate object should elicit one’s hakaras 
hatov. “Do not throw a stone into the well from which you drank” (Bava 
Kamma 92b).

When we apply this principle to human benefactors, we discover that we 
must feel and demonstrate our hakaras hatov even when the tov was bestowed 
upon us for ulterior motives. Even when a person renders services or assistance 
to us in the course of their profession, for which they are being paid, our obli-
gation to them is in no way mitigated.

Getting back to Paroh, Chazal provide us with an even deeper insight. 
“Today he did not know Yosef; tomorrow he is destined to say, ‘I do not 
know Hashem’” (Shemos Rabbah 1:8). One who lacks the middah of hakaras 
hatov fails to appreciate the true Benefactor. Didn’t Yosef, when called 
upon to interpret Paroh’s dreams, declare, “It is not I, Elokim will respond 
as to Paroh’s welfare.” Indeed, the same Paroh told Moshe, “I do not know 
Hashem” (Shemos 8:2). 

Let us look around and recognize the multitude of benefactors of tov, 
intentional and unintentional, from whom we have benefitted, and cultivate 
a deep sense of appreciation for all of them. And let us not forget the ultimate 
and most magnanimous Benefactor of all.  
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   PARSHAS SHEMOS   •   71 

“She’s Got It”

ת ֵלִוי ח ֶאת ַבּ ית ֵלִוי ַוִיַּקּ ַוֵיֶּלְך ִאיׁש ִמֵבּ

A man went from the House of Levi and took a daughter of Levi 
(Shemos 2:1)

“A man (Amram) went from the House of Levi and took a daughter of Levi 
(Yocheved)” (Shemos 2:1). Rashi comments that Amram had separated from 
his wife Yocheved because of Paroh’s decree to kill all male infants. However, 
his daughter Miriam convinced him to reunite with Yocheved. The Gemara 
in Sotah (12a) cites a number of arguments that Miriam presented to her 
father. Amram took her advice, took back Yocheved, and she gave birth to 
Moshe Rabbeinu.

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky wonders how a young girl like Miriam could 
arrive at a conclusion which Amram, the great spiritual leader, could not 
deduce on his own. He answers that the Gemara (Niddah 45b) states that 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu bestowed binah yeseirah – a deep understanding – on 
women, even more than on men. This understanding is intuitive and does 
not function by mere rational deduction. Therefore, although logically what 
Amram did was appropriate, Miriam, who was blessed with binah yeseirah, 
saw beyond the more limited perception of Amram.

The woman’s intuition which Rav Yaakov refers to allows her to see the 
forest instead of just the trees. It allows her to see the future without being 
encumbered by what appear to be the facts on the ground. Unfettered by 
mathematical calculations and statistical computations of probabilities, she 
can come up with a very different prognosis.

Perhaps this binah yeseirah would explain why Sarah Imeinu was a greater 
prophet than Avraham Avinu. The ability to free oneself from the physical 
perception and achieve intuitive recognition is a step closer to receiving com-
munication from the Spiritual World.

The Gemara in Sotah (11b) tells us, “In the merit of the righteous women 
of that generation Bnai Yisrael were redeemed from Mitzrayim.” The Gemara 
goes on to explain how the optimism of these women breathed strength and 
hope into their husbands and was responsible for the birth of new generations NOT FOR PRINT
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of children in Mitzrayim. I believe their optimism sprang from their binah 
yeseirah. They had the ability to ignore the facts on the ground and the trees 
in the forest and see the possibility of a brighter future.

According to some texts of the Gemara the author of this statement was 
Rebbi Akiva. How appropriate for the man, whose wife believed in him when 
he was an ignoramus and saw in him the future Gadol Hador, to make such 
a statement. Indeed, Rebbi Akiva, the rebbi of 24,000 students who declared, 
“What is yours and what is mine is hers,” is the best person to assert that it 
was the righteous women in Mitzrayim who brought about the redemption.

The message here is not merely for women to recognize the invaluable role 
that they play in the destiny of Klal Yisrael. It is not merely for men to appre-
ciate and take advantage of the insight afforded women through their binah 
yeseirah. There is yet another message. Things are not always what they seem. 
While facts don’t lie and statistics are a logical form of prognostication, a sixth 
sense of intuition – binah – can help us gain a more profound and accurate 
picture of what the future holds.

   

The Boogeyman

ִליֵכהּו ַאְרָצה ַוְיִהי ְלָנָחׁש ַוַיְּשׁ

He threw it to the ground and it became a snake (Shemos 4:3)

“Hashem said to him (Moshe), ‘What is in your hand?’ and he said, ‘A staff.’ 
And He said, ‘Throw it to the ground,’ and he threw it to the ground and it 
became a snake, and Moshe fled from it” (Shemos 4:2-3).

The Netziv remarks that it is difficult to conceive that our great mas-
ter Moshe would flee from a snake. Perhaps we can understand this event 
based on Rashi’s explanation of the symbolism of the snake. Rashi states that 
Hashem implied that Moshe had spoken lashon hara about Bnai Yisrael by 
saying, “They won’t believe me,” thereby acting like the “snake”, the practi-
tioner of lashon hara. When Moshe realized his aveirah – that he had spoken 
lashon hara to Hashem about Bnai Yisrael – he was petrified and fled from the 
snake – the yeitzer hara of lashon hara. Hashem told him, on the contrary, do NOT FOR PRINT
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not be afraid of the yeitzer hara – “Send forth your hand and take hold of its 
tail, and he grabbed it and it became a staff in his hand” (ibid 4:4). Hashem 
was telling Moshe Rabbeinu, “Do not feel vanquished after committing an 
aveirah. Confront the yeitzer hara. You can take control of it, and even turn it 
back into a Matei Ha’Elokim – a Divine instrument.”

This is very similar to what Hashem told Kayin when his sacrifice was 
rejected. “Why are you upset and why has your countenance fallen? Surely if 
you improve yourself, you will be forgiven.” Kayin was despondent after his 
sacrifice was rejected – a slap in the face from G-d Himself. He was over-
whelmed by his failure. Hashem told him, “Don’t lose hope. Confront your 
yeitzer hara, do teshuvah and move on. It is up to you.”

It says in Koheles (9:14-15) “There was a small city with only a few inhab-
itants and a mighty king came upon it and surrounded it and built a siege 
around it. Present in the city was a poor, wise man who saved the city by his 
wisdom.” Chazal (Koheles Rabbah 9:22) tell us that the city symbolizes a per-
son, the mighty king is the yeitzer hara and the poor, wise man is the yeitzer 
hatov. Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz asks how the wisdom of the yeitzer hatov saved 
the city. He answers in the name of his father that the yeitzer hatov convinced 
the person that there really is no mighty king, there is no great siege. It is 
all a fantasy – one’s imagination. The yeitzer hara wins through a display of 
“smoke and mirrors” and intimidation.

In Parshas Eikev (Devarim 10:12), Moshe states, “And now Yisrael, what 
does Hashem your G-d ask of you, merely to fear (Him)…” The Gemara in 
Berachos (33b) asks, “Is yir’as shomayim a small thing? Yes, for Moshe it was a 
small thing.” The question begs itself; granted that for Moshe it was a small 
and easy thing, but Moshe is talking to us. For us, yir’as shomayim is a great 
challenge.

I believe the answer is that Moshe wanted to show us how to achieve 
yir’as shomayim. We must consider it an easy task. The more we see the yeitzer 
hara as that “Mighty King” the more we feel under siege and the more we feel 
daunted by our nisyonos, – the more likely we are to fail. Don’t make such a big 
deal out if it – just do it. Don’t run from the snake, grab it and create kedushah!

Moshe learned his lesson from the snake; now he is teaching it to us. If 
we dispel the fantasy of the yeitzer hara and knock him down to size, we can 
vanquish him.NOT FOR PRINT
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All You Can Be And More

ָרֵאל ֵמֶאֶרץ ֵני ִיְשׂ ר ָאַמר ה‘ ָלֶהם הֹוִציאּו ֶאת ְבּ ה ֲאֶשׁ  הּוא ַאֲהֹרן ּוֹמֶשׁ
 ִמְצַרִים ַעל ִצְבֹאָתם

They are Aharon and Moshe whom Hashem told, Take out Bnai 
Yisrael from the Land of Mitzrayim according to their legions 

(Shemos 6:26)

Rashi notes that in some instances Aharon is mentioned before Moshe 
and in others Moshe is mentioned first. This is to inform us that they 

were equal. Rav Yosef Sorotzkin in Meged Yosef asks how Rashi can say 
that Moshe and Aharon were equal when Rashi himself says in Parshas Yisro 
(18:1) that Moshe was equal to all of Yisrael which includes Aharon. He 
answers with a beautiful explanation of Rashi. Rashi was not referring to the 
stature of Moshe Rabbeinu vis-a-vis the stature of the entire nation. Rashi was 
expressing the phenomenon that Moshe was totally devoted to the welfare of 
Klal Yisrael. Their suffering was his suffering, their joy was his joy. His whole 
personality was sublimated to his people. This is what the Torah meant by 
saying, “Yisro heard about all that Hashem did for Moshe and Yisrael” – what 
Hashem did for Moshe is what He did for Yisrael. He was “equal” to Yisrael 
means that he “was Yisrael”. 

With this approach Rav Sorotzkin explains another difficult Rashi in 
Parshas Chukas (Bamidbar 21:21). Rashi states that “Yisrael is Moshe and 
Moshe is Yisrael to inform you that the leader of the generation is like the 
whole generation because the leader is everything...” It is difficult to com-
prehend that Moshe and every Gadol Hador is equal to the entire nation 
of Yisrael. Rather what Rashi means is that just as Moshe was totally and 

Parshas Va’eira
פרשת וארא
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selflessly devoted to Klal Yisrael, so too every Gadol Hador must possess this 
attribute.

I believe that there is an important message here for those of us who aren’t 
Gedolei Hador. Each one of us can expand his own horizon to be “more” than 
who he is – by taking a genuine interest in the well- being – physical and spiri-
tual – of our fellow Jews. Our personality exceeds our own individual identity 
to become “equal” to all those with whom we genuinely identify.

Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l notes that it is difficult to understand how 
Aharon could be equal to Moshe since Moshe was the greatest prophet, the 
greatest teacher of Torah (and, I might add, the most humble human being 
(see Bamidbar 12:3)). He explains that Rashi does not mean that Aharon was 
as great as Moshe, but that Aharon fulfilled his own potential to the same 
extent that Moshe Rabbeinu fulfilled his potential.

Rav Moshe uses this approach to explain the famous incident cited in 
Bava Basra (10b). Rav Huna bar Abba was very sick. He passed away and 
then returned from the Afterlife. Upon his return he commented, “I saw an 
inverted world in which those above (in this world) were below and those 
below were above.” His father told him, “You saw a truly clear world.” Rav 
Moshe remarks that surely Rav Huna bar Abba realized that we cannot truly 
assess the piety of individuals and would not be surprised to see a different 
outcome in the “next world”. What he was conveying was that people who 
were of greater caliber and prominence in our world were lower than people 
of lesser prominence. His father informed him that in the next world the 
reward is dependent on how each person fulfilled his mission rather than the 
actual magnitude of one’s role here on earth. Those who came closer to their 
potential were “higher” in Olam Haba.

With this approach we can understand what the Rambam in Hilchos 
Teshuvah (5:2) meant when he stated, “Each and every person can be a tzad-
dik like Moshe Rabbeinu.” This seems inconceivable. We cannot even imag-
ine being a tzaddik like the Chofetz Chaim, let alone Moshe Rabbeinu. This 
is especially true for those who lack the background and skills to even come 
close to the level of the Chofetz Chaim. The Rambam must have meant that 
each person who fulfills his potential is a tzaddik no less than Moshe.

This is precisely what Rav Yisrael Salanter told Rav Naftali Amsterdam 
when Rav Naftali commented, “If I had the brains of the Shaagas Aryeh, the NOT FOR PRINT
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heart of the Yesod Veshoresh Ha’avoda and Rebbi’s middos, I could be a true 
servant of Hashem.” To which Rav Yisrael responded, “Hashem wants you to 
serve Him with your brains, with your heart, and your middos.”

 We each have our own unique mission in this world. Our ultimate share 
in Olam Haba is commensurate with the extent that we fulfill our own indi-
vidual potential.

Environmentalism

נּו ָלֶכם מֹוֵפת ְרֹעה ֵלאֹמר ְתּ ר ֲאֵלֶכם ַפּ י ְיַדֵבּ ִכּ

When Paroh speaks to you saying, Provide a wonder for yourselves 
(Shemos 7:9)

Hashem said to Moshe and Aharon, “When Paroh speaks to you saying, 
‘Provide a wonder for yourselves,’ you shall say to Aharon, ‘Take your staff 
and cast it down before Paroh and it will become a snake.’” (Shemos 7:9; see 
Rashi, Rabbeinu Bachya and others who translate ‘tanin’ as a type of snake.) 
The commentators ask why the Torah states, “Provide a wonder for your-
selves,” rather than provide a wonder for us, i.e. the Egyptians. This suggests 
that the wonder of the staff turning into a snake was also a sign for Bnai 
Yisrael. What was the purpose of this sign? 

When Hashem told Moshe to take Bnai Yisrael out of Mitzrayim, Moshe 
asked Him what zechus – merit – they had to be redeemed (see Rashi on 
Shemos 3:11). After all, they had sunk to the bottom of the forty-nine levels 
of spiritual deterioration. Indeed, at Yam Suf the angels questioned why Bnai 
Yisrael deserved to be saved while the Egyptians drowned: “Both these and 
those are idol worshippers,” they protested. Hashem replied to Moshe that 
when you take them out of Mitzrayim they will serve Me on Har Sinai. How 
did this explain why they were worthy at that point in time to be redeemed?

Rav Meir Shapiro suggests that the staff becoming a snake demonstrated 
a profound insight. The holy staff of G-d which bore the ineffable name of 
Hashem could turn into a lowly poisonous snake – the very symbol of evil – 
in the presence of Paroh. And that same snake when grasped by the hand of NOT FOR PRINT
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Aharon would turn back into a staff of G-d. The symbolism is evident. Bnai 
Yisrael, despite being a holy people, due to the immoral and decadent envi-
ronment of Mitzrayim had sunk into an abyss of unholiness. However, after 
being removed from this environment and being brought to Har Sinai, under 
the guidance of Moshe, they would return to their original innate holiness.

The Rambam in Hilchos Dai’os (6:1) writes, “It is the natural tendency 
of a person to be drawn in his attitudes and actions toward his associates and 
friends and to behave in the manner of the people of his society. Therefore a 
person should attach himself to righteous people and sit among sages consis-
tently so that he will learn from their behavior.”

One of the major considerations that people take into account when 
choosing a city in which to live is the opportunity for a parnassah. Another 
factor is the standard of living and the affluence of the community. Such 
decisions cannot be made without due consideration of the level of ruchniyus 
– spirituality – of the community.

Lot, the nephew of Avraham, was a prime example of how not to choose 
a community. The Torah tells us that when Lot accompanied Avraham 
he became quite wealthy. “And the land could not support them dwelling 
together for their possessions were abundant…Avraham said to Lot, ‘Please 
separate from me, if you go left I will go right and if you go right I will go 
left.’ So, Lot lifted his eyes and saw the entire plain of the Yardein that was 
well irrigated – before Hashem destroyed Sodom and Amorah.” Thus, his 
desire for affluence led him to settle in Sodom. The catastrophic effects of 
this choice are recounted in Parshas Vayeira.

While our choices may not be so black and white, we must carefully 
weigh all of our parnassah concerns vis-à-vis the spiritual impact the com-
munity will have on ourselves and our children. Our priorities must be very 
clear and well-defined. Even after a careful decision is reached, we need to 
make more specific decisions regarding our Shuls, schools, role models and 
friendships. These are choices which will have a life-long impact on ourselves 
and our families.
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Here We Go Again

ַכס ֶאת ֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ַע ַוְתּ ַפְרֵדּ ַעל ַהְצּ ַוֵיּט ַאֲהֹרן ֶאת ָידֹו ַעל ֵמיֵמי ִמְצָרִים ַוַתּ

Aharon stretched out his hand over the waters of Mitzrayim and the 
frog arose and covered the land of Mitzrayim” (Shemos 8:2)

The Torah describes how the plague of frogs began. “Aharon stretched out his 
hand over the waters of Mitzrayim and the frog arose and covered the land of 
Mitzrayim” (Shemos 8:2). Rashi, noting the singular form – frog – cites the 
Medrash that only one frog came out of the water and the Egyptians hit it 
incessantly causing it to splinter into thousands of frogs.

The Steipler Gaon in Birchas Peretz wonders why the Egyptians contin-
ued to hit the primordial frog when they realized that this was merely caus-
ing it to propagate. He explains that upon seeing the frog “splinter” when 
they struck it, they became enraged. Anger generally produces the “I’ll show 
you” reaction. “How dare you? You won’t get away with this.” This irrational 
behavior continues to snowball with each successive infraction. If you have 
ever seen a child throw a tantrum you know exactly what this behavior is like.

Unfortunately, rational adults are often guilty of this same type of unfet-
tered cycle. It may start with a simple disagreement. Somehow the other fel-
low doesn’t get it. As much as you try to talk “sense” into him he remains 
adamant. You begin to raise your voice. He still doesn’t get it. You need to 
get your point across, so you yell louder as the frustration and anger continue 
to build.

Wait a rational second. This tantrum is not working; he’s still not getting 
it. Why don’t you stop? Because you can’t. Indeed Chazal tell us that when 
one loses his temper he loses his mind.

There may be, however, another explanation for this type of irrational 
behavior by the Egyptians. I once heard from Rav Yaakov Weinberg that 
people who continue to repeat bad or self-destructive actions are often in a 
state of denial. They refuse to accept that what they are doing is wrong so 
they keep repeating it to demonstrate that it is okay. Repeating it validates 
it. Perhaps it is an expression of Rav Huna’s maxim: “When a person com-
mits a sin and repeats it, it becomes ‘permissible’.” Psychologically one has NOT FOR PRINT
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eliminated the taboo associated with the behavior. If repeating the sin can 
afford such relief why bother with teshuvah? Just do it again! This may have 
been Paroh’s motive for hardening his heart. Despite the plagues and disas-
trous consequences of his stubbornness, he felt compelled to vindicate him-
self. He can do whatever he pleases and no one can tell him what to do.

This same principle could explain the reason why the Egyptians hit the 
frog repeatedly.  They were in a state of denial. They were shocked to see the 
frog reproduce when struck. “It can’t be,” they thought, “we’ll hit it again. 
No, it still can’t be.” They thought that they could somehow persevere if they 
hit the frog enough times.

According to both approaches there is a very powerful lesson for all of us. 
Whether one is caught in the spiral of anger and frustration or one is plagued 
by guilt and an inclination toward denial, the solution lies in cessation, not 
perpetuation. The rational approach of forbearance can help us to resolve our 
differences and pursue a path of personal growth.
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Who Is My G-D?

י ַלה‘ ָהָאֶרץ ַדע ִכּ ְלַמַען ֵתּ

So that you will know that the earth is Hashem’s (Shemos 9:29)

The Ramban at the end of this week’s Parsha asserts that the plagues were 
meant to deliver specific messages. When Hashem instructed Moshe to 

warn Paroh about the plague of wild beasts, He told him to say, “On that day 
I will set apart the land of Goshen, upon which My people stand, that there 
shall be no swarm there; so that you will know that I am Hashem in the midst 
of the land” (Shemos 8:18). This was to prove Divine Providence. 

By the plague of hail, Moshe says in Hashem’s name, “So that you will 
know that the earth is Hashem’s,” (ibid 9:29) to demonstrate that the world 
belongs to Hashem because He created it. And, “So that you will know that 
there is none like Me in all the world,” demonstrating that Hashem is all 
powerful.

It is not enough to merely acknowledge Hashem’s existence and his unlim-
ited power and control. One must also know that He created the world ex 
nihilo. Why is this so important? If one believes in Hashem and serves Him, 
why must he acknowledge that He is the Creator?

The Rambam in the first of the Thirteen Principles of Faith – To believe 
in the existence of the Creator – writes, “There is a being perfect in all pos-
sible ways. He is the cause of the existence of everything that exists… It 
is inconceivable that He does not exist because if He did not exist nothing 
else could exist... However if one were to imagine that nothing else existed, 
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He would not cease to exist; He would not be diminished in any way. Only 
Hashem is totally self-sufficient.”

In the Yad Hachazakah (Yesodei Hatorah 1:3-4) the Rambam concludes: 
“Therefore His truth – reality – is like no other truth. Thus the Navi declares, 
‘Hashem, G-d, is true’ (Yirmiyahu 10:10). Likewise, the Torah states, ‘There 
is none beside Him’ (Devarim 4:35). That is to say there is no existence as 
real as His.” 

The recognition of Hashem as Creator goes to our core definition of G-d. 
Anything less diminishes our recognition of His existence and skews our per-
ception of His relationship with us. Rav Moshe Feinstein in Darash Moshe 
(Parshas Tazria) asserts that not only are the Mitzvos of one who does not 
believe in Hashem worthless, but even Mitzvos performed by one who does 
not recognize Hashem as Creator ex nihilo have no value. It is all part of the 
definition of Hashem.

To different people the word “G-d” means different things. For some, He 
may be “the Force.” For others, He may merely be a warm cushy feeling in 
their hearts. Yet for others, He is some nebulous ill-defined Being. But for us, 
although we cannot truly conceive of Him, the Rambam has given us a very 
specific definition. 

Before we pursue our service of Hashem through the study of His Torah 
and the performance of His Mitzvos, we must know Whom we serve. As 
Hashem said to Shlomo Hamelech (Divrei Hayamim 1, 28:9), “Know the 
G-d of your father and serve Him with a complete heart and a devoted soul.”

  

Any Questions?

ֵניֶכם ָמה ָהֲעֹבָדה ַהֹזּאת ָלֶכם י ֹיאְמרּו ֲאֵליֶכם ְבּ  ְוָהָיה ִכּ

And it shall be when your children say to you, ‘What is this service to 

you?’ (Shemos 12:26)

“And it shall be when your children say to you, ‘What is this service to you?’ 
You shall say, ‘It is a Pesach offering to Hashem who passed over the houses of NOT FOR PRINT
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Bnai Yisrael in Mitzrayim when He smote the Egyptians, but saved our house-
holds.’ The people bowed and prostrated themselves” (Shemos 12:26-27).

Rashi explains that the bowing was a gesture of gratitude upon learning 
that they would have children. This is difficult to comprehend since the chil-
dren referred to in this verse are none other than the wicked sons described 
in the Haggadah. Why should this news elicit such gratitude? Furthermore, 
Rav Tzaddok Hakohein (Pri Tzaddik) asks that since Moshe was addressing 
the entire nation, as opposed to just one person, the fact that they will have 
children would not seem to be such exceptional news.

I would suggest that the gratitude expressed here is not for the children 
per se, but for being informed that their children – even the wicked ones – 
will still come to the Seder and still ask questions.  As long as they are asking 
questions there is still hope that they will ultimately find the answers. 

Rav Noach Weinberg tells the story of a Yeshiva bachur who was reciting 
Tehillim while sitting in the waiting room of a hospital in Israel. A man, who 
as it turned out grew up on a secular kibbutz, approached him and asked him 
what he was doing. The bachur replied that his father was undergoing sur-
gery, and he was reciting prayers for his father’s recovery. The man told him 
that the Tehillim would not make any difference, it was all in the hands of 
the doctors. Wanting to avoid any confrontation, the Yeshiva bachur changed 
the topic. “So what are you doing here?” The older fellow explained that his 
son was very sick and the doctors had basically given up all hope. They were 
performing an operation as a last ditch effort. However, he was resigned to the 
fact that his son would not be in this world much longer. 

A short time later, a doctor emerged from the operating room to inform 
the kibbutznik that miraculously, the operation was a success. His son would 
recover. The father lifted his face heavenward and declared, “Shema Yisrael, 
Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad!”

Rav Noach explained that the very fact that the kibbutznik felt com-
pelled to confront the Yeshiva bachur indicated that he was still questioning, 
still seeking answers. His inner turmoil and philosophical conflicts were not 
resolved at all.

While no one wants to have the type of children whom the Haggadah 
refers to as wicked, they can be consoled by the fact that if they are still asking NOT FOR PRINT
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questions there is still hope. Perhaps the greater cause for concern is the son 
who does not know how – or want – to ask. Nonetheless, there may be ways 
to arouse his interest and intellectual curiosity.

The Torah teaches us that every child, every Jew has a place at the Seder 
table. This holds out the hope and prospect that with time, patience and a 
resource of abundant and meaningful answers, anyone can be reached. 

Paved With Good Intentions

ה ְוַאֲהֹרן ר ִצָוּה ה‘ ֶאת ֹמֶשׁ ֲאֶשׁ ָרֵאל ַכּ ֵני ִיְשׂ ַוֵיְּלכּו ַוַיֲּעׂשּו ְבּ

And Bnai Yisrael went and did as Hashem commanded Moshe and 
Aharon (Shemos 12:28)

On Rosh Chodesh Nissan, Moshe commanded Bnai Yisrael to bring a Korban 
Pesach on the fourteenth of the month. The pasuk then states, “And Bnai 
Yisrael went and did as Hashem commanded Moshe and Aharon” (Shemos 
12:28). Rashi, citing the Mechiltah, asks, “Did they already bring the Korban 
Pesach? Rather, once they accepted upon themselves to do it, Scripture con-
siders it as if they already did it.”

This very same concept is found in Maseches Taanis (8b). In the days of 
Rav Zeira the government issued a decree against the performance of Mitzvos. 
They also decreed that the Jews may not declare a public fast day. (See Rashi 
for the reason for the second decree.) Rav Zeira said, “Let us accept a fast 
upon ourselves in order to annul the first decree and when the second decree 
is rescinded we will observe the fast.” He derived this principle from a verse in 
Daniel (10:12) “And he said to me ‘Do not fear, Daniel, for your words were 
accepted from the day on which you took to heart to understand and fast 
before your G-d.’ ”

This idea is in keeping with the principle set forth in Maseches Kiddushin 
(40a): “A good intention is regarded as a (good) action. If one intended to do a 
Mitzvah and was unable to do it, the Scripture considers it as if he already did 
it.” The Maharal explains that a good intention is worthy of fulfillment since, 
as Chazal tell us, “One who comes to purify himself is assisted” (Shabbos NOT FOR PRINT
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104a). This needs further explanation since, ultimately, the Mitzvah and all 
its positive repercussions remain undone. 

Perhaps we can suggest that the “assistance”, referred to by the Maharal, 
is the very creation of the intention. Rav Chaim Volozhin in Nefesh Hachaim 
(Shaar 1, Chapter 6) states, “At the moment a thought occurs to a person to 
do a Mitzvah, immediately an impression is made above, in his upper sphere, 
which brings forth upon him an encompassing light, and an elevated holiness 
hovers over him and enwraps him.”

The credit due for the good intention is for creating this supernal light. 
It is this light and holiness which impel him towards the fulfillment of the 
Mitzvah. Even if the Mitzvah cannot be done, if it is through no fault of his 
own, the light and holiness remain.

This principle can also be applied to the statement: “The Shechinah 
rests above the head of a sick person” (Shabbos 12b). Rav Yonason Eibishutz 
explains that while a person is ill he is prevented from learning and doing 
many Mitzvos. If he harbors a strong and sincere desire to do these Mitzvos, 
and perhaps even more Mitzvos than previously, the Shechinah is “above his 
head” collecting these thoughts and preserving them. These very thoughts 
may help precipitate his recovery.

Good intentions do not replace actions and positive thoughts cannot 
achieve the results and rewards of Mitzvos. Nonetheless, if they are totally 
sincere, they can elevate us and imbue us with kedushah. The road to great-
ness can be paved with good intentions. 
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     •   85 

A Word To The Wise

ה ֶאת ַעְצמֹות יֹוֵסף ִעּמֹו ח ֹמֶשׁ   ַוִיַּקּ

Moshe took the bones of Yosef with him (Shemos 13:19) 

When Paroh released Bnai Yisrael from bondage, Moshe Rabbeinu took 
the remains of Yosef with him to be reinterred in Eretz Yisrael. The 

Yalkut Shimoni applies the pasuk: “The wise of heart takes Mitzvos” (Mishlei 
10:8) to Moshe. While everyone else was preoccupied with procuring wealth 
by asking the Egyptians for their silver and gold, Moshe opted for the Mitzvah.

The Meforshim pose two questions: Why is “taking Mitzvos” called wis-
dom rather than piety? Secondly, procuring the possessions of the Egyptians 
was also a Mitzvah. Hashem told Moshe, “Please speak into the ears of the 
people that each man shall request of his fellow and each woman of her fel-
low, silver and gold vessels” (Shemos 11:2).

The simple answer to the first question is that choosing to do a Mitzvah is 
a wise decision. As the Mishnah in Avos (2:1) states, “Calculate the cost of a 
Mitzvah against its reward.” After you do the math the choice of the Mitzvah 
is quite logical. However there is another explanation which answers the sec-
ond question too.

When one has a choice between two Mitzvos, it requires wisdom to make 
the right choice. In this case Moshe chose the Mitzvah of engaging in Yosef ’s 
reinterment, not the Mitzvah to procure silver and gold vessels. Why? The 
Avnei Neizer explains that he chose a Mitzvah which did not provide any 
material gain – an altruistic and holier Mitzvah.

Parshas Beshalach
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Rav Shimon Schwab answers that Moshe realized that he was the best 
person to perform this Mitzvah. Since Yaakov’s internment in Eretz Canaan 
was performed by Yosef, the most prominent Jew in Mitzrayim, it was befit-
ting that Yosef should be so honored by having Moshe – the leader of Bnai 
Yisrael – attending to him. (See Sotah 9b)

Another consideration for Moshe’s choice may have been the realization 
that with everyone else so absorbed in fulfilling the Mitzvah of getting rich, 
the Mitzvah of taking Yosef ’s remains might have been completely forsaken. 
The Gemara (Yerushalmi at the end of Maseches Berachos) states, “If you see 
that people have abandoned Torah, arise and strengthen yourself in it and you 
will receive the reward for all of them.” This dictum can be applied to any 
Mitzvah. If you perceive that there is a Mitzvah which people tend to ignore, 
you would be making a wise investment to pursue it. Thus, Moshe acted 
wisely by attending to Yosef ’s remains. 

The wise of heart know that choosing to do a Mitzvah is always a smart 
thing to do. And choosing the right Mitzvah is an even smarter thing to do.

Think For Yourself

ָרֵאל ה ּוְבֵני ִיְשׂ יר ֹמֶשׁ ָאז ָיִשׁ

Then will Moshe and Bnai Yisroel sing” (Shemos 15:1)

After the miraculous splitting of the Yam Suf and the salvation of Bnai Yisrael 
the Torah states, “Then will Moshe and Bnai Yisroel sing” (Shemos 15:1). 
Rashi, in addressing the question of why yashir – will sing – is in the future 
tense, explains that Moshe decided that he will sing. Thus yashir refers to the 
intention to sing. Rashi concludes with the drashah of Chazal: “This expres-
sion is an allusion to Techiyas Hameisim – the resurrection of the dead” and 
then Moshe will sing.

Rav Shimon Schwab explains the connection between the simple explana-
tion and the drashah of Chazal. “The power of thoughts is extremely great 
since through them one’s mind cleaves to Hakadosh Baruch Hu; and just 
as He is eternal, the mind that cleaves to Him remains forever….This is the NOT FOR PRINT
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concept of Techiyas Hameisim: When a person lives with holy thoughts and 
pure intentions to serve Hashem, the Creator, with his 248 limbs and 365 sin-
ews, with body and soul, his thoughts cleave to Hakadosh Baruch Hu forever. 
Thereby, there is eternal existence even for his body.” Thus the thought or 
intention to sing now is the cause of Moshe’s ability to sing again at Techiyas 
Hameisim.

Rav Chaim Volozhin in Nefesh Hachaim explains that there are three 
parts to the soul: the Nefesh, the lowest part, which corresponds to deeds, 
the Ruach, which corresponds to speech, and the Neshamah, the highest 
part, which corresponds to thought. It is the Neshamah which is connected 
to Hashem. Thus, as Rav Schwab explained, it is clear that our connection to 
Hashem is through our thoughts.

From a psychological perspective, the very essence of a person is his 
thoughts: the myriad mental activities that pass through one’s mind daily – 
be they worries, hopes, fears, desires, admiration, jealousy, anger, resentment, 
love, concern, frustration – ad infinitum. What we think is really who we are.

Actions and speech are a critical part of our spiritual make up, but not 
as profound as thoughts and beliefs. The Rambam, in the conclusion of his 
discussion of the Thirteen Principles of Faith, states, “Even if one has sinned 
due to his desires and the intensity of his yeitzer hara, he will be punished 
for his rebellion, yet he has a share (in the World to Come) as do sinners of 
Yisrael. (However) when one doubts one of these principles, he has departed 
from the Klal and has “denied the Essence”…. (Commentary on the Mishnah 
Sanhedrin 11:1)

The Gemara in Yoma (29a) states, “Licentious thoughts are worse than 
the sin itself.” As bad as the aveirah may be, it represents a single succumbing 
to temptation; but one’s persistent thoughts are at the very core of his identity.

When it comes to dealing with our hashkafos, middos and thoughts, the 
best defense is a good offense. By filling our minds with correct hashkafos and 
positive thoughts, we replace our false and negative ones. 

Once we realize that our relationship with Hashem and our ticket to 
Techiyas Hameisim are through our thoughts, we will begin to pay much 
more attention to them. This will give us the opportunity to examine and 
filter them, intensifying the good ones and abandoning the negative ones. NOT FOR PRINT
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Although the task may seem formidable, if we accept the fact that we are what 
we think, we will gain the courage and fortitude to take control of our minds 
and our thoughts.

Mixed Emotions

ָרֵאל ה ּוְבֵני ִיְשׂ יר ֹמֶשׁ ָאז ָיִשׁ

Then will Moshe and Bnai Yisroel sing” (Shemos 15:1)

The Gemara (Megillah 10b) relates that when the Egyptians drowned in 
the sea, the angels wanted to sing praises to Hashem. However, Hashem 

told them, “My creations are drowning in the sea and you are singing?!” 
Nonetheless, Bnai Yisrael did sing the exultant “Az Yashir” at this time. Why 
was it appropriate for them to sing but not for the angels?

Many answers have been offered to resolve this question. One famous 
answer is that it is appropriate for those whose lives were in danger and who 
suffered terribly at the hands of the Egyptians to express their gratitude and 
to praise Hashem. However, bystanders who had no part in it should not revel 
in an event which caused so much loss of life.

Meged Yosef quotes Rav Elya Meir Bloch, former Rosh Hayeshiva of 
Telshe, who offers a profound and insightful answer. As we know, an angel 
can only perform one mission at a time. As the quintessential agent of Hashem 
he can focus on only one thing at a time. Therefore, when the angels would 
be singing praises to Hashem, they would be oblivious to the suffering of 
the Egyptians. This was truly inappropriate. People, on the other hand, are 
capable of mixed emotions. They can be elated and thankful for the wonder-
ful miracle and salvation and, at the same time, feel sympathy for the loss of 
human life.

In this vein, we find that although Avraham declared that he truly loved 
Yishmael (Rashi, Bereishis 22:20), he also hated him for having gone astray 
(Rashi, ibid 21:14). Love and hatred can exist side by side in the human 
heart. Similarly, Chazal tell us that Avraham went to the Akeidah to slaugh-
ter Yitzchok with great zeal and alacrity. He woke up early and he saddled NOT FOR PRINT
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his own donkey. Nonetheless, as he bound his beloved son to the altar and 
brought the knife to his neck, Avraham was standing in a pool of tears. Mixed 
emotions to the nth degree!

Many life experiences contain both favorable and unpleasant facets – bit-
tersweet events. It is therefore legitimate and appropriate to feel mixed emo-
tions – to mourn and celebrate simultaneously. Therefore, even very happy 
events may warrant an appreciation of serious consequences that present 
themselves at the same time. Thus, getting married, having a child or secur-
ing a new job, while genuine causes for celebration, may be accompanied 
by concern for the added responsibilities that come along with them. The 
Gemara (Berachos 59b) goes as far as to say that if one’s close relative dies and 
leaves him a large inheritance, it is appropriate to make two brachos: Dayan 
Ha’emes over the death and Shehechiyanu over the inheritance.

However, there may be an even more profound and practical implication 
of this principle. Often we perform mitzvos with mixed emotions. Perhaps 
we bought a beautiful esrog for a bit more than we really wanted to pay. 
We are thrilled with the performance of an exquisite hiddur mitzvah but we 
are pained by the unanticipated expense. Perhaps we really enjoy what we 
are learning but still find ourselves looking at the clock every ten or fifteen 
minutes. Perhaps we are davening with great passion yet still find our minds 
wandering from time to time. One emotion doesn’t cancel out the other. We 
are human. We have a yeitzer tov and a yeitzer hara, and they both reside in 
the same psyche at the same time. Instead of feeling guilt for the negative feel-
ing, we may need to relish the positive one more intensely. To the extent that 
we do this, the less mixed up our emotions will be, and the greater our true 
passion to serve Hashem will become.

NOT FOR PRINT
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The Mission

ֲהִנים ְוגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש ְהיּו ִלי ַמְמֶלֶכת ֹכּ ם ִתּ ְוַאֶתּ
And you shall be for Me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation 

(Shemos 19:6) 

The Gemara in Maseches Shabbos (88a) notes that the last day of creation 
is referred to as yom hashishi – the sixth day, as opposed to the way the 

Torah refers to the other days (e.g. yom sheini – a second day). Reish Lakish 
says that this alludes to the sixth day of Sivan when Hashem presented the 
Torah to Bnai Yisrael. Hashem stipulated at the time of creation that if Yisrael 
will accept the Torah on the sixth of Sivan the world will be sustained, and if 
not He will return it to nothingness. 

Hashem created the world with the intent that all mankind would 
acknowledge His dominion and serve Him. However, in anticipation of the 
gradual decline in the moral state of humanity, Hashem declared that the 
ultimate salvation of the entire human race would depend on Bnai Yisrael’s 
acceptance of the Torah. Thus, the Sefer Hatodaah asserts that our accep-
tance of the Torah on Har Sinai was much more than a commitment to keep 
613 Mitzvos. It was the acceptance of a mission to serve as representatives of 
the entire human race. As long as we keep the Torah and Mitzvos, the world 
has a purpose which allows it to survive. Kabbalas Hatorah was not merely 
an acceptance of our own destiny, it was the acceptance of our responsibility 
for the world’s destiny.

According to the Seforno the mission involves an even greater responsibil-
ity. The Torah states, “And now if you will listen well to My voice and observe 
My covenant, you will be My beloved treasure from all the peoples for the 
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entire world is Mine. And you shall be for Me a kingdom of priests and a holy 
nation” (Shemos 19:5-6). The Seforno renders the adjuration to be a kingdom 
of priests as an obligation to “teach and to guide the entire human race to 
proclaim the name of Hashem and to worship Him with united resolve” (as 
per Tzephania 3:4).

The Netziv in Haamek Davar (Bamidbar 14:21) asserts that if not for the 
sin of the Meraglim – the spies who delivered a negative report upon return-
ing from Canaan – this mission could have been accomplished by observing 
the Mitzvos in Eretz Yisrael. All the nations would take note of a holy people 
being guided and blessed by Providence and living in a transcendental state. 
Due to the sin of the Meraglim, Hashem declared that this mission could 
only be fulfilled by their dispersal among the nations of the world as stated 
in Yechezkel (20:23): “I raised my hand in an oath against them in the wil-
derness to scatter them among the nations and to disperse them among the 
lands.” This was not merely a punishment, asserts the Netziv, but a means 
of fulfilling their eternal mission. Indeed, the Malbim sees this dispersal as 
the fulfillment of the prophecy of Yeshaya (49:6), “I will make you a light for 
the nations so that My salvation will extend to the ends of the earth.” The 
ultimate completion of this objective will be accomplished with the arrival of 
the Mashiach. 

The mission that we were given at Sinai is far more than our own personal 
dedication to serving Hashem. It reflects our destiny and the destiny of all 
mankind to unite in proclaiming, “Hashem is one and His name is one.”

See What I Mean

יִדם ִפּ ְוָכל ָהָעם ֹרִאים ֶאת ַהּקֹולֹת ְוֶאת ַהַלּ

And all the people saw the sounds and flames (Shemos 20:15)

In describing the event of Matan Torah at Har Sinai, the Torah states, “And 
all the people saw the sounds and flames.” (Shemos 20:15) Rashi points out 
that “seeing the sounds” was truly a miraculous phenomenon. What was the 
reason for Hashem making such a miracle?NOT FOR PRINT
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In Parshas Ki Sisa the Torah tells us that when Moshe approached the 
camp and saw the Golden Calf he became angry and threw down the Luchos 
and shattered them. Hashem had already told Moshe about the Golden Calf, 
why did he become so enraged only upon seeing it with his own eyes? Rav 
Moshe Feinstein explains that although Moshe certainly believed Hashem 
without any doubt whatsoever, the emotional impact of actually seeing such 
an event was so powerful that it enraged him and impelled him to break the 
Luchos.

This is the nature of a human being. The more senses involved in an 
experience, the greater the emotional impression. Thus, for the experience of 
Matan Torah to produce the most extreme emotional response, it was neces-
sary for Bnai Yisrael not merely to hear the awesome sounds associated with 
Revelation, but also to see them. 

If this was true for Moshe Rabbeinu, the greatest of all prophets, and for 
Bnai Yisrael at Har Sinai, how much more so is it true for us. For us, who 
so often react emotionally rather than rationally, sensory perception plays an 
enormous role.

Perhaps no one is more aware of this principle than the advertising indus-
try. Thus they attempt to assault our senses with all sorts of visual and audi-
tory sensationalism. Pictures, colors, music, jingles and catchy phrases play 
upon our emotions in an attempt to persuade us to buy, buy, buy. 

Therefore, how we use all our senses and to what stimuli we expose them 
are extremely important. Inappropriate experiences leave a much greater 
impression when we see, hear and feel them. Mitzvos and positive experiences 
have a far greater impact when all our senses are brought to bear. This is the 
mechanism of the Pesach Seder when we employ our eyes, ears and taste buds 
to experience Yetziyas Mitzrayim. This way each person can see himself as if 
he personally left Mitzrayim. 

Let us look at two other examples of the remarkable impact of what we see. 
Chazal tell us that the mann tasted like any food one pleased. Nonetheless, 
Bnai Yisrael did not appreciate it because it did not look like that food. There 
was no “eye appeal”. In a similar vein, Rav Akiva Eiger instructed his sons 
that his responsa should be printed on nice paper with high quality ink and 
appealing typeface “since a person’s soul is inspired, his mind is clearer and 
his concentration is improved” when learning from such a text. NOT FOR PRINT
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Our sight, and our senses in general, are a magnificent gift from Hashem. 
Let us take advantage of them to enhance our relationship with Him. 

Rising To The Challenge

א ָהֱאלִֹקים י ְלַבֲעבּור ַנּסֹות ֶאְתֶכם ָבּ ִכּ

For G-d has come in order to elevate you” (Shemos 20:17)

When Bnai Yisrael witnessed the awesome Revelation of Hashem at Har 
Sinai and heard His voice utter the first two commandments, they 

were overwhelmed. They feared that they could not maintain such an elevated 
state to endure Divine Revelation. They requested that Moshe be Hashem’s 
intermediary lest they die hearing Hashem directly. Moshe responded, “Do 
not fear, for G-d has come in order to elevate you” (Shemos 20:17). The 
Netziv explains that Hashem wanted them to experience the spiritual trauma 
of Revelation to bring out their full potential. This would give them the spiri-
tual fortitude needed to forfeit their lives for Kiddush Hashem, should the 
situation present itself. 

The word in the pasuk connoting elevation is lenasos. This is from the 
same word root as nisayon – a test. The Netziv explains that a nisayon given to 
a person is meant to give him the opportunity to elevate himself. By passing 
the test one reaches new spiritual levels. A nisayon is a super-charged opportu-
nity for spiritual and emotional growth.

“And it happened after these things that G-d tested – nisa – Avraham” 
(Bereishis 22:1). Since it is quite obvious that Hashem’s command to Avraham 
to bring Yitzchok as a sacrifice was a test, why was it necessary for the Torah 
to reiterate that Hashem tested Avraham? The Netziv answers that the Torah 
is explaining the reason for the test. It was lenasos – to elevate Avraham. By 
Avraham actually binding Yitzchok on the altar he imbued in himself and 
his descendants the inner strength to be “moser nefesh” for Kiddush Hashem. 
Avraham walked away from the Akeidah a much greater person than he was 
three days before.NOT FOR PRINT
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The Medrash compares a nisayon to the process of beating flax to separate 
the fibers and improve its texture. Similarly, the stress of the internal battle 
which takes place during a nisayon strengthens the person’s moral fiber. The 
greater the struggle, the more improvement takes place.

A test is not given to see who we are, but to see who we can be. We often 
view a test as being put between a rock and a hard place. We wish we weren’t 
tested. We even pray not to be tested. We do – and we must do – whatever we 
can to avoid them. This is because a test is a very risky enterprise. But when 
they come – and come they will – we must recognize them and be cognizant 
of the opportunity for real spiritual growth. 

Life – i.e. the Ribono Shel Olam – presents us with many challenges: big 
ones, little ones and medium-sized ones. Some occur daily and some occur 
only occasionally. We are the flax and Hashem is beating us to improve our 
spiritual fiber. When we realize how much potential spiritual and emotional 
growth can be attained by “passing” these tests, we can approach these nisyo-
nos with greater courage and confidence. Each nisayon gives us the opportu-
nity to become the new and improved version of ourselves. 
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Know Your Rights

ים ִלְפֵניֶהם ִשׂ ר ָתּ ִטים ֲאֶשׁ ָפּ ְשׁ ה ַהִמּ ְוֵאֶלּ

And these are the ordinances that you shall place before them 

(Shemos 21:1) 

 “We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men…are endowed by 
their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are 

life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” Rights with a capital R. So begins 
the Declaration of Independence. The Bill of Rights was soon to follow. And 
they were the foundation of the American government and American society.

The major difference between the laws of a secular society and the laws 
of the Torah is that the former are man made and the latter are Divinely 
ordained. However, there is another fundamental difference. As Rabbi Akiva 
Tatz explains in Worldmask, secular laws are predicated on rights while the 
Torah’s laws are based on obligations. Put in other words, in a secular society 
the focus is on how much you owe me, in a Torah society the focus is on how 
much I owe you. 

This is a critical distinction. Do your obligations to me derive from my 
rights or do your rights derive from my obligations to you? In the former 
the focus is on rights. The ruler attempts to extract from his subjects all the 
glory and power that he can get, while they are intent on demanding all of 
their rights. The employer demands as much from his employee as he can get 
and the employee seeks to get from his employer as much as he can get. Each 
spouse enters a marriage with the expectation of having his/her needs fulfilled 
albeit that they may have to reciprocate in some way. 

Parshas Mishpatim
פרשת משפטים
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The Torah established a whole different legal and social order. Your rights 
derive from my obligations. There are no inherent rights suggested by the 
Torah. There is no bill of rights. Hashem said that I am your Master and these 
are your obligations. A Jewish monarch has an obligation to serve Hashem and 
His people. The people have an obligation to obey their king. An employer 
has an obligation to treat his employees fairly, while the employee has the 
obligation to deliver an honest day’s work. The husband is obliged to honor 
and care for his wife and she feels the same sense of obligation to her husband. 

It stands to follow that in a secular society the conflicting rights will lead 
to discord and strife. In a Torah based society where the mutual focus is on 
what I owe you, the result will be stability, harmony and Shalom Bayis. 

Maybe Kennedy had it right when he declared, “Ask not what your coun-
try can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” 

Body And Soul

ָנה ׁ ָשּ ֹחג ִלי ַבּ לֹׁש ְרָגִלים ָתּ ָשׁ

 Three Pilgrimage Festivals shall you celebrate for Me during the 

year (Shemos 23:14)

We are all familiar with the Shalosh Regalim – the three Holidays of 
Pilgrimage – Pesach, Shavuos and Sukkos. Pesach is Zeman Cheiruseinu – the 
Season of our Freedom, Shavuos is Zeman Matan Toraseinu – the Season of 
the Giving of our Torah, and Sukkos is Zeman Simchaseinu – the Season of 
our Joy. Each one has its own theme and its own avodah.

The Torah introduces us to these Yamim Tovim in this week’s Parsha. 
“Three Pilgrimage Festivals shall you celebrate for Me during the year. You 
shall observe the Festival of Matzos…at the appointed time of the month of 
springtime, for in it you left Mitzrayim… And the Festival of the Harvest of 
the first fruits of your labor that you sow in your field, and the Festival of the 
Ingathering at the end of the year, when you gather in your work from the 
field” (Shemos 23:14-16).NOT FOR PRINT
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While we recognize Pesach in the pasuk immediately, we may be sur-
prised to find Shavuos referred to as the Festival of the Harvest and Sukkos 
as the Festival of the Ingathering. The Netziv in Haamek Davar points out 
that it was common for even the other nations to celebrate these agricultural 
holidays. However, these descriptions seem to contrast sharply with the more 
profound spiritual meanings of these Yamim Tovim.

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky explains that the Torah is demonstrating the 
distinction between our way of serving Hashem and, lehavdil, the gentile per-
ception of serving G-d. The gentile sacrifices brought in the Bais Hamikdash 
were only Olos – burnt offerings which were entirely consumed on the miz-
bayach. For them, a sacrifice could only be an entirely ascetic experience. For 
Bnai Yisrael there were also Shelamim sacrifices of which both the Kohanim 
and the owner of the Korban partook – only the fats were offered up on the 
mizbayach. This is because we are able to merge the spiritual and physical in 
an integrated union in service to Hashem. 

This may be the reason that some of the greatest Greek philosophers who 
were able to recognize G-d and gain profound insights were nevertheless sub-
mersed in immoral behavior. For them there was no interface between the 
spiritual and the physical. On the other hand, the great Torah philosophers 
were pious and holy people.

When it comes to the observance of the Yamim Tovim, we divide the day 
half Lashem – in spiritual pursuits, and half lachem – in physical enjoyment. 
Both types of endeavors are a form of service of Hashem just like a Shelamim 
sacrifice where we eat part and offer part to Hashem. Similarly, the Torah 
encourages us to merge the celebration of the cycle of agricultural bounty 
with the celebration of the spiritual experience of each Yom Tov into a unified 
service of Hashem. Harmony, not dichotomy. 

As the Ramban explains, the infusion of the spiritual neshamah into the 
earthly body of primordial Adam Harishon provided the capacity for human 
beings to sanctify the mundane. By integrating the physical activities with the 
spiritual, we are able to bond the body and the soul, which were both created 
by Hashem, and blend them harmoniously in His service. 

NOT FOR PRINT
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Naaseh Venishmah

ָמע ה ְוִנְשׁ ַנֲעֶשׂ

We will do and we will hear (Shemos 24:7) 

“And these are the ordinances which you shall place before them” (Shemos 
21:1). Rashi comments that the “vav” of v’eileh – and these – connects our 
Parsha with the previous Parsha which records the Revelation at Mount 
Sinai. Just as “those” commandments are from Sinai, so too, “these” are 
from Sinai. The Chiddushei Harim explains that we should not perceive the 
Mitzvos of Parshas Mishpatim regarding monetary issues and obligations 
bein adam lechaveiro – between one man and another – as merely regulations 
for the proper functioning of society. Rather, just as chukim – esoteric Mitzvos 
– are obviously of Divine origin, so too are Mitzvos bein adam lechaveiro of 
Divine origin. 

The divinity of the Mitzvos means that their reason and meaning tran-
scend our comprehension. They may appear rational, but they are really all 
chukim. This means that there is no room whatsoever for one’s own interpre-
tation of what the halacha might be even when it comes to Mitzvos bein adam 
lechaveiro. 

There is yet another message here. The Torah interrupts the description 
of Matan Torah with the Mitzvos of Parshas Mishpatim. This means that we 
don’t read about the famous response of naaseh venishmah “We will do and 
we will hear” – until the end of our Parsha. Why is naaseh venishmah placed 
after the discussion of Mitzvos bein adam lechaveiro? 

The precedence of naaseh – “we will do” – to nishmah – “we will hear” 
– connotes a willingness to keep Mitzvos before knowing their reason. This 
is appropriate because knowing the reason should not be the motivation for 
keeping a Mitzvah but rather an embellishment of the Mitzvah. By plac-
ing naaseh venishmah together with Mitzvos bein adam lechaveiro the Torah 
demonstrates that our observance of them resembles our observance of ritual 
Mitzvos and chukim. We keep them because Hashem commanded us to keep 
them, not because our moral compass dictates their performance. NOT FOR PRINT
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For example, in this week’s Parsha the Torah states, “When you lend 
money to my people, to a poor man who is with you, do not behave toward 
him as a creditor” (Shemos 22:24). Rashi explains that the expression “who is 
with you” implies that we should feel as if we were the poor man. We must 
feel his pain and deprivation as if it were our own. From the description of 
the attitude that we should have when we help a fellow Jew, we can deduce 
that one reason for this Mitzvah is to demonstrate our concern for others. 
Although the reason gives its performance depth and character, it should not 
be our motivation for doing the Mitzvah. We care about others and have 
compassion for them only because Hashem so dictated. 

The Rambam in Hilchos Melachim (8:11) states, “Any [gentile] who 
accepts the seven Noachide Mitzvos and is careful to observe them is con-
sidered one of the Chasidei Umos Ha’olam – Righteous Gentiles – and has 
a share in the World to Come. This is only if he accepts them and observes 
them because the Holy One Blessed be He commanded so in the Torah and 
informed us through Moshe Rabbeinu that the Sons of Noach were so com-
manded. However, if he does them because of an intellectual decision, he is 
a geir toshav and not one of the Chasidei Umos Ha’olam, merely one of their 
wise men.” 

Even a righteous gentile is righteous only if he understands that all moral 
obligations derive from Hashem’s value system as expressed in the Torah. 
Certainly, Klal Yisrael, whose mission and purpose derive from Matan Torah, 
must keep the Mitzvos only because Hashem commanded us. This is the 
ultimate intent of the tenacious proclamation of naaseh venishmah. 
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Give And Take

רּוָמה ְוִיְקחּו ִלי ְתּ
They shall take for Me a contribution (Shemos 25:2) 

 “Speak to Bnai Yisrael and they shall take for Me a contribution” (Shemos 
25:2). The Meforshim are perplexed why the Torah states “they shall 

take” rather than “they shall give”.
Rav Moshe Feinstein explains that Hashem desired that the Mishkan 

be built with funds contributed by those who truly understood the mean-
ing of giving. These were people who realized that in reality all their wealth 
and all their possessions belong to Hashem and they were merely guardians 
entrusted with gold, silver and other valuables. “‘To Me belongs the gold and 
to Me belongs the silver,’ declares Hashem” (Chaggai 2:8). When these people 
“donate” for the Mishkan, they are merely returning the gold and silver to 
their rightful owner. This is precisely what Dovid Hamelech asserted regard-
ing the funds collected for the building of the Bais Hamikdash, “Everything 
is from You, and from Your hand have we given to You” (Divrei Hayamim 
I, 29:14). Therefore, the Torah states that those collecting the contributions 
should merely take them from the guardians who were returning them to 
Hashem.

Rav Moshe acknowledges that a person who thinks that all his posses-
sions belong to him demonstrates a greater sense of self-control and feels 
that he is actually making a sacrifice by giving away his precious possessions. 
Nevertheless, philosophically speaking, it is much more important that one 
believes and recognizes that everything that he has is not really his, but merely 
“on loan” from Hakadosh Baruch Hu.

Parshas Terumah
פרשת תרומה
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Rav Moshe points out that the Parsha begins with the Mitzvah of col-
lecting funds without specifying their purpose. Only later on does the Torah 
mention the Mitzvah to build a Mishkan. Shouldn’t one who is asked to 
donate funds first be told what the money is for? That is only when you are 
asking someone to part with his own money, says Rav Moshe. However, when 
the money is entrusted to you by its owner, you don’t ask him why he wants 
his money back.

One who lives with an awareness that the world and everything in it 
belong to Hashem – not to us – lives with an entirely different perspective of 
his obligations. He never feels that he is being asked to give away or forfeit 
anything; he is merely being told what he has a right to retain for himself and 
what he may no longer keep.

This attitude is particularly relevant during the year of Shemittah. 
Hashem commands us not to till the land and not to exercise complete own-
ership of it. How can Hashem make such a demand? “The land is Mine,” 
declares Hashem, “for you are merely sojourners and residents with Me” 
(Vayikra 25:23).

Perhaps Rebbi Elazar of Bartosa (Avos 3:7) said it best, “Give to Him what 
is His, for you and what is yours are His.” 

Human Sacrifice

תֹוָכם י ְבּ ַכְנִתּ ׁש ְוָשׁ ְוָעׂשּו ִלי ִמְקָדּ

They shall make a Sanctuary for Me so that I may dwell in their midst 

(Shemos 25:8)

They shall make a Mishkan – Sanctuary – for Me so that I may dwell in 
their midst…and so shall you do” (Shemos 25:8-9). The Malbim explains 
this seemingly superfluous last phrase as a command for each individual to 
erect a Mishkan in his heart as a repository for Hashem’s Shechinah. In every 
generation one can create in his heart his own Sanctuary and prepare an altar 
to sacrifice his entire soul to Hashem. NOT FOR PRINT
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This concept was promulgated by Rebbi Yehudah Halevy, the great 
liturgical poet, who wrote, “In my heart I will build a Mishkan, and in this 
Mishkan I will place an altar for His glory, and for a Ner Tamid I will take 
the fire of the Akeidah, and I will bring my singular soul as a Korban to 
Him.” What does the fire of the Akeidah symbolize and what type of Korban 
is brought with one’s soul?

Hashem commanded Avraham to bring Yitzchok as an Olah – a com-
plete offering. After Yitzchok was bound on the altar, Hashem instructed him 
not to slaughter Yitzchok. What happened? Did Hashem change His mind? 
Impossible! Did Avraham misunderstand Hashem’s command? Not likely, 
since every true prophet always understands the precise meaning of his proph-
ecy, as the Rambam states in Hilchos Yesodei Hatorah (7:3). I would suggest 
that Avraham actually fulfilled the command to bring Yitzchok as an Olah. 
Chazal tell us, “The ashes of Yitzchok are preserved as an atonement.” (See 
Rashi Vayikra 26:42.) The unmitigated commitment of Avraham to bring 
Yitzchok as a Korban was tantamount to sacrificing him. This is “the fire of 
the Akeidah” to which Rebbi Yehudah Halevy referred.

One who says the words of the Shema, “You shall love Hashem your 
G-d with all your heart and with all your soul” with a complete willingness 
to forfeit his life Al Kiddush Hashem is considered as actually having done 
so. Thus, we say in Avinu Malkeinu, “Act for the sake of those who passed 
though fire and water for Your sake.” Who are those who passed through 
both fire and water? They are the ones who accepted to do so when they said 
the Shema. It was this kind of devotion to which Rebbi Akiva referred as he 
was being put to death by the Romans: “All my life I have contemplated this 
pasuk – ‘with all your soul…’ – when will I have a chance to fulfill it?” 

The Malbim offers a different approach to understanding the Korban of 
our soul. He explains that this feat can be accomplished through the slaughter 
of one’s ego. This is what Avraham Avinu meant when he said, “I am dust and 
ashes.” Since the smugness of our ego is the major barrier that separates us 
from Hashem, it makes perfect sense that the more we diminish it, the closer 
we come to Hashem. This is the type of Korban that we should all attempt to 
offer in the Mishkan that we build in our hearts. NOT FOR PRINT
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The Aron And The Menorah

ים ִטּ ְוָעׂשּו ֲארֹון ֲעֵצי ִשׁ

They shall make an ark of acacia wood (Shemos 25:10)

“They shall make an aron – ark” (Shemos 25:10). The Aron symbolizes Torah.  
Therefore, the Medrash tells us that the pasuk uses the plural pronoun “they” 
to imply that everyone should participate in the making of the Aron in order 
for all to be zocheh to Torah.  

Rashi says that the zer – the decorative border – of the Aron represents 
the crown of Torah. On the other hand, we find that the Menorah sym-
bolizes Torah since the light of the Menorah represents the light of Torah. 
Additionally, the Gemara in Bava Basra (25b) states that one who wishes to 
become wise should face slightly southward when davening since the Menorah 
was located in the southern half of the Mishkan. 

What, then, is the difference between the Torah symbolized by the Aron 
and the Torah symbolized by the Menorah?  

When we consider all the vessels in the Mishkan, we discover that each 
one has a service associated with it. The Menorah is lit, the lechem hapanim 
is placed on the shulchan, sacrifices are brought on the outer mizbayach, and 
incense is placed on the golden mizbayach. The only exception is the Aron 
which had no avodah associated with it. Why is this the case?  

In Kabbalah we find the concept of isarusah dele’eilah – hashpaah from 
above – and isarusah delesatah – hashpaah from below. There are instances in 
which Hashem initiates spiritual influence (from above) and instances where 
Klal Yisrael initiates spiritual influence (from below). The Ramban states that 
the purpose of the Mishkan was to replicate the Revelation at Har Sinai. This 
was accomplished primarily through the Aron which housed the two luchos 
with the Ten Commandments given on Har Sinai. Therefore, Hashem spoke 
to Moshe in the Mishkan with a voice emanating from the space between the 
Keruvim above the Aron. Since this was an expression of isarusah dele’eilah, it 
required no avodah on our part. In contrast, the light of the Menorah symbol-
izes the study of Torah by Klal Yisrael. This is a function of isarusah delesatah NOT FOR PRINT



104   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

– a hashpaah from below, which is symbolized by the avodah of lighting the 
Menorah. In this way the Aron and the Menorah complement each other. 

The Gemara in Sotah (35a) tells us that when Bnai Yisrael crossed the 
Yardein to enter Eretz Yisrael, “the Aron carried its carriers.” This means 
that the Aron really did not need to be carried, it only appeared that way. 
According to our explanation of the Aron’s function it makes perfect sense. 
The Aron is pure isarusah dele’eilah – representing Hashem’s hashpaah, and 
therefore needs no human assistance or intervention. 

This approach also explains why the Aron was hidden and not present 
in the second Bais Hamikdash, since prophecy, by and large, had ceased. 
Even communication from Hashem through the Urim Vetumim was no lon-
ger possible. In response to this, the study of Torah by the scholars of the 
Mishnah intensified. Thus, the void of the Aron – the lack of prophecy – was 
somewhat filled by the extrapolation of Torah Shebe’al Peh – the Oral Torah 
– by the talmidei chachamim. It is no wonder that the miracle of Chanukah 
– the exceptional light of the Menorah – took place during the era of the sec-
ond Bais Hamikdash. This reflected the remarkable isarusah delesatah of the 
talmidei chachamim who studied Torah.  

With the churban Bais Hamikdash, the isarusah dele’eilah has been even 
further diminished. This necessitates a greater need for intensive Torah study 
– our isarusah delesatah. This will radiate a holy light which can dispel the 
darkness of galus until we are zocheh to the restoration of isarusah dele’eilah 
with the coming of Mashiach, bimheira beyameinu! 
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True Blue

ֵכֶלת ִליל ְתּ יָת ֶאת ְמִעיל ָהֵאפֹוד ְכּ  ְוָעִשׂ
You shall make the Me’il of the Ephod entirely of turquoise wool 

(Shemos 28:31)

The Gemara in Arachin (16a) tells us that the Me’il – a long blue gar-
ment – worn by the Kohein Gadol atones for the sin of lashon hara. The 

Kli Yakar explains that the Me’il, being blue, reminds us of the sea. In Sefer 
Iyov (38:10) it says, “I constrained it (the sea) by My decree, and I placed bars 
and bolted doors, and said until here you shall go and no further.” Likewise, 
Hashem says to the tongue, “I have placed two barriers, the teeth and the lips, 
before you” (ibid 15a). Nonetheless, it thrusts through and speaks lashon hara.

The comparison of the power of the tongue to the waters of the sea is very 
appropriate. While at first one may not perceive simple water as a dangerous 
threat, in reality it can be totally devastating. Just remember the tsunami of 
2004 that killed hundreds of thousands of people. The same holds true for 
the power of the tongue. At first it appears to have a very minor potential for 
any damage, but in reality its power can be catastrophic. The Holocaust of 
Hitler was fueled by vicious rhetoric; the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion” 
was but a fraction of all the invective unleashed against our people in that era. 
During the Middle Ages the Jews were blamed for almost every plague that 
occurred, sparking deadly pogroms. 

This is what the Gemara (Megillah 13b) means: “There was no one that 
knew how to speak lashon hara like Haman.” If Haman had not been able 
to sway Achashveirosh with his lashon hara, his whole plan to destroy all the 
Jews may not have been accepted by the king.

Parshas Tetzaveh
פרשת תצוה
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The same is true today as the enemies of our people continue to ceaselessly 
spread lashon hara about us. The venom of anti-semitism and the unprovoked 
attacks on Jews the world over continue to spread unabated. They even estab-
lished an official forum to speak lashon hara about us. It is called Durban.

The power of water and the power of the tongue have proven to be incom-
prehensively calamitous. Taking this message to heart means not only appre-
ciating the harm that our lashon hara can cause, it also means acknowledging 
a certain degree of hypocrisy. How can we complain when our enemies speak 
lashon hara about us when we speak lashon hara about ourselves?!!

The Gemara in Arachin draws another parallel between the Me’il and 
lashon hara. The bells on the hem of the Me’il would ring to “announce” 
the Kohein Gadol’s entrance into the Sanctuary. “Let a thing that produces 
a sound come and atone for a (sin related to) sound.” Our ability to produce 
sound through our voices is an awesome force. We can learn and teach 
Torah with the sound of our voices. As Chazal tell us (Nedarim 32a), it 
is the study of Torah which maintains the world’s existence. Rav Chaim 
Volozhin asserts that if there would be one moment in which the Torah was 
not being studied somewhere on this globe, the world would cease to exist. 
The remarkable power of tefillah to save lives, heal the sick and provide 
parnassah is accomplished through the sound of our voices. Conversely, it is 
the sound of our voices which can do so much damage through lashon hara. 
Thus, Shlomo Hamelech declared, “Death and life are in the power of the 
tongue” (Mishlei 18:21). 

Our tongues and our voices are such powerful tools. May Hashem assist 
us that we always use them for beneficial purposes. 

What’s Your Mitzvah?

ה ַלה‘ הּוא ׁ ֵריַח ִניחֹוַח ִאֶשּ

It is a satisfying aroma, a fire-offering to Hashem (Shemos 29:18)

In our Parsha, the Torah discusses the Korbanos that were brought during the 
inauguration period of Aharon and his sons into the Kehunah. The Korbanos NOT FOR PRINT
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are described as a rei’ach nicho’ach – “satisfying aroma” – to Hashem (Shemos 
29:18). Rashi explains that this refers to the satisfaction of Hashem when His 
commands are fulfilled.

We find a very similar expression in Maseches Berachos (17a): “Fortunate 
is he who grows in Torah and toils in Torah and creates a nachas ru’ach for his 
Creator.” Indeed Rabbi Dov Meir Rubman (Zichron Meir) asserts that any 
Mitzvah when performed properly and with true devotion can create a rei’ach 
nicho’ach for Hashem.  Sounds too difficult?

Listen to what the Rambam has to say. The last Mishnah in Maseches 
Makkos states, “Rebbi Chananya ben Akashya said, ‘Hakadosh Baruch Hu 
wanted to confer merit on Yisrael; therefore he gave them an abundance of 
Torah and Mitzvos.’” The Rambam explains: “It is a fundamental principle 
of faith that if a person will perform one of the 613 Mitzvos properly and 
punctiliously without any ulterior motive at all, for its sake and with love as 
I have explained, he is zocheh through it to Olam Haba. This is what Rebbi 
Chananya meant. Since there are so many Mitzvos, it is impossible that a 
person should not do [at least] one of them properly and completely. And that 
Mitzvah will provide him with [eternal] life.”

The purpose of learning Torah and doing Mitzvos is to enable us to create 
a relationship with Hashem and come closer to Him. It entails fulfilling His 
will for no reason other than that it is His will. This is so critical to achieving 
this closeness. And this closeness to Hashem is itself what allows us to be near 
to Him in Olam Haba and bask in His radiance. A Korban, in particular, has 
this capacity to bring us closer to Hashem even after having committed an 
aveirah.

The Korban Olah – burnt offering – can be brought as a bull, sheep, goat 
or bird. The bird is usually brought by a poor person who cannot afford to 
bring a larger animal. Rashi notes that the Torah refers to the poor man’s 
Olah as a rei’ach nicho’ach just the same as the wealthy man’s Olah. “From 
this we can deduce that whether one does more or does less, [it does not mat-
ter] as long as his heart is totally directed toward Heaven.” This demonstrates 
that especially in regard to a Korban, whose primary function is to bring one 
closer to Hashem, the critical factor is his noble intentions, not the deed itself.

This same principle can be applied to Mitzvos. Even today when we do not 
have Korbanos we can achieve this result by our wholehearted performance NOT FOR PRINT
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of Mitzvos. Every one of us has a different personality and a different role to 
fulfill. If we pursue the Mitzvos with diligence and sensitivity it is impossible 
for us not to encounter “our” Mitzvah. We may do it just once or we may do 
it a thousand times; but one time – at least – it will be the perfect Mitzvah 
and through it we will fulfill our destiny and earn eternity. 
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The Wonderful Gift

י יִני ּוֵביֵניֶכם ְלֹדֹרֵתיֶכם ָלַדַעת ִכּ י אֹות ִהוא ֵבּ ֹמרּו ִכּ ְשׁ ֹתַתי ִתּ ְבּ  ַאְך ֶאת ַשׁ
ֶכם ְשׁ ֲאִני ה‘ ְמַקִדּ

You shall observe my Shabbos, for it is a sign between Me and 
you for your generations to know that I am Hashem who makes 

you holy (Shemos 31:13)

 “Speak to Bnai Yisrael saying, ‘You shall observe my Shabbos, for it is a sign 
between Me and you for your generations to know that I am Hashem 

who makes you holy’” (Shemos 31:13). The Gemara in Shabbos (10b) cites 
the phrase: “to know that I am Hashem who makes you holy,” and states that 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu said to Moshe, “I have a wonderful gift in my treasury, 
and its name is Shabbos and I wish to give it to them. Go and inform them.” 
The Gemara concludes that the wonderful gift is not the Mitzvah of Shabbos 
itself, rather it is the reward for the Mitzvah of Shabbos. 

Why did Hashem single out the reward for Shabbos as opposed to the 
reward for other Mitzvos? Furthermore, the reward for all Mitzvos is in the 
World to Come – a reward far beyond our comprehension. How could Moshe 
describe the reward for Shabbos to Bnai Yisrael? 

Perhaps, the reward to which the Gemara refers is not the ultimate com-
pensation for the Mitzvah of Shabbos observance, but rather the benefit and 
pleasure one enjoys in keeping Shabbos. One might have thought that a 
day encumbered with so many restrictions cannot be enjoyable, especially if 
one has to forfeit so many conveniences that are not permitted on Shabbos. 
Therefore, Hashem told Moshe, “Go tell them that the opposite is true. 
Shabbos is a day of tranquillity and pleasure.” 

Parshas Ki Sisa
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However, you could ask that if this is indeed the reward referred to by the 
Gemara, why was it necessary to tell Bnai Yisrael in advance? The Gemara 
itself states that any consequence which will eventually become apparent need 
not be foretold. 

The answer to this question lies in the pasuk which the Gemara quotes: 
“to know that I am Hashem who makes you holy.” Moshe was to explain to 
Bnai Yisrael that Oneg Shabbos – the physical pleasures of Shabbos – when 
coupled with proper Shemiras Shabbos, will actually make them holy. It is 
through the kedushah of Shabbos that we are able to translate earthly delights 
into spiritual bliss. 

This same concept – turning an act of physical pleasure into holiness – 
is manifest in the Mitzvah to partake of Korbanos – such as the shelamim, 
todah, and Korban Pesach. When eating is done within the halachic param-
eters of the sacrifices brought on Hashem’s altar, it becomes a holy pursuit. 

The Navi Yeshaya proclaimed, “If you will restrain your feet due to 
Shabbos; refrain from performing your own pursuits on My holy day; if 
you will declare the Shabbos ‘a delight’ – oneg... then you will delight in 
Hashem” (58:13-14). Oneg Shabbos brings about oneg with Hashem. Indeed, 
the Mesillas Yesharim asserts that “experiencing oneg with Hashem” is the 
very purpose of creation! 

Think Before You Leap

ֲחֶנה ַמּ  קֹול ִמְלָחָמה ַבּ

The sound of battle is in the camp (Shemos 32:17)

When Moshe Rabbeinu descended from Har Sinai, before actually witness-
ing the golden calf, Yehoshua was waiting for him at the foot of the moun-
tain. Yehoshua heard the sound of the people shouting and told Moshe, “The 
sound of battle is in the camp.” Moshe responded, “It is not a sound of shout-
ing [from] strength, nor a sound of shouting [from] weakness. It is a sound of 
distress which I hear” (Shemos 32:17-18).NOT FOR PRINT
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The Talmud Yerushalmi (Taanis, Chap. 4) gives a little more background 
to this conversation. Moshe said to Yehoshua, “One who will be the leader of 
600,000 does not know how to distinguish between one sound and another?!”

Rav Shimon Schwab elaborates on Moshe’s intention in scolding Yehoshua. 
They both heard the same sound of frivolity and drunkenness. Yehoshua 
interpreted this as an indication of rebellion against Hashem – “It is a sound 
of battle.” Moshe explained to him that these sounds of mockery emanated 
from their distress. Indeed that was the case. They thought that Moshe was 
gone forever. They had lost their leader who had guided them every step of 
the way. They were despondent, feeling abandoned and hopeless. Their cries 
and actions didn’t emanate from rebellion but from pain. Without any sense 
of hope, they “lost it”.

Moshe chided Yehoshua, telling him that a Torah leader has to be able to 
discern more accurately the cause for the misbehavior of his flock. 

This mussar really applies to all of us, especially teachers, parents, spouses 
and friends. Before you can deal with any inappropriate behavior, you must 
try to determine its root cause. You can’t address the problem unless you 
know what the problem is.

If a husband is argumentative, is it because of his hard day at work, 
because he is not happy with himself or because he lacks the capacity to prop-
erly express his valid concerns? If a child is rebellious, is it because he dislikes 
his parents, because he has problems at school, because he can’t handle his 
religious obligations or because he has honest questions which no one takes 
seriously? If someone doesn’t conform to certain social norms, is it because he 
is an individualist, because he is a social misfit or because he feels ostracized? 
The possibilities are too numerous to mention, but you get the idea. 

While for leaders of Klal Yirael this type of discernment is essential, for 
most of us it is often a bit too much to achieve. We are constantly making 
judgments on almost everything we see. Before we make snap judgements or 
say or do things that are uncalled for – and possibly forbidden, we must know 
how to honestly and objectively judge people’s actions.

In most cases these judgment calls are probably none of our business and 
possibly a waste of time. In such instances it best to apply Rebbi Yehoshua 
ben Prachya’s dictum, “Judge every person favorably” (Avos 1:6). However NOT FOR PRINT
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in many instances it may have a great deal to do with us and may actually 
demand that we take action. In these cases it is often best to seek the advice 
of a Torah scholar or at least an unbiased individual. Always remember that 
the first rule to follow is, “Do no harm.” The next rule is, “Think before 
you leap.”

Eloquent Restraint

ת ֹבּ ְשׁ ִביִעי ִתּ ׁ ֲעֹבד ּוַבּיֹום ַהְשּ ת ָיִמים ַתּ ֶשׁ ֵשׁ

Six days shall you work and on the seventh day you shall rest 
(Shemos 34:21)

“Six days shall you work and on the seventh day you shall rest” (Shemos 
34:21). Why is the Torah telling us to work for six days? Is this merely a grant-
ing of permission to work or a directive to work? Why not just say, “Rest on 
the seventh day”?

In his book “The Sabbath”, Dayan Grunfeld presents Rav Shamshon 
Raphael Hirsch’s brilliant approach to understanding Shabbos. It goes to the 
core of Shabbos observance and provides a fundamental definition of work – 
melachah – in the context of Shabbos.

Hashem created the world ex nihilo – from nothing – in six days. After 
that, nothing new was created. “There is nothing new under the sun” (Koheles 
1:9). Then Hashem charged man with the development of civilization and a 
functional habitat. “And fill the land and dominate it; and rule over the fish 
in the sea and birds in the sky and every living thing….” (Bereishis 1:28). 
Essentially Hashem made man a partner in creation. “I have made the raw 
materials and you take them and build. Build houses, ships, computers, satel-
lites and utensils for every purpose. But never forget that it is My world and I 
am merely ordaining you as My partner.”

Unfortunately, man has the tendency to get carried away with himself. He 
begins to think, “It is by my strength and the might of my hand” (Devarim 
8:17). “The world is my place. I created civilization, I advanced technology, I 
have mastered the sciences; I have built my own towers and ‘castles’.”NOT FOR PRINT
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Thus, Hashem tells us that we must always bear in mind Whose world it 
really is and Who ultimately controls its destiny. “This you will demonstrate 
by stopping your own ‘creation’ when I tell you to. On one day shall you cease 
all creative activity to remind yourself Who the real Creator is. Six days shall 
you work as My partner and on the seventh day, stop. You ‘work’ because I 
gave you permission to ‘work’ and you stop when you no longer have that 
permission.”

From this vantage point it becomes obvious that the definition of work on 
Shabbos cannot be physical activity or exertion. It can only mean one thing: 
creative activity.

This approach explains a very fundamental difficulty in the reason given 
for keeping Shabbos. If the purpose of observing Shabbos is to demonstrate 
our belief that Hashem created the world, why do it on the day that He 
rested? Furthermore, why do it passively – by not working? We should do it 
actively. The proclamation which we make by reciting kiddush should suffice.

According to Rav Hirsch, the answer is beautiful. The Mitzvah of Shabbos 
is not merely to acknowledge that Hashem created the world. The Mitzvah 
is to recognize that although we work six days and create six days, we affirm 
that we are merely junior partners with the Ultimate Creator! How do we do 
this? We stop in our tracks, drop everything and relinquish our “dominion” 
over creation. Rav Hirsch calls this, “eloquent restraint.”

NOT FOR PRINT
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There’s No Time Like The Present

ן ִאים ָלֵאפֹוד ְוַלֹחֶשׁ ֻלּ ַהם ְוֵאת ַאְבֵני ַהִמּ ׁ ִאם ֵהִביאּו ֵאת ַאְבֵני ַהֹשּ ִשׂ ְוַהְנּ

The nesiim brought the onyx stones and the stones for the settings for 

the ephod and the choshen (Shemos 35:27)

In our Parsha’s description of the donations brought for the Mishkan, the 
Torah states, “The nesiim – the leaders of the tribes – brought the onyx 

stones and the stones for the settings for the ephod and the choshen” (Shemos 
35:27). Rashi notes that the word nesiim is missing the letter yud.  This omis-
sion connotes a criticism of their behavior. They had figured that they would 
wait until all the contributions had been collected to see if anything was 
lacking. In the end, the campaign was very successful and all the needs of 
the Mishkan had been supplied. They were left to bring the onyx stones and 
the stones for the choshen. Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz explains that although 
it appeared that they had a very reasonable motive, they displayed a lack of 
alacrity in performing the Mitzvah. After all, it was quite possible that noth-
ing else would be left to contribute and they would miss out on a once-in-a-
lifetime (actually a once-in-history) opportunity. 

Rav Chaim notes that the author of Chovos Halevavos writes in his intro-
duction that he had a number of reasons not to write this book. However he 
suspected that they might be merely excuses to rationalize his laziness. So he 
wrote it despite his misgivings. Now the world has benefited from his Torah 
classic for hundreds of years.

The Mesillas Yesharim writes, “A lazy person will come up with many 
quotes from Chazal and with logical arguments…but he does not realize 

Parshas Vayakheil
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that these arguments and explanations are not a result of his intellectual rea-
soning, but rather they derive from his laziness” (Chapter 6).

The Avnei Ezel asserts that the reason that specifically the letter yud was 
omitted was because it denotes the plural form of the word. Since the nesiim 
did not participate together with everyone else, the plural form of their title 
was deleted. The Gemara (Berachos 26a) cites the pasuk in Koheles (1:15) – “A 
wrong which cannot be corrected and an absence which cannot be compen-
sated.” What is an absence which cannot be compensated? One whose col-
leagues were counted in for a Mitzvah and he was not counted among them. 
The nesiim missed out on being part of the tzibbur in building the Mishkan. 
This outweighed their noble intentions.

The Gra explains the following pasuk: “The wise of heart will seize 
Mitzvos, but the foolish one’s lips will become weary” (Mishlei 10:8). The 
wise person seizes a Mitzvah and does it immediately lest an obstacle arise 
in the future. The fool talks endlessly about doing it until the opportunity is 
lost. In Chapter 7, the Mesillas Yesharim writes that there is no danger like 
the danger of postponing a Mitzvah, for every minute a new hindrance may 
arise. Or, like my mother A”H used to say, “There’s no time like the present.”

Rashi tells us that the nesiim learned from their mistake and made sure to 
be the first ones to bring Korbanos as soon as the Mishkan was dedicated. We 
too should learn from them and from the author of the Chovos Halevavos. 
When an opportunity to do a Mitzvah – especially one involving the tzibbur 
– presents itself, we must be prepared to act. If we find it difficult to deter-
mine whether our reason for postponing the Mitzvah is a genuine consider-
ation or merely an excuse, we can bounce it off an unbiased individual whom 
we respect. Once a decision is reached, we must seize the moment. When 
opportunity knocks, it’s time to answer.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Who’s Calling?

ַצְלֵאל ם ְבּ ֵשׁ ָרֵאל ְראּו ָקָרא ה‘ ְבּ ֵני ִיְשׂ ה ֶאל ְבּ ַוֹיּאֶמר ֹמֶשׁ

Moshe said to Bnai Yisrael, See that Hashem has called upon Betzalel 
(Shemos 35:30) 

“Moshe said to Bnai Yisrael, ‘See that Hashem has called upon Betzalel [to 
build the Mishkan]’” (Shemos 35:30). Where do we find that Hashem had 
previously spoken to Betzalel telling him to build the Mishkan? Furthermore, 
how could Bnai Yisrael have seen that Hashem had called upon him? 

Rav Moshe Feinstein explains that the answer lies in the pesukim that fol-
low: “He has filled him with the spirit of G-d, with wisdom, understanding 
and knowledge of every craft…” If Hashem had bestowed upon him all the 
wisdom and skills required to build the Mishkan, then it is clear for all to see 
that He had “called upon him” for this purpose. 

Rav Moshe provides a phenomenal insight into how we must perceive 
Hashem’s expectation of every person. Hashem expects that each person will 
use all the “gifts” that He has bestowed upon that person to serve Him. If 
Hashem has given a person intelligence, talents or material resources, it is 
fully anticipated that he will employ them to fulfill Hashem’s will. No one 
needs a personal invitation – it is self understood. 

It says in Mishlei (3:9), “Honor Hashem meihonechah – with your wealth.” 
The Medrash homiletically renders meihonechah – meichonenchah – with that 
which Hashem has endowed you. The Medrash continues, “If your voice is 
beautiful, serve as a sheliach tzibbur. Navos (whose murder at the hands of 
Achav’s henchmen is described in the book of Melachim I, 21) had a beautiful 
voice. He would go up to Yerushalayim and everyone would gather to hear 
him sing. On one occasion he did not go up.” This was the reason for his 
untimely death.  

Rav Shimon Schwab (Maayan Bais Hashoeiva) relates that when he met 
the Chofetz Chaim, the great sage asked him if he had heard that he was a 
Kohein. Rav Schwab replied in the affirmative. The Chofetz Chaim then 
asked him, “Are you a Kohein?” “No” “Levi?” “No.” “That’s too bad. When 
the Bais Hamikdash will be rebuilt, everyone will want to participate in its NOT FOR PRINT
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services, but only Kohanim and Leviim will be permitted. Why? Because 
when Moshe cried out, ‘Mi Lashem Eilai’ – He who is with Hashem come to 
me, only the tribe of Levi came forward. Your great-great grandfather did not. 
When a cry goes forth ‘Mi Lashem Eilai’ everybody better come running or 
else they will lose out.” 

The Chofetz Chaim was implying that the cry of Mi Lashem Eilai does 
not have to come in the form of a prophet’s revelation or even the rallying 
cry of a great Jewish leader.  It may be as subtle as a person being aware that 
the gifts with which Hashem has endowed him must be utilized by him in a 
specific situation. He is being called upon – by Hashem – to fulfill a mission, 
his mission. 

Rav Yeruchum Levovitz, the Mashgiach of the Mir Yeshiva in Europe, 
used to say, “Alas for someone who is not aware of his faults, for he does not 
know what he must rectify. But alas and alack for one who is not aware of his 
strengths, for he does not even know what his mission is.”

Each person must make a cheshbon hanefesh – a self-evaluation – of all his 
strengths and assets in order to recognize the mission for which Hashem has 
called upon him.

Great Feats

ַדְרֵכי ה‘ ּה ִלּבֹו ְבּ ַוִיְּגַבּ

And his heart was proud in the ways of Hashem (Divrei Hayamim 

II, 17:6)

The Ramban observes that none of those who volunteered to craft the 
Mishkan, its intricate vessels and the magnificent priestly garments had 
any training in these skills. Nor did any of them possess any particular tal-
ents required for this complicated venture. The Ramban goes on to explain: 
“However, each one found within himself the capacity to do it. ‘And his heart 
was proud in the ways of Hashem’ (Divrei Hayamim II, 17:6). They came to 
Moshe and said to him, ‘I will do all that my master states.’”NOT FOR PRINT



118   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz comments that people possess many latent tal-
ents and strengths which come to the fore in exceptional circumstances. 
When Yaakov noticed Rachel approaching the well with her father’s sheep, 
he removed the rock which covered the well. This rock was so heavy that it 
normally took numerous men to lift it. From where did Yaakov derive this 
awesome strength? Was he a muscle-bound weightlifter or some type of super-
man? “No,” insists Rav Chaim. He explains that the answer can be found in 
Tefillas Geshem – the prayer for rain recited on Shemini Atzeres. “He focused 
his heart and rolled the stone off the well of water... For his sake do not with-
hold water.” Had the act of removing the rock been due to Yaakov’s great 
strength, we could not invoke it as a zechus for rain. It was the intense desire to 
come to the aid of his mother’s brother that produced the energy and strength 
to remove the rock and water his sheep. (Note that the pasuk (Bereishis 29:11) 
mentions three times that Lavan was the brother of his mother. See Malbim 
ad loc.)

It was this remarkable capacity of Yaakov to marshal all his latent strength 
that enabled him to learn in the Bais Hamedrash of Sheim and Eiver for four-
teen years straight without a decent night’s sleep. (See Rashi Bereishis 28:11.)

Rav Chaim takes the same approach in explaining another “superhuman” 
event. When the daughter of Paroh saw a basket in the water with a baby 
inside, “she extended her hand to reach it.” Rashi cites the Gemara (Sotah 
12b) that her hand “extended many cubits” in order to reach the basket. 
Rav Chaim refuses to conclude that a miracle happened to make her arm 
extremely long and a second miracle occurred to restore her arm to its nor-
mal size. Rather, he suggests that Paroh’s daughter was so determined to save 
the child in the basket, that she extended herself – mustering every ounce of 
energy to get to the basket.

The same type of “superhuman” feats are often manifested in emergen-
cies when average people perform heroic acts well beyond what is naturally 
physically possible.

Rav Chaim asserts that this phenomenon is not reserved only for great 
people or for times of emergency. Each of us has many latent strengths and 
talents which can be evoked by extending ourselves beyond our perceived 
ability. When our hearts are “proud in the ways of Hashem,” we can accom-
plish our own “superhuman” feats. NOT FOR PRINT
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Asset Management

ה י ֹמֶשׁ ד ַעל ִפּ ַקּ ר ֻפּ ן ָהֵעֻדת ֲאֶשׁ ַכּ ן ִמְשׁ ָכּ ְשׁ ה ְפקּוֵדי ַהִמּ ֵאֶלּ
These are the accountings of the Mishkan, the Mishkan of Testimony, 

which were calculated at Moshe’s behest (Shemos 38:21)

 “These are the accountings of the Mishkan, the Mishkan of Testimony, 
which were calculated at Moshe’s behest” (Shemos 38:21). Chazal 

(Shemos Rabbah 51:6) tell us that Moshe Rabbeinu gave a full accounting for 
the gold, silver and copper that were collected. Chazal deduce from here that 
even the most honest and reputable person must endeavor to remain above 
any possible suspicion. The Torah states, “You should be vindicated from 
Hashem and from Yisrael” (Bamidbar 32:22). Chazal understood this pasuk 
as a directive to us to assure that we stay above reproach even in the eyes of 
other people. 

Rav Moshe Feinstein infers another message from Moshe’s accounting of 
all the precious metals collected. We all have precious assets which Hashem 
has bestowed upon us. We have financial assets which we must recognize 
come solely from Hashem. (Just think about how quickly some people lost 
all their money in the crash of 2008.) We should take account of how we use 
these assets. Do we give our fair share of tzedakah? And not only how much 
we give but also to whom we give: are the recipients truly worthy of our dona-
tions? How much of our money do we “waste” on non-essentials? 

Our time is a gift from Hashem and our most valuable asset. How do 
we use our time? How much time do we devote to chesed and worthy causes? 
How much time do we devote to learning Torah? How much time is spent 
with family? How much is spent on necessary and legitimate relaxation? And 

Parshas Pekudei
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how much goes to waste – perhaps mostly due to our modern technology? As 
Moshe asked of Hashem (Tehillim 90:12), “Teach us to count our days, so 
that we shall acquire a heart of wisdom.”

We all have certain talents and abilities. How well do we use them? In 
what worthy endeavors do we invest them? And what about our physical fac-
ulties? We certainly can’t take them for granted. How do we use our eyes, our 
ears, our mouths, our hands and our feet? What percentage of these faculties 
are being used for doing Mitzvos? 

Referring to the conquest of Cheshbon, the Moabite capital, by Sichon 
King of the Emori, the pasuk states, “Regarding this the moshlim – poets 
– would say, ‘Let us come to Cheshbon’” (Bamidbar 21:27). Chazal (Bava 
Basra 78b) explain the pasuk homiletically. “The moshlim – those who are 
mosheil – rule – over their yeitzer – say let us make a cheshbon, a calcula-
tion.” The Gemara describes one type of cheshbon: calculating the reward 
for a Mitzvah versus its loss and the loss caused by an aveirah versus its gain. 
The Mesillas Yesharim describes another type: a regular examination of one’s 
recent Mitzvos and aveiros. 

According to Rav Moshe, we could suggest a third type of cheshbon to 
make: taking an account of our assets and how we use them in our Avodas 
Hashem. After all, we must not only be accountable to Hashem and Yisrael, 
we must also be accountable to ourselves.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Derech Eretz

ר ה‘ ֵאָליו ה ַוְיַדֵבּ ַוִיְּקָרא ֶאל ֹמֶשׁ
He called to Moshe and Hashem spoke to him (Vayikra 1:1)

 “He called to Moshe and Hashem spoke to him from the Ohel Mo’ed...” 
(Vayikra 1:1). Only after being called by Hashem did Moshe enter the 

Mishkan. The Medrash Rabbah makes a remarkable deduction from this 
pasuk: “From here the Sages inferred that if a talmid chacham lacks daas (liter-
ally intelligence), a carcass is better than he. Go and learn from Moshe – the 
father of wisdom, the father of prophets, who led Yisrael out of Mitzrayim, 
through whom many miracles and wonders were performed at Yam Suf, and 
who ascended to the heavens and brought down the Torah, and who engaged 
in the building of the Mishkan – (yet he) did not enter the inner sanctum (of 
the Mishkan) until he was called.”

What is this daas? The commentaries render it as “derech eretz”. This is 
indeed the implicit meaning. However, why do Chazal call it daas which 
implies some form of intelligence? Perhaps, the attribute referred to is discern-
ment or discretion. It is what we call in the vernacular “seichel”.  

How is it possible to have wisdom and not have daas? Perhaps the answer 
lies in the word “Vayikra” – He called – which is written with a small aleph. 
The small aleph connotes the humility of Moshe (see Baal Haturim). Daas 
is a product of humility. When one realizes that the whole world does not 
revolve around himself, he becomes considerate of others. This is reflected 
in a refined and thoughtful behavior towards Hashem and towards other 
people. Thus, it is no coincidence that Moshe, who is the paragon of humility, 
is the paragon of derech eretz.  

Parshas Vayikra
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A talmid chacham without daas – without derech eretz – is one who is 
preoccupied with himself. He does not relate appropriately to Hashem and 
to others. Torah knowledge must be utilized to serve Hashem and to serve 
humanity. In this respect, a talmid chacham who lacks daas is no better than 
a carcass. 

This is why derech eretz kadmah latorah – precedes Torah. The book of 
Bereishis, which is replete with lessons of derech eretz, precedes the rest of the 
Torah because derech eretz comes first. And this is why only the paragon of 
derech eretz could bring down the Torah from the heavens to the earth. 

This may explain the response of Hillel to the prospective convert who 
wanted to learn the entire Torah on one foot: “What is objectionable to you, 
do not do to others.” This is the most basic form of derech eretz, and it is the 
prerequisite for learning Torah and the acquisition of wisdom. 

Whether one is a talmid chacham, aspiring to be one or just intent on 
learning Torah, he must acquire this crucial trait before he sits down to learn. 
Derech eretz kadmah latorah!

A Perplexing Contradiction

ן ַלה‘  ם ָקְרָבּ י ַיְקִריב ִמֶכּ ָאָדם ִכּ

When a man among you brings an offering to Hashem (Vayikra 1:2)

The significance of Korbanos – offering sacrifices to Hashem – has provoked 
great debate amongst Torah scholars. The Ramban (Nachmanides) in this 
week’s Parsha cites the opinion of the Rambam (Maimonides) in Moreh 
Nevuchim – “The Guide to the Perplexed”: “The reason for sacrifices was 
because the Egyptians and Chaldeans, amongst whom Bnai Yisrael dwelled, 
worshipped cattle and sheep….therefore [Hashem] commanded us to slaugh-
ter these three species (cows, sheep and goats) to His glorious Name to publi-
cize that the thing which they considered most sacred is the very thing which 
we offer to the Creator.” The Ramban proceeds to criticize this opinion in 
the strongest terms, noting that the Torah describes a sacrifice as a “pleasant 
smelling offering to Hashem.” This implies that a sacrifice is a metaphysical NOT FOR PRINT
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mechanism of connecting to Hashem. It was not meant as a repudiation of 
idolatry.

The Ritva in “Sefer Hazikaron” comes to the defense of the Rambam. 
He writes, “It is my opinion that this particular explanation and many other 
explanations of Mitzvos are not due to the Rambam’s belief that these are the 
main reasons for the Mitzvah. Rather, he wished to offer some kind of expla-
nation that the average person could use to respond to heretics with a rational 
approach.” Indeed, Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky in “Emes L’Yaakov” (Vayikra 
1:9) cites the Rambam in Mishneh Torah (Hilchos Me’ila 8:8) where he refers 
to sacrifices as a “chok” – a Mitzvah whose reason is unknown – sublime.

The Rambam’s true recognition of the depth of spiritual significance 
of Korbanos can be discerned from what he wrote in Mishneh Torah (Bais 
Habechirah 2:2) where he explains the reason for Hashem’s choice of a very 
specific location for the mizbayach in the Bais Hamikdash: “There is a widely 
known tradition that the place where Dovid and Shlomo built the mizbay-
ach… was the same place where Avraham built the mizbayach upon which 
he bound Yitzchok. It was the same place where Noach built [a mizbayach] 
when he left the Ark. It was the mizbayach upon which Kayin and Hevel 
brought their sacrifices. There Adam brought a sacrifice when he was created. 
From that [very spot of ground] he was created. The Sages declared, ‘Adam 
was created from the place which would serve as his atonement.’” Clearly, the 
Rambam realized that sacrifices are a primordial concept predating any notion 
of idolatry in the world. Their metaphysical implications are undeniable. 

It appears that there were, in a sense, two sides to the Rambam. One 
side was manifest in the Mishneh Torah, a halachic compendium based on 
the Mesorah of Chazal in both halacha and hashkafah. In it there is no room 
for philosophical speculation. The other side was presented in the Moreh 
Nevuchim, which sought to address a widespread skepticism about Torah 
U’Mitzvos among Jews living in a society dominated by Muslim philosophy 
and theology. This skepticism was recognized and addressed by the Geonim 
and many Torah Scholars of that era. This motivated the Rambam to 
write “The Guide to the Perplexed” – a very apt name signifying its intent 
and purpose. The Rambam wrote Mishneh Torah in Hebrew as an epic 
treatise for all generations and he wrote Moreh Nevuchim in Arabic primarily 
for his generation.NOT FOR PRINT
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All future generations of Poskim and Torah Sages have recognized the 
Rambam’s Mishneh Torah as the ultimate codification of halacha – valida-
tion of the inscription on his tombstone: “From Moshe to Moshe no one arose 
like Moshe.” 

Why We Pray

ָפֵתינּו ָמה ָפִרים ְשׂ ְלּ ּוְנַשׁ

And let our lips substitute for [the sacrifice of] bulls (Hoshe’ah 14:3)

Parshas Vayikra deals exclusively with Korbanos which were offered in the 
Mishkan and in the Bais Hamikdash. Although we can no longer bring these 
Korbanos, Chazal tell us that our tefillos – our daily prayers – replace, to 
some extent, the Korbanos. Chazal deduce this from the pasuk in Hoshe’ah 
(14:3) which states, “Let our lips substitute for the [sacrifice] of bulls” (Yalkut 
Shimoni 533). In the second paragraph of the Shema we say, “…to love 
Hashem your G-d and to serve Him with all your heart.” Chazal ask, “What 
is the service of the heart? It is tefillah” (Taanis 2b). Thus we refer to tefillah 
as “avodah shebeleiv” – the service of the heart. 

However, it is difficult to understand the similarity between prayer and 
sacrificial service. Actually, they seem to be opposites: a sacrifice is offering 
something to Hashem, while tefillah (which primarily refers to Shemoneh 
Esrei) is asking Hashem for something.

While we generally perceive a prayer as a means to acquire that which we 
need, Chazal had a deeper understanding of tefillah. The Gemara (Yevamos 
64a) states that Hashem yearns for the prayers of tzaddikim and at times He 
may even create a situation which will cause them to pray fervently to Him. 
This implies that the need is really a means to an end whereby we have the 
opportunity to connect with Hashem and come closer to Him. In a similar 
vein, the word Korban derives from kareiv which means to draw close. Thus, 
the purpose of the Korban was also to bring us closer to Hashem, as the word 
implies. How do these two types of avodah – tefillah and a Korban – help us 
come closer to Hashem?NOT FOR PRINT
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The Gemara (Berachos 34b) states that Rebbi Chanina ben Dosa went to 
study under the great scholar and head of the Sanhedrin, Rebbi Yochanan ben 
Zakkai. When Rebbi Yochanan’s son became ill, he asked Rebbi Chanina ben 
Dosa to pray for him. Rebbi Chanina placed his head between his knees and 
prayed and Rebbi Yochanan’s son recovered immediately. Rebbi Yochanan 
exclaimed that had he placed his head between his knees all day he would 
not have received such a response.  Rebbi Yochanan described the difference 
between himself, the head of the Sanhedrin, and Rebbi Chanina, the ultimate 
supplicator, with a mashal. “He is like an eved – a servant – of the King, and 
I am like an ambassador.” Rashi explains that an eved has almost unlimited 
access to the King as opposed to the ambassador who has only limited access 
to the King. 

What is the Torah’s concept of an eved? He is a person who has no assets 
of his own, lives in his master’s house, eats his master’s food and is totally 
dependent on his master for his needs.  When a person brings a Korban 
(which is meant as a substitute for himself) or davens to Hashem with the 
perception that he has nothing at all except for what He gives him and that 
Hashem is the only One who can provide for him, he is declaring that he is 
an eved of Hashem. This is how he comes closer to Hashem.

It is very challenging to have proper kavanah – uninterrupted concentra-
tion – during davening. However if we take a few seconds before starting the 
Shemoneh Esrei to focus on these thoughts, it will make our kavanah some-
what easier. And we will be engaged in a true form of avodah! 
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What A Shame

את ֵחט ַהַחָטּ ׁ ָשּ ֵחט ָהֹעָלה ִתּ ׁ ָשּ ר ִתּ ְמקֹום ֲאֶשׁ ִבּ
In the place where the Korban Olah is slaughtered shall the Chatas be 

slaughtered (Vayikra 6:18)

In describing the halachos of the Korban Chatas – the sin offering – the 
Torah emphasizes that it should be slaughtered in the northern section of 

the courtyard of the Bais Hamikdash, just like the Korban Olah (Vayikra 
6:18). In order to prevent people from being aware that the person bringing 
the Korban had committed a sin, the Torah prescribed that the Chatas be 
brought in the very same place as the Olah. This way they might assume 
that the Korban was really an Olah, a voluntary Korban. This was meant to 
prevent any undue embarrassment to the sinner. (See Maseches Sotah 32b.)

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz asserts that sparing people from embarrassment 
is a prevalent theme of the Torah. Tamar refused to reveal the identity of the 
father of her unborn children to avoid embarrassing Yehudah. She was willing 
to be executed rather than cause him embarrassment. Whereby Chazal con-
clude: “It is better for one to cast himself into a fiery furnace than humiliate 
another person in public.”

In another instance, Rashi (Bamidbar 22:33) explains that the angel killed 
the wondrous donkey that spoke to Bilam, so that people should not be able 
to point to it and say, “This is (the donkey) that successfully rebuked Bilam.” 

The Gemara (Berachos 27b) records a contentious dispute between Rabban 
Gamliel the Nasi and Rebbi Yehoshua, which resulted in the impeachment 
of Rabban Gamliel. The most fitting choice for his replacement was Rebbi 
Yehoshua himself. However, the Rabbanim refused to appoint him since this 
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would cause Rabban Gamliel undue pain. Although it was absolutely neces-
sary to impeach Rabban Gamliel and thereby cause him considerable embar-
rassment, nevertheless they still needed to be prudent and not cause him one 
iota of unnecessary shame.

The Gemara in Gittin (55b – 56a) records the famous story of Kamtza 
and Bar Kamtza. When Bar Kamtza mistakenly showed up at the party of 
a man who hated him, he was ejected by the host. Humiliated by this pub-
lic disgrace, Bar Kamtza sought revenge not only against the host but also 
against the rabbis who were present and did not protest. Therefore, he went 
to the Roman Caesar and told him that the Jews were insubordinate to the 
Roman government. This led to a military confrontation that ultimately 
resulted in the destruction of the Bais Hamikdash. Rebbi Elazar summed 
it up this way: “Take a look at the great power of [causing] embarrassment. 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu assisted Bar Kamtza and destroyed His House and 
burned down His Sanctuary.”

The bottom line is that from Yehudah to the Nasi of Klal Yisrael, to 
the simple (not so pious) Jew, all the way down to Bilam Harasha, Hashem 
cares about a person’s kavod – each one as it befits his situation. Even when 
the person appears to have forfeited his right to any respect, there is still no 
reason to shame or demean him. This should give us pause to stop and think 
before uttering any word that would hurt or embarrass another human being. 
Indeed, this was the credo by which my late father-in-law, Reb Yoel Chaim 
Gibber A’H, lived his life. Yehi zichro baruch. 
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Shame On Us

ַח ְזֵבּ ה ֶאל ַאֲהֹרן ְקַרב ֶאל ַהִמּ  ַוֹיּאֶמר ֹמֶשׁ
Moshe said to Aharon, Come near to the altar (Vayikra 9:7)

One of the hallmarks of Bnai Yisrael is the capacity to feel embarrassment 
–“busha”. The Gemara (Yevamos 79a) asserts, “There are three signs 

of this nation: compassion, embarrassment and graciousness.” The Gemara 
cites the pasuk, “So that His awe shall be on your faces so that you will not 
sin” (Shemos 20:17). This “awe” is the attribute of busha – to possess a sense 
of shame towards that which is repulsive and undignified. It is this busha 
which deters us from sinning. So important is this middah of busha that it is 
the blessing that Rebbi Yochanan ben Zakkai conferred on his students when 
lying on his death bed. “They asked of him, ‘Rebbi, bless us.’ He replied, 
‘May it be [Hashem’s] will that the fear of Heaven be upon you like the fear 
of flesh and blood.’ His students asked, ‘That’s all?’ He said to them, ‘Oh, that 
it would be [that much]. Indeed, when someone does an aveirah he hopes no 
one will see him’” (Berachos 28b). Rebbi Yochanan ben Zakkai was inform-
ing his students that the middah of busha is the superlative deterrent to sin. 

The very same attribute is also the best absolution of sin. “Whoever com-
mits a sin and feels embarrassed by it is forgiven” (Berachos 12b). Rav Chaim 
Shmuelevitz says that the purpose of all punishments is to induce a feeling of 
embarrassment in the sinner (Sichos – Yichad Lev). Chazal often sought to 
discourage inappropriate behavior by cautioning, “…lest one be overcome by 
embarrassment and shame on the Day of Judgment.”

Another effect of the middah of busha is that it restrains one from calling 
unnecessary attention to himself. Thus, one who possesses busha does not 
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wear ostentatious clothing nor does he own a house or a car which attracts 
undue attention. Such loud behavior is inappropriate as it may cause others 
to become jealous. This jealousy is bad enough when it is experienced by 
other Jews. However, when this jealousy is evoked in gentiles it can cause 
resentment, contempt or even anti-semitism. Thus Chazal, on the pasuk 
“Penu lachem tzaphona” (Devarim 2:3), comment homiletically, “Hatzpinu 
atzmechem” – hide yourselves from the descendants of Eisav. Do not flaunt 
your wealth in front of the Gentiles. No matter what type of community we 
live in – “in town” or “out-of-town” – this is excellent advice.

However, there is also a downside to this middah – as there is with most 
middos. It may inhibit our doing or accomplishing what is incumbent upon 
us. In Pirkei Avos (2:15) it states, “The bashful person cannot learn.” This 
timidity may also prevent one from performing certain Mitzvos which put 
him in the limelight or prevent him from serving in vital communal roles.

Rashi in our Parsha (9:7) tells us that when Moshe called upon Aharon 
to serve as Kohein Gadol, Aharon balked. He was too embarrassed to assume 
this role (due to his involvement in the sin of the golden calf). Moshe reached 
out to him, “You were chosen for this very position!” Put aside your shame 
and approach the altar.

The Baalei Mussar suggest that a person should carry with him two cards: 
one in the right pocket and the other in the left pocket. On one should be 
written, “The world was created on my behalf,” and on the other, “I am but 
dust and ashes.” Then, when any new situation presents itself, he must have 
the presence of mind to know which card to reach for.

The same could be said for the two sides of the middah of busha: bashful-
ness and boldness. Knowing when to summon which middah can be the path 
to greatness.  
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He Didn’t Have A Prayer

ה ְוַאֲהֹרן ֶאל ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד  ַוָיֹּבא ֹמֶשׁ

Moshe and Aharon came to the Ohel Moed (Vayikra 9:23)

Moshe called upon his brother to perform the inaugural service in the Mishkan 
as part of his induction into the Kehunah Gedolah. Although Aharon was 
hesitant because of his role in the sin of the Golden Calf, Moshe encouraged 
him to proceed. After all of the sacrifices had been brought, Aharon was 
upset that the Shechinah had not come to rest on the Mishkan as a sign that 
his sacrifices were accepted. Rashi tells us that Aharon turned to Moshe and 
said, “Moshe, my brother, is this what you have done to me that I entered [the 
Mishkan] and have been embarrassed?” Immediately, Moshe entered with 
him. They prayed and the Shechinah descended.

Why, indeed, did the Shechinah not descend when Aharon finished his 
avodah? Did Moshe not assure Aharon that he was the right man for the job?

I believe the answer lies in the necessity for prayer. Nothing worthwhile 
can succeed without beseeching Hashem for His assistance. Rashi in Parshas 
Bereishis (2:5) relates that when Hashem created the world He did not imme-
diately provide rain for the vegetation to grow. Only after He had created 
Man who would pray for the rain could the earth yield its bounty.

The Mishnah in Taanis (26a) describes the Maamados – gatherings of 
representatives of Klal Yisrael which took place each week when the Bais 
Hamikdash was in existence. Rashi explains, “They gathered in their [respec-
tive] cities and prayed that the sacrifices offered by their brothers be accepted 
favorably.” The brachah of retzei in Shemoneh Esrei, at the time of the Bais 
Hamikdash, was a supplication to Hashem to accept our Korbanos. Even the 
sacrifices offered daily in the Bais Hamikdash are only accepted by dint of 
the prayers offered for them. Even prayers need prayers. Thus we say Shema 
Koleinu – “Please accept our prayers.”

The fault did not lie with Aharon for the failure of the Shechinah to 
descend. The problem was that although he was worthy and his sacrifices 
were favorably received, there was one ingredient missing – prayer. As soon as 
they prayed, the Shechinah came to rest on the Mishkan.NOT FOR PRINT
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The Gemara (Niddah 70b) relates that the people from Alexandria asked 
Rebbi Yehoshua ben Chananya various questions regarding worldly matters: 
“What should one do to become wise?” He answered, “He should spend more 
time studying in Yeshiva and minimize his business affairs.” They replied, 
“Many did so to no avail.” He responded, “Rather let them beseech the One 
to Whom wisdom belongs.” “What should one do to become wealthy?” they 
queried. He answered, “He should engage a lot in business and conduct him-
self with honesty.” They replied, “Many did so to no avail.” He responded, 
“Rather he should beseech the One to Whom wealth belongs.”

Whether it is the earth’s produce, sacrifices, prayer, Torah study or busi-
ness, nothing succeeds without prayer.  Even in our ability to serve Hashem, 
prayer is vital. The Gemara (Kiddushin 30b) states that “A person’s yeitzer 
hara renews its assault every day, and if not for Hashem’s help one cannot 
defeat it.” How do we enlist Hashem’s help? Through prayer. Hamaavir 
Sheina, Ahavah Rabbah, and Hashiveinu Hashem Eilecha are but a few exam-
ples of such prayers.

Aharon learned the hard way: Nothing succeeds without prayer.

To The Core

תֹו ... ַוַיְּקִרבּו ִלְפֵני ה‘ ֵאׁש ָזָרה  ַוִיְּקחּו ְבֵני ַאֲהֹרן ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיׁש ַמְחָתּ
ר לֹא ִצָוּה ֹאָתם ֲאֶשׁ

Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, each took his fire pan,… 
and they brought before Hashem a strange fire that He had not 

commanded them (Vayikra 10:1).

“Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, each took his fire pan, and they put 
fire in them; they placed upon it incense, and they brought before Hashem a 
strange fire that He had not commanded them” (Vayikra 10:1).

Chazal in the Gemara and in the Medrash offer various descriptions of 
the sin of Nadav and Avihu. One opinion states that they paskened a halacha 
in the presence of their Rebbi, Moshe Rabbeinu. Another asserts that they 
refused to get married since they felt that there weren’t any women worthy of NOT FOR PRINT
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them. Yet another purports that they said, “When will these two elderly men 
(Moshe and Aharon) die, so that we can lead the generation.”

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky wonders why Chazal put forth these scenarios, 
when the verse states their sin so clearly: “A strange fire that Hashem had not 
commanded.” In answering this question, Rav Yaakov provides us with a fun-
damental principle for understanding the Torah and understanding people. 
He explains that Chazal were searching for an explanation of how such great 
men as Nadav and Avihu could have committed such a flagrant sin. They did 
not consult with Moshe. And why didn’t they consult with Moshe? Because 
there was a certain degree of arrogance that motivated their actions in general 
and this action specifically.

To understand people and their actions we need to penetrate to the core of 
their personalities: what drives their service of Hashem, and, conversely, what 
motivates their sinning.

I had always been amazed how Chazal took such a negative attitude 
towards Bilam: nothing he did was virtuous. A simple reading of Parshas 
Balak would seem to indicate a different picture. Here is a man who despite 
the temptation for great honor and riches states repeatedly that he cannot 
violate the will of Hashem. Rav Yaakov helped me understand that Chazal 
looked at the core of Bilam’s personality. They penetrated below the surface 
and revealed an arrogant, greedy and totally self-indulgent person as described 
in the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos (5:19). Everything he did was driven by these 
middos.

Rav Yaakov’s principle should be a guiding light in human relations. If we 
can identify another person’s middos and perceptions we can understand what 
motivates his behavior – both good and bad. Especially in the area of chinuch 
of children, we can best guide them when we know what makes them tick. 
This is, indeed, what Shlomo Hamelech meant when he declared, “Teach a 
child according to his way” (Mishlei 22:6).

However, the most crucial area for the application of this principle is in 
our own personal growth and development. If we can penetrate into our own 
psyche and understand our personality, we can determine how to improve 
who we are and how we serve Hashem. 
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Food For Thought

י ַתְזִריַע ְוָיְלָדה ָזָכר ה ִכּ ׁ ִאָשּ

When a woman conceives and gives birth to a male (Vayikra 12:2)

The Medrash Tanchumah addresses the reason for the Torah’s juxtaposi-
tion of the laws of childbirth in Parshas Tazria to the laws of kashrus in 

Parshas Shemini: “Before a child leaves its mother’s womb, Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu commands him, ‘From this you may eat and from this you may not eat,’ 
and after he has accepted all the Mitzvos of the Torah he is born.”

Why does the Torah single out the laws of kosher food as the primary 
Mitzvah to teach the fetus just before it enters the world? Rav Yosef Sorotzkin 
in Meged Yosef suggests that the Torah is focusing on the first desire that a 
human being experiences. As such it is the child’s first contact with Mitzvos.

However this answer, while insightful, does not fully resolve the question. 
A child is not obligated to keep the Mitzvos until he is Bar Mitzvah. By that 
time he has matured enough to be familiar with other desires and drives. 
Halacha does not even require adults to prevent the child from eating treif. 
(The obligation of chinuch on the parents is of Rabbinic origin and cannot be 
incorporated into the intent of the Torah as interpreted by the Medrash.) The 
laws of kashrus do not appear to be more applicable to the child than the laws 
of any other Mitzvah.

We can address this difficulty by citing the ruling of the Rema in Shulchan 
Aruch Yoreh De’ah (81:7). He cautions that a Jewish infant should not nurse 
from a wet nurse who happens to be eating non-kosher food (unless it is 
totally unavoidable). He asserts that, although there is no actual prohibition, 
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ingesting milk which is tainted by non-kosher food will affect the child’s 
spiritual wellbeing. While other aveiros may not have a detrimental impact 
on a child, non-kosher food is the exception. This would be a valid reason for 
Hashem singling out this particular Mitzvah to be taught to the infant just 
before it is born.

Yet, I believe that Rav Sorotzkin’s observation suggests an even deeper 
approach to understanding this Medrash. Since the drive to consume food 
begins at birth and continues throughout one’s lifetime, it is vital that a Jewish 
child have the proper attitude toward food from the outset. The urge to eat is 
very complex and variegated.  There are many reasons that people eat besides 
the need to keep body and soul together. These include preferences of taste, 
health considerations, celebrating special occasions, emotional motivations, 
eating disorders and just plain self-indulgence.

Thus, it is very important that we have a wholesome and holy attitude 
toward food. The proper nurturing of this attitude toward this fundamental 
aspect of our personality begins even before the cradle and must continue to 
be guided by sensitive parents and Torah hashkafah.

The laws of kashrus reflect an attitude of responsibility and kedushah 
toward the urge to eat. It is an attitude vital to both our physical and spiri-
tual health. 

Word Power

ֵהן ָאָדם ְוהּוָבא ֶאל ַהֹכּ י ִתְהֶיה ְבּ ֶנַגע ָצַרַעת ִכּ
If a tzaraas affliction will be on a person, he shall be brought to the 

Kohein (Vayikra 13:9) 

The Torah dictates that one who has tzaraas must come before a Kohein 
to determine if he is tahor – pure – or tamei – impure. This determina-

tion cannot be rendered by anyone who is not a Kohein – even a very great 
Torah sage. Moreover, the Tosefta states that if the Kohein is an am haaretz, 
a talmid chacham must tell him what to say – “tahor” or “tamei”. Even more 
amazing is the halacha cited by Rashi (Vayikra 13:14). There are times when NOT FOR PRINT
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someone with tzaraas is exempted from being declared tamei. The Kohein 
may not examine any person’s blemish during a Festival or a chasan’s blemish 
during the seven days of celebration. This means that even if all the symp-
toms of tzaraas are present, he is not tamei since the Kohein may not declare 
a person tamei on these days. 

My Rosh Yeshiva, Rav Yaakov Yitzchok Ruderman, zt”l, asserted that 
this requirement was a necessary part of the punishment of tzaraas for one 
who spoke lashon hara. When one speaks lashon hara he fails to recognize the 
power of his words. A few deprecating words can cause another person severe 
embarrassment, loss of esteem in the eyes of others or even serious financial 
harm. At the very least, there may be real emotional pain. 

Thus, we instruct the metzora to go to a Kohein, and whatever he says, 
goes. The mere declaration of the word “tamei” can actually cause the impure 
state to take effect. The metzora will have to leave his home and community 
and dwell “outside the camp”. Everything he touches will become “tamei”. 
He may not return home until the Kohein says “tahor”. Even then, he must 
go through an extensive process of purification which includes bringing three 
sacrifices. 

Consider for a moment. If a person were given a choice to have twenty dol-
lars stolen from him or to have lashon hara spoken about him, which would 
he choose? Practically everyone would rather forfeit the twenty dollars. Yet, 
although we would never dream of stealing twenty dollars, we often have no 
difficulty speaking lashon hara. 

It is absolutely imperative that we appreciate that words of lashon hara 
actually do real damage. We should consider speaking lashon hara a criminal 
offense no less than stealing. 

The verdict of the Kohein – “tamei” or “tahor” delivers a profound mes-
sage: words have awesome power. Let us use them to spread purity and peace. 

NOT FOR PRINT



136     

The Peddler

 ִמי ָהִאיׁש ֶהָחֵפץ ַחִיּים
Who is the man who seeks life (Tehillim 34:13) 

The Gemara (Avodah Zarah 19b) relates that Rebbi Alexandri would go 
about and announce, “Who wants life? Who wants life?” People would 

gather around him and he would recite the pasuk in Tehillim, “Who is the 
man who seeks life…guard your tongue from evil” (34:13-14).

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz observes that this Gemara is teaching us how to 
effectively convey an ethical lesson. Don’t merely tell people that if they refrain 
from lashon hara they will live long. Don’t merely carry a Tehillim with you 
to show everyone Dovid Hamelech’s declaration. You have to grab their atten-
tion. Make them ask. Make them beg. You need some kind of device. You 
need a catchy title. (Incidentally, this is the fundamental approach employed 
in conducting the Seder: get them to ask.)

Furthermore, Rav Yitzchok Blazer points out that the story in the Gemara 
helps us penetrate the human psyche. How many people have been taken in 
by the man on the soap box selling snake oil? And even those who won’t buy 
snake oil are looking for the wonder vitamin or the miraculous food that 
will promote good health or “support their immune system”. Others, perhaps 
more sophisticated, will subscribe to health journals or pursue medical blogs. 
Yet others are always looking for the latest segulos. Everyone wants the quick 
fix. Somehow, when the advice comes from Chazal or even from Tanach, 
people tend to be more skeptical. And if the advice requires some form of 
behavior modification, we are even less likely to accept it. Rebbi Alexandri 
holds our feet to the fire. If we truly believe in the Torah and the words of the 
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Neviim, we should follow their advice even more than the latest fad or the 
opinion of some medical guru.

The Medrash (Vayikra Rabbah 14:2) recounts a similar story of a peddler 
offering an elixir of life. When Rebbi Yannai inquired about the nature of his 
elixir, the peddler demurred, insisting that Rebbi Yannai had no need for his 
wares. Only after Rebbi Yannai prevailed upon him did he show him the very 
same pasuk in Tehillim. Rebbi Yannai conceded that although he had recited 
this pasuk his whole life, he had never fully grasped its message.

The commentators are perplexed as to what message could have eluded 
Rebbi Yannai. The pasuk is quite explicit: guarding one’s tongue bestows lon-
gevity. The Dubno Maggid (Kochav Miyaakov) explains that Rebbi Yannai 
thought that Dovid Hamelech was referring to life in Olam Haba. However, 
the peddler was purporting that the pasuk is not referring to the eternal reward 
for shemiras halashon, but rather to a direct benefit in this world. Refraining 
from lashon hara is a genuine elixir of life. The spiritual and psychological 
benefits of this middah are extremely conducive to longevity. Indeed, this is 
why Rebbi Yannai responded to the peddler by citing the pasuk in Mishlei, 
“One who guards his mouth and tongue protects his soul from suffering.” 
The tranquility and equanimity that one gains from shemiras halashon are 
actually good for his physical wellbeing.

The most famous exponent of shemiras halashon, the Chofetz Chaim, 
lived a vibrant, productive and healthy life to the ripe old age of ninety-four, 
validating this literal interpretation of the pasuk. We should follow his exam-
ple and acquire this fabulous elixir for a long and healthy life. 

It’s A Package Deal

ֵבית ֶאֶרץ ֲאֻחַזְּתֶכם י ֶנַגע ָצַרַעת ְבּ ְוָנַתִתּ

I will place an affliction of tzaraas in a house in the land of your 
possession (Vayikra 14:34)

“When you come into the land of Canaan that I am giving to you as a pos-
session, I will place an affliction of tzaraas in a house in the land of your NOT FOR PRINT
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possession” (Vayikra 14:34). Rashi cites a Medrash: “It is a good tiding that 
afflictions [of tzaraas] come upon them, since the Emorites hid their valu-
ables of gold in the walls of their houses…and due to the affliction one had 
to break down [the walls of] the house and thereby he would find the gold.” 

The Meforshim are perplexed by this Medrash since tzaraas in a house 
is meant to be a punishment, not a reward. The Gemara in Arachin (16a) 
states that tzaraas habayis – of the house – is a punishment for stinginess. The 
Rambam (Hilchos Tumas Tzaraas 16:10) writes, “This strange occurrence 
affecting clothes and houses, which the Torah called ‘tzaraas’ – a borrowed 
term – is not a normal phenomenon. Rather it is a sign and a wonder which 
occurred to Yisrael in order to warn them against lashon hara. If one spoke 
lashon hara, his house would be afflicted. And if he repented, [the affliction 
would cease and] the house would become tahor.” 

So is it a punishment or a reward? The answer: it could be both. Let me 
explain.

The Gemara (Yevamos 78b) relates that during the reign of Dovid 
Hamelech there was a famine. Dovid consulted the Urim Vetumim to inquire 
about its cause. The answer was twofold. It was a punishment for the sin that 
Shaul Hamelech was not eulogized properly and it was retribution against 
Shaul’s descendants for his having caused serious harm to the Givonim in the 
city of Nov. The Gemara wonders: How in the same breath could there be 
a demand for retribution for the lack of honor given to Shaul and a demand 
for retribution for the sin committed by Shaul against the Givonim? Reish 
Lakish answers with a homiletic interpretation of a pasuk in Tzephania (2:3): 
“In a place of a person’s judgment, there they remember his righteous deeds.” 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz explains that not only does Hashem not overlook 
one’s good deeds when he punishes him for his aveiros, he actually recalls the 
sinner’s good deeds at that very moment. At the moment of rebuke Hashem 
seeks to validate and encourage the individual. Thus one can receive a pun-
ishment and a reward all wrapped up in one. One may be forced to gut his 
house, but he finds in the rubble a treasure even more valuable than his house.

Rav Meir Tzvi Bergman points out that in only one of all the different 
types of tzaraas mentioned in Parshiyos Tazria and Metzora does the Torah 
mention that Hashem placed the affliction – tzaraas habayis. According to NOT FOR PRINT
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our explanation this is most appropriate. Tzaraas habayis is the ultimate mid-
dah of Hashem’s justice – reward and punishment in the same package.

Rav Chaim asserts that we should learn to emulate this middah of 
Hashem. As an example, he relates a story about Rav Yisrael Salanter. When 
Rav Yisrael was about to proceed to a person’s house to admonish him, he 
took along a sum of money which was supposed to be delivered to him. His 
students inquired why he didn’t just have someone else deliver the money as 
was his normal practice. He responded with the Gemara in Yevamos. Where 
a person’s judgment is, there his righteous deeds are recalled. 

At the moment that we are forced to express legitimate and appropriate 
criticism we need to reach out to the person and affirm his worthiness. It is 
not just an artificial sweetener; it is a gesture vital to preserving his dignity 
and self-respect.

The Gemara in Arachin (16b) tells us how difficult it is to offer criticism. 
However Reb Yisrael and Rav Chaim have given us a Divine and masterful 
technique. Why not try it out the next time you feel legitimately compelled 
to criticize someone!
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A Holy Nation

ְהיּו ים ִתּ ְקֹדִשׁ
You shall be holy (Vayikra 19:2) 

The Parsha of Kedoshim begins with the injunction: “Kedoshim tiheyu – 
You shall be holy” (Vayikra 19:2). Rashi explains that the Mitzvah to be 

holy requires that we separate ourselves from immoral behavior. The simple 
interpretation of this Mitzvah is that by not engaging in inappropriate behav-
ior, we make ourselves holy. However, according to this approach it is difficult 
to understand the connection between the introduction of “Kedoshim tiheyu” 
and the many Mitzvos bein adam lechaveiro – interpersonal commandments 
– in the ensuing verses of the Parsha. 

In a speech at a Torah Umesorah convention, Rav Mattisyahu Salomon 
shlita offered a novel interpretation of this Rashi. He explained that Kedoshim 
tiheyu does not mean make yourself holy, rather appreciate the kedushah that 
is already within you. Hashem made you holy, preserve that holiness by not 
engaging in unholy pursuits. This, Rav Mattisyahu averred, is the key to 
educating our youth about matters of tzenius. We don’t just say to them, “You 
can’t,” or “You shouldn’t.” We encourage them to recognize the lofty kedushah 
which they already possess. They should feel repulsed by anything which is 
an affront to that kedushah. This approach creates a more wholesome attitude, 
which can ameliorate much of the conflict which adolescents experience in 
matters of tzenius and moral behavior. 

The proof of Rav Mattisyahu’s interpretation of Rashi lies in a verse which 
Rashi himself cites. “They (the Kohanim) should be holy” and refrain from 
marrying women that are forbidden to them. The Kohanim are forbidden 
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to marry these women because of the additional kedushah which Hashem 
bestowed upon them, as it states in the brachah the Kohanim say when duch-
ening: “Blessed are You, Hashem, who has sanctified us with the kedushah of 
Aharon.” Thus, the Kohanim were merely instructed to appreciate their extra 
kedushah and preserve it by not marrying the women forbidden to them. 

With this approach we can understand why the Mitzvos bein adam 
lechaveiro belong in the Parsha of Kedoshim. We are being commanded to 
recognize the holiness of every Yid. When we appreciate their true kedushah 
we dare not violate it. One’s entire attitude toward all the restrictions in our 
relationships with other Yidden – from not stealing to not speaking lashon 
hara – becomes much more positive. We have placed them on a pedestal of 
kedushah which automatically evokes our respect and consideration. 

When we are truly cognizant of our own kedushah and the kedushah of 
each member of Klal Yisrael, we merit the title of a “kingdom of priests and 
a holy nation.” 

It’s Not Monkey Business

ֹמרּו ְשׁ ֹתַתי ִתּ ְבּ יָראּו ְוֶאת ַשׁ ִאיׁש ִאּמֹו ְוָאִביו ִתּ

Every man: your mother and father shall you revere, and my 

Shabbosos you shall keep (Vayikra 19:3) 

While the Mitzvah of honoring our parents is included in the Aseres 
Hadibros, the Mitzvah of revering them appears in Parshas Kedoshim. “Every 
man: your mother and father shall you revere, and my Shabbosos you shall 
keep, I am Hashem your G-d” (Vayikra 19:3). Why does the Torah connect 
revering parents to Shabbos observance? 

Rashi explains that although we are obligated to obey our parents, if they 
ask us to do something which violates the Shabbos, we may not listen to 
them. Thus, the pasuk concludes, “I am Hashem your G-d.” That is, “I am 
Hashem who is your G-d and your parents’ G-d. Thus, your primary loyalty 
is to Me.” NOT FOR PRINT
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Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky provides another reason for the correlation 
between revering parents and keeping Shabbos. Believing that Hashem cre-
ated the world, and specifically man, as manifested by Shabbos observance, 
is critical to the concept of respecting parents. If one believes that all human 
beings merely evolved naturally from semi-organic primordial soup, one has 
no rational basis to look up to one’s parents. They are merely one generation 
closer to their presumed ancestral monkeys. On the other hand, when he 
acknowledges that the first human being was the handiwork of Hashem, cre-
ated in His image, he sees his parents as being that much closer to the most 
perfect human being. This hashkafah, implicit in the Mitzvah of Shabbos, 
demands that one revere and honor his parents.  

There is a story of Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky himself that personifies this 
explanation. Returning on a flight from Eretz Yisrael, he was seated next to a 
secular Israeli professor. Every so often, his son Rav Avraham would inquire 
if there was anything that his father needed, or anything that he could do 
for him. The professor turned to Rav Yaakov in amazement, “How is it that 
your son is so dedicated to you? I am lucky if my children will even give me 
the time of day.” Rav Yaakov replied that it was quite simple. “As religious 
Jews, we believe that our forefathers stood at Mount Sinai, witnessed Divine 
revelation, and were personally bequeathed Hashem’s Magnum Opus – the 
Torah. Each ensuing generation looks up to their parents, seeing them as one 
step closer to that seminal event. You, however, believe that we all evolved 
from lower forms of life. Thus your children look at you merely as being one 
generation closer to monkeys.” 

While in the Dvar Torah, Rav Yaakov correlates the Mitzvah to respect 
parents with the Divine creation of man, and in this story he connects it to 
Maamad Har Sinai, I believe there is no contradiction. They are both valid 
reasons for respecting parents and the Torah recognizes both of them. Indeed, 
Rav Shamshon Raphael Hirsch explains why honoring our father and mother 
is included in the first five of the Aseres Hadibros, which are Mitzvos bein 
adam lamakom – between man and Hashem. It is for the very reason cited 
by Rav Yaakov: they are a link in the chain that connects us to Matan Torah.  

Nonetheless, there is, perhaps, a practical difference between the two rea-
sons. While the connection to Har Sinai applies only to Bnai Yisrael, the 
connection to Divine creation resonates even for gentiles. Although honoring NOT FOR PRINT
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parents is not one of the Seven Noachide Laws, there is a very rational man-
date: the recognition of parents as being closer in time and in character to the 
man fashioned personally by G-d. This may well be the reason that Chazal 
(Kiddushin 31a) exhorted us to learn kibud av va’eim from a gentile, Dama 
ben Nesina, who went to extraordinary lengths out of reverence to his father. 
His mandate was not Sinai; it was Creation.  

There are three partners in the birth of a child: Hashem, the father, and 
the mother. They are not merely partners in his physical existence, they are 
partners in his spiritual legacy. 

We Are One

 הֹוֵכַח ּתֹוִכיַח ֶאת ֲעִמיֶתָך
You shall reprove your fellow (Vayikra 19:17)

The Rambam in Sefer Hamitzvos (Mitzvas Asei 205) states, “We are com-
manded to admonish a sinner or one who seeks to sin and prevent him from 
doing so… And we should not say, ‘I am not going to sin, and if someone else 
sins what is to me. It is between him and G-d.’ As Hashem said, ‘You shall 
reprove your fellow’” (Vayikra 19:17).

The Meforshim grapple with the question of whether the Mitzvah of toch-
achah – reproof – is a Mitzvah bein adam lechaveiro – between man and his 
fellow man – or bein adam lamakom – between man and the Omnipresent.

Let us refer to the Rambam in Hilchos Dai’os (6:8): “One who reproves 
another…should speak to him privately, speaking pleasantly in a soft tone 
and inform him that he is speaking only for his benefit to enable him to go to 
Olam Haba – The World to Come” (ibid).

This would indicate that the Mitzvah of tochachah is a Mitzvah bein 
adam lechaveiro. It derives from our concern for another person’s well-being. 
The pasuk in Tehillim (89:3) states, “The world is built upon kindness.” Rav 
Aharon Kotler cites Rav Chaim Volozhin who repeatedly said, “A person was 
not created for himself but rather to help others.” Rav Aharon asserts that 
just as we must care about another person’s physical welfare, we must also NOT FOR PRINT
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be concerned about his spiritual welfare. While his need for food, clothing 
and shelter are extremely important, his ruchniyus is even more important. 
One’s life in this world is temporal, while in the World to Come it is eternal. 
Certainly we must try to ensure that every Jew will acquire a wonderful por-
tion in Olam Haba.

As a Mitzvah bein adam lechaveiro, its main focus is on helping the errant 
person mend his ways. Thus we must take steps to reassure him of our con-
cern for his welfare, speaking softly and avoiding any embarrassment to him.

However, the Mitzvah does not stop there. The Rambam tells us in regard 
to a defiant and blatant sinner, “In matters of Heaven if one does not repent 
when spoken to privately, we embarrass him in public and publicize his sin… 
until he repents, just as all the prophets did to Yisrael.”  This would indi-
cate that tochachah is also a Mitzvah bein adam lamakom. We are concerned 
about kavod Shomayim and chilul Hashem. The unrepentant sinner is defying 
Hashem and making a mockery of the Torah.

There is yet another aspect of this Mitzvah. As Chazal taught, “Whoever 
has the ability to prevent [a sin] and does not do so, is held accountable.” (See 
Shabbos 44b, Avodah Zarah 18a.) All Jews are part of one entity – a unified 
people serving Hashem and representing His agenda to the world. When one 
limb of our body is infirm, the whole body is in pain.  When we admonish a 
fellow Jew it is as if one hand is speaking to the other.

At the end of the day, we are all in this together, and life is one big kiruv 
movement. We must be mekareiv those who know better and those who don’t 
know better. And we must be mekareiv ourselves. This is all done for our 
mutual benefit and kavod Shomayim. This is the raison d’etre of Creation!

The Holy Golden Rule

מֹוָך ְוָאַהְבָתּ ְלֵרֲעָך ָכּ
You shall love your fellow Jew as yourself (Vayikra 19:18)

“You shall love your fellow Jew as yourself” (Vayikra 19:18). Said Rebbi Akiva, 
“This is a fundamental rule of the Torah” (Rashi citing Sifra). This implies NOT FOR PRINT
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that Gemilus Chasadim – acts of kindness – and all other Mitzvos which we 
perform for others derive from this seminal rule. As Hillel put it, “That which 
is objectionable to you do not do to others.” Our attitude toward other people 
and our love for them is what drives these Mitzvos.

However there is another side to our Gemilus Chasadim which is predi-
cated on our relationship with Hashem. The Gemara in Maseches Sotah (14a) 
quotes a pasuk in Devarim (13:5): “You shall follow Hashem.” The Gemara 
asks, “Is it possible to follow the Shechinah? Does it not say, ‘For your G-d 
is a consuming fire’? Rather [it means] you shall follow His middos. Just as 
He clothed the naked…so shall you clothe the naked. He visited the sick…
so shall you visit the sick. He comforted mourners…so shall you comfort 
mourners. He attended to the burial of the deceased…so shall you attend to 
the burial of the deceased.”

With this drashah Chazal have shifted our perspective of how we relate to 
others to a totally different plane. The desire to emulate Hashem and follow 
His middos is what precipitates these Mitzvos and acts of chesed. They are a 
means of making ourselves holy and attaining a divine nature.

With this approach, we can gain a new understanding of the Mishnah 
in Pirkei Avos (1:2). “The world stands on three things: Torah, Avodah and 
Gemilus Chasadim.” What is the common denominator of these three things 
and why are they crucial to the world’s existence?

Hashem created the world ex nihilo – from nothing, and it continues to 
endure only due to His willing it to exist. Thus, if the connection between 
Hashem and the world is not perpetually maintained, the world will auto-
matically cease to exist.

Torah represents Hashem speaking to us, directing us and guiding us. 
By studying Torah we are able to connect to Hashem. (Rav Chaim Volozhin 
asserts that if there were one minute when Torah was not being studied some-
where in the world, the world would cease to exist.) Avodah, which includes 
sacrificial service and prayer, represents our serving Hashem and our speaking 
to Him. This is the second form of connection. Gemilus Chasadim is our 
endeavor to emulate Hashem. To be like Him – in some way – is to identify 
with Him. Through each of these actions we maintain Hashem’s connection 
with the world which allows it to exist.NOT FOR PRINT
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Our endeavors of Gemilus Chasadim and our pursuit of Mitzvos bein 
adam lechaveiro should reflect both of these perspectives. Firstly, we love our 
fellow Yidden and care deeply about them. And, secondly, we are emulating 
the Ribono Shel Olam and strengthening the world’s connection to Him. 
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Who Really Counts?

ת ָבּ ׁ ֳחַרת ַהַשּ ם ָלֶכם ִמָמּ ּוְסַפְרֶתּ
And you shall count for yourselves from the day after “Shabbos” 

(Vayikra 23:15)

This week’s Parsha discusses the Mitzvah of Sefiras Ha’omer. “And you 
shall count for yourselves from the day after “Shabbos”, from the day 

when you bring the Omer….” (Vayikra 23:15). Rashi explains that Shabbos 
in this pasuk refers to the first day of Pesach which is also a day of rest like 
Shabbos.

The Gemara in Menachos (65a) records a major debate which raged 
between the Tana’im (the proponents of the Mishnah) and the Beisusim who 
rejected the Oral Tradition – Torah Shebe’al Peh. The Beisusim maintained 
that the Omer sacrifice, which initiated the counting of the Omer, was always 
brought on Sunday – the day after Shabbos, following the very literal trans-
lation of the pasuk. The Tana’im argued, based on the Oral Tradition and 
bolstered by Scriptural proofs, that Shabbos in this context refers to the first 
day of Pesach.

While the Meforshim offer a number of explanations why specifically 
the Yom Tov of Pesach is referred to as Shabbos, the choice of this term still 
remains perplexing. Why did the Torah use an expression which could lead 
to misinterpretation? Why did the Torah intentionally provide fuel for the 
frivolous contentions of the heretics?

I believe that the answer lies in the fact that the counting of the Omer 
is the only means to determine when Shavuos will take place. The Yom Tov 
of Shavuos, which celebrates Matan Torah, is not determined by a specific 
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day of the month as is the case with other Yamim Tovim. The only way to 
determine when Shavuos occurs is by counting 50 days beginning with the 
day following the first day of Pesach. The proper calculation demands that 
we follow the tradition of Torah Shebe’al Peh which interprets Shabbos as the 
first day of Pesach. Those who reject Torah Shebe’al Peh cannot and should 
not celebrate Shavuos with the nation of Yisrael. They have no share in Matan 
Torah. Indeed, they have no share in Torah.

Rav Shimon Schwab wonders why there is no mention in the Torah of the 
connection between Shavuos and Matan Torah. The only mention of Matan 
Torah in conjunction with Shavuos is in Torah Shebe’al Peh. According to our 
approach, the answer is obvious. For those who don’t accept Torah Shebe’al 
Peh there is no Matan Torah on Shavuos.

The Rambam writes in the eighth of the Thirteen Principles of Faith 
that we are required to believe that every word in the Written Torah – Torah 
Shebichsav – was given by Hashem to Moshe. “Likewise, the accepted expla-
nation of the Torah – Torah Shebe’al Peh – is also from the mouth of the 
Almighty. And the description of the sukkah, lulav, shofar, tzitzis, tefillin that 
we follow today is the same as the one Hashem transmitted to Moshe and 
which Moshe told us; and he is a trustworthy messenger.”

Kabbalas Hatorah requires the full acceptance of every word of Torah 
Shebichsav and every explanation of Torah Shebe’al Peh. They are inseparable 
components of our covenant with Hashem.

Don’t Lose It

ן ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ְרֵאִלית ְוהּוא ֶבּ ה ִיְשׂ ׁ ן ִאָשּ  ַוֵיֵּצא ֶבּ

The son of an Israelite woman, who was the son of an Egyptian man 
(Vayikra 24:10) 

At the end of the Parsha, the Torah relates the shocking incident in which 
a man committed the egregious sin of blasphemy. “The son of an Israelite 
woman, who was the son of an Egyptian man, went out …and pronounced 
the Name (of Hashem) and blasphemed” (Vayikra 24:10-11). Rashi (citing NOT FOR PRINT
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Toras Kohanim) asks, “From where did he go out? From the Bais Din of 
Moshe – guilty. He attempted to plant his tent amidst the tribe of Dan (his 
mother’s tribe). They said to him, ‘What are you doing here?’ He replied, ‘I am 
from the descendants of Dan.’ They said, ‘The Torah specifies that each man 
by his banner according to the emblems of his father’s household.’ He entered 
the Bais Din of Moshe and went out guilty. He arose and blasphemed.” 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz remarks that the transgression of a heinous avei-
rah is usually the result of a progression of more minor sins. Indeed, Chazal 
say (Shabbos 105b), “This is the way of the yeitzer hara: today he says do this, 
tomorrow he says do that, until (ultimately) he says go worship idolatry.” 
However, when one is confronted with a crisis which threatens his whole 
identity, he can go off the deep end in an instant. The man with an Egyptian 
father had no place to pitch his tent, no place to call home – a total outcast – 
and he “lost it” and sank to committing blasphemy.  

A similar reaction was displayed by Bnai Yisrael when Moshe failed to 
return from his forty day sojourn on Har Sinai at the anticipated time. (See 
Rashi Shemos 32:1.) The Satan (perhaps in the form of an overactive imagi-
nation) caused them to believe that Moshe would not return – he was dead. 
They panicked. The leader who cared for them every step of the way, from 
the bondage of Mitzrayim to the perilous trek through the desert, was gone. 
They “lost it” and made a golden calf. No gradual descent – practically all at 
once they went from “Naaseh Venishmah” to “Make for us a god”. 

Rav Chaim goes on to recommend that when such crises arise, a person 
must take measures to bolster his self-esteem. This tactic was employed by 
Shaul Hamelech when Shmuel Hanavi informed him that Hashem had taken 
the kingship from him. He begged Shmuel to “honor me in the presence of 
the elders of my people and [Bnai] Yisrael, and return with me to bow before 
Hashem.” 

Rav Chaim suggests that this is what Chazal meant (Sanhedrin 20b) 
regarding Shlomo Hamelech. “First he ruled over the universe, then he ruled 
[only] over Yisrael, then he ruled [only] over Yerushalayim… and in the end 
he ruled over his staff.” After he lost everything, he still was king over what-
ever he had left. 

As each of us contends with our own personal yeitzer hara, we must be 
aware of his dual strategies. The usual approach is “today he says do this and NOT FOR PRINT
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tomorrow he says do that”. What may seem like minor indiscretions may be 
the beginning of a slippery slope. We must respond with extreme caution and 
self-discipline. The more drastic technique of the yeitzer hara comes when we 
feel seriously threatened and all hope is lost. Then, he goes for the jugular. 
If we can maintain and reinforce our self-esteem, we won’t “lose it” and we 
won’t lose out. 

Please Don’t Curse

ל  ם ַוְיַקֵלּ ׁ ְרֵאִלית ֶאת ַהֵשּ ה ַהִיְּשׂ ׁ ן ָהִאָשּ ב ֶבּ ַוִיֹּקּ

And the son of the Israelite woman [and the Egyptian man] 

pronounced the Name [of Hashem] and he cursed (Vayikra 24:11)

“And the son of the Israelite woman [and the Egyptian man] pronounced 
the Name [of Hashem] and he cursed” (Vayikra 24:11).  In our Dvar Torah 
“Don’t Lose It” on this Parsha we explained how this man became so 
unhinged as to blaspheme. After being told by the Bais Din that he could 
not pitch his tent in the camp of Dan – his mother’s camp – and he was not 
entitled to a camp paternally since his father was not Jewish, he had no place 
to go – so he “lost it”.

However, we still need to understand why he felt compelled to curse 
Hashem. If he no longer believed in Hashem, then there was no one for him 
to curse. If he did believe in Hashem, what sense did it make to curse Him? 
(See Maayan Bais Hashoeiva for Rav Shimon Schwab’s explanation.)

I think there might be a mentality here that we can, unfortunately, relate 
to. There are many people who go around complaining all the time. They 
have lots of problems. It may be their health or their lack of wealth. Or per-
haps their parents or their spouse or their children or their job. Others may 
just feel that it is too hard to keep all of the Mitzvos; there are too many of 
them and each of them has so many intricate halachos. Why can’t we have 
a more accommodating religion that doesn’t present so many conflicts and 
tests? Life is just not fair! NOT FOR PRINT
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Now, they all fervently believe in Hashem and that He put them in the 
exact position in life in which they find themselves, and that He gave them 
these Mitzvos. So it must be G-d’s “fault”. Deep down – although they won’t 
admit it – they are angry at Hashem. It may be an anger that has been accu-
mulating over years – becoming more and more intense with the passage 
of time. What happens when this anger reaches its climax? It erupts into 
blasphemy. Thus, this man whose identity as a Jew was called into question 
his whole life, who may have suffered all forms of shame and discrimination 
through no fault of his own, finally reaches the boiling point – they tell him, 
“Get lost!” His anger at Hashem finally finds its verbal expression.

How many people are walking around with the unspoken complaint: “It’s 
not fair”? How many have harbored a persistent sense of frustration with their 
lot, their family, their Mitzvah obligations? How many people are angry at 
Hashem?!

If we feel that we just might fit this description, the time to address it is 
now. Now, before it continues to percolate. Now, before it finds some form of 
verbal expression, chas veshalom. Now, before it totally ruins our lives.

First, we need to remind ourselves of Rebbi Akiva’s dictum which is 
paskened in Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 230:5): “A person should always 
be accustomed to say, ‘All that the Merciful One does is for the good.’” We 
don’t need to understand why – we usually can’t understand why – but we 
need to say it and believe it. Hashem is tov and all that He does is tov. It often 
has very little to do with what we think is fair or reasonable.

Second, we need to reiterate Rebbi Chananya ben Akashya’s dictum 
(found at the conclusion of each chapter in Pirkei Avos): “Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu wanted to confer merit on Yisrael, therefore He gave them Torah and 
Mitzvos in abundance.” All the Mitzvos, all the halachos and all the chal-
lenges are only for our good.

While Hashem never promised anyone a rose garden, He did assure us 
that he cares about us and has our best interest at heart. There is no reason for 
complaints or resentment. So don’t get mad, get going!

NOT FOR PRINT
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Location, Location, Location

ת ַלה‘ ָבּ תֹון ִיְהֶיה ָלָאֶרץ ַשׁ ָבּ ת ַשׁ ַבּ ִביִעת ַשׁ ׁ ָנה ַהְשּ ׁ  ּוַבָשּ
And the seventh year there will be a complete rest for the land – a 

Shabbos for Hashem (Vayikra 25:4).

The Mitzvah of Shemittah requires every farmer in Eretz Yisrael to refrain 
from all agricultural endeavors. “For six years you may sow your field 

and for six years you may prune your vine and you may gather in its crop. 
And the seventh year there will be a complete rest for the land – a Shabbos 
for Hashem – you shall not sow your field and you shall not prune your vine” 
(Vayikra 25:3-4).

After seven Shemittos comes the Yovel. During the year of Yovel there are 
not only the restrictions of Shemittah, there is also the obligation to return 
all real estate to the original owners. The Torah concludes by stating, “The 
land shall not be sold for perpetuity for the land is Mine, for you are [merely] 
sojourners and residents with Me” (ibid 23).

While the laws of Shemittah and Yovel are primarily for farmers and land-
owners, I believe that there is a deeper message here which applies to all of 
us. Most nations identify themselves by the land that they occupy. It is their 
homeland and once dispossessed they must embrace a new land and ulti-
mately a new identity. This of necessity breeds a strong sense of nationalism 
within them. Their land becomes their raison d’etre and they are willing to 
give up their lives for it.

However this does not hold true for Klal Yisrael. In the immortal words 
of Rav Saadya Gaon: “Ein umaseinu uma ella batorah – Our nation is a nation 
only by virtue of the Torah” (Emunos Vedai’os). We became a nation at Har 

Parshas Behar
פרשת בהר

NOT FOR PRINT



   PARSHAS BEHAR   •   153 

Sinai, when we were vagabonds in the wilderness without any land. And we 
have remained a nation for almost 2000 years of galus without a land.

Thus, Hashem commanded us upon entering Eretz Yisrael to keep 
Shemittah so that we should bear in mind that the land is not really ours 
and we can never attach our identity to land. Aptly, the punishment for not 
observing Shemittah is to be driven out of the land. This will remind us that 
we never really owned the land and make clear to us that our identity is not 
contingent on it.    

Hashem commanded us to take possession of Eretz Yisrael and inhabit it. 
This Mitzvah does not represent a bequest; rather we are being exhorted to 
live there because it is the holiest place on Earth and the best place to learn 
Torah and perform Mitzvos. It is the geographic location where we can best 
connect with the Ribono Shel Olam.

This perspective reflects itself in all our endeavors related to Eretz Yisrael: 
why we go to visit there, why we support Torah there and why we live there. 
This does not reflect any nationalistic sentiment. Rather, it is the spiritual 
perfection of the land that we seek to connect with and preserve. It is for the 
Mitzvos that we can perform there and only there.

Every seven years hundreds of farmers observe Shemittah in Eretz Yisrael. 
Even with the small stipend which they receive from Keren Hashviis, their 
commitment to this Mitzvah represents true mesirus nefesh. However, in real-
ity this Mitzvah is for all of us because it teaches us our true relationship with 
the Land of Israel and reaffirms for us the very underpinnings of our identity 
as Bnai Yisrael. 

Hold Your Tongue

ְולֹא תֹונּו ִאיׁש ֶאת ֲעִמיתֹו
Each of you shall not aggrieve his fellow (Vayikra 25:17) 

When we think of shemiras halashon – guarding one’s tongue, we automati-
cally assume that this refers to guarding our tongue from speaking lashon 
hara. However, Rav Avraham Pam asserts that there is another aveirah which NOT FOR PRINT
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is just as destructive as lashon hara that arises from an unguarded tongue. 
It is called onaas devarim – hurtful words. The Torah states, “Each of you 
shall not aggrieve his fellow and you shall fear G-d; I am Hashem your G-d” 
(Vayikra 25:17). The pasuk in Mishlei (12:18) dramatically describes this avei-
rah: “There is one who speaks [harshly] like the piercing of a sword, but the 
tongue of the wise heals.”

Rav Pam points out how common this aveirah is. It can be found in almost 
every home, in every family, in every business and in every community – and 
even in the Bais Hamedrash. Verbal jabs are dished out on a regular basis, 
from “innocently” poking fun to vituperating and degrading. Sometimes it 
seems as if these remarks just roll off of our tongues quite perfunctorily with 
almost no forethought. At other times they are intentional assaults on a per-
son’s character. These verbal assaults can even reach the dreadful point of 
halbanas panim – public humiliation, a very egregious aveirah. 

Rav Pam is amazed by the callousness and cruelty of such speech. 
Whether it is merely one word or a whole diatribe, it has the capacity to 
destroy another person’s self-esteem, wreck marriages, distance children and 
shatter communities.

But what should we do when we have been attacked, when someone else 
has stabbed and wounded us with his verbal sword? Isn’t it only fair to give 
him a taste of his own medicine? No, this does not constitute a heter to com-
mit onaas devarim. But must we take it sitting down? Definitely not!  Stand 
up, catch your breath, hold your tongue and resolve to prepare yourself to 
merit one of the greatest accolades possible: “Those who are shamed but do 
not shame, those who hear their disgrace and do not respond, who serve 
Hashem out of love…about them the Scripture (Shoftim 5:31) states, ‘Those 
that love Him are like the sun rising with all its power!’” (Maseches Gittin 
36b). There is yet even another bonus in store for such restraint. The Gemara 
in Rosh Hashanah (17a) teaches us that whoever does not exact measure for 
measure is forgiven for all his sins. Not bad for a few minutes of guarding 
one’s tongue! 

Rav Pam proceeds to examine the other side of the coin. What happens 
when we say a kind word to another person? A cheerful “good morning” or a 
sincere “how are you doing” can breathe fresh life into our spouses, our chil-
dren, our friends or even a stranger. NOT FOR PRINT
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In Hebrew the pasuk regarding onaas devarim reads, “Lo sonu ish es amiso.” 
The word “es” while not translatable into English, always implies an aspect 
not specifically mentioned in the pasuk. There is someone else besides “amiso” 
– one’s fellow Jew – that one must not aggrieve. Who could that possibly be? 
Answers the Chofetz Chaim: oneself.

With this profound chiddush the Chofetz Chaim makes it clear that there 
is a huge difference between giving yourself mussar and harassing yourself. 
One is constructive criticism and the other is destructive criticism. Criticism 
that will not be well received or will not motivate one to change is harassment 
i.e. onaas devarim, regardless of whether its target is someone else or oneself.

We must begin listening to every word that we utter, whether speaking 
to others or to ourselves. The words should be constructive, considerate and 
sensitive.

NOT FOR PRINT
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An Elusive Peace

ָאֶרץ לֹום ָבּ י ָשׁ ְוָנַתִתּ

And I will provide peace in the land (Vayikra 26:6) 

In Parshas Bechukosai the Torah describes the blessings that Hashem will 
bestow upon us if we keep His Mitzvos. After assurances of rain and abun-

dant crops, the Torah states, “And I will provide peace in the land” (Vayikra 
26:6). Rashi comments, “Lest you say, ‘there is food and there is drink, if 
there is no peace, there is nothing,’ thus the verse says after all this, ‘I will 
provide peace in the land.’ From this we can deduce that peace is equal to 
everything.” 

Rav Moshe Feinstein observes that the peace in this pasuk cannot be refer-
ring to the absence of war. For if there is war there is no food and drink. 
Furthermore what is the chiddush that peace is equal to all blessings? This is 
an understatement; war is absolute devastation.  

Rather, says Rav Moshe, the peace mentioned here is an internal peace – 
between one Jew and another. There may be food and material blessings, but 
they are worthless if there is no peace within our own ranks. The fabric of 
Klal Yisrael is threatened by discord and dissension, and the true performance 
of Mitzvos deteriorates. 

There appears to be a difficulty with this approach. While peace with our 
enemies is, indeed, a blessing from Hashem, peace among ourselves is our 
own obligation. We are exhorted, “Seek peace and pursue it” (Psalms 34:15) 
and “Be a student of Aharon: love peace and pursue peace” (Avos 1:12). If it is 
our obligation, how can it be described as a blessing from Hashem? 

Parshas Bechukosai
פרשת בחוקותי
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The answer, I believe, is quite obvious. We can pursue peace from now 
and forever, however, if Hashem doesn’t make it happen, it won’t happen. 
Consider for a moment Aharon’s approach to making peace between two 
feuding parties. He would go to each of them and say, “You know, your friend 
really regrets his behavior, and he asked me to approach you for forgiveness.” 
Then, when they would meet, they would embrace and make up. (See com-
mentary of Rav Ovadia Mibartenura.) However, what might happen is that 
Reuvein would say to Shimon, “If you really admit that you were wrong, I 
will forgive you.” Shimon would then say, “No, you’re the one who admitted 
that it was all your fault.” And they are at it again – perhaps quarreling even 
more intensely than before the efforts of the peacemaker. (Something similar 
to this actually happened to me when I sought to employ Aharon’s technique.) 

The truth is that while it is our obligation to pursue peace and work ardu-
ously to achieve it, the results are entirely in the hands of Hashem. Thus, in 
the Shemoneh Esrei we pray, “Sim shalom – Grant peace.” But, we also ask 
Hashem to provide us with “love of kindness…and compassion” – middos 
which we can utilize to pursue peace. Thus, we conclude our tefillos with the 
fervent request: “He who makes peace in His heights, may He make peace 
upon us and upon all Yisrael.” Let us all say, “Amein!”

The Good, The Bad And The Ugly

פּו ם ְרָבָבה ִיְרֹדּ ה ֵמָאה ּוֵמָאה ִמֶכּ ׁ ם ֲחִמָשּ ְוָרְדפּו ִמֶכּ
Five of you will pursue one hundred and one hundred of you will 

pursue ten thousand” (Vayikra 26:8)

Bnai Yisrael were informed of the blessings that await them if they faithfully 
go in the ways of the Torah. One of the blessings promises, “You will pursue 
your enemies and they will fall before you by the sword. Five of you will pur-
sue one hundred and one hundred of you will pursue ten thousand” (Vayikra 
26:8). Rashi notes the discrepancy that five will pursue only twenty fold their 
number, whereas one hundred will pursue one hundred times their number. 
He explains that when more people keep the Torah their strength is increased 
exponentially.NOT FOR PRINT
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In a similar vein we find the Medrash Tanchumah (Nitzavim) comments 
on the pasuk, “Hashem will be an eternal light for you” (Yeshaya 60:19). 
“When will this take place? When you are all united in a single group; for a 
bundle of many reeds cannot be broken, but a single reed can be snapped even 
by a small child.”

Upon closer examination the two examples cited are intrinsically differ-
ent. The bundle of reeds is a simple manifestation of the principle that there 
is strength in numbers. The more reeds or the more people, the greater their 
fortitude. However, the multitude who keep the Mitzvos have their strength 
increased even further. This demonstrates the principle that the whole is 
sometimes greater than the sum of its parts.

There is yet another combination which is even more complex and pro-
found. The Torah enumerates eleven spices that were components of the 
ketores – incense. One of the spices was the chelbana – galbanum – which 
produces a foul smelling odor. Nonetheless, it was to be combined with the 
other spices which were offered on the golden mizbayach and brought into the 
Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur. “Said Rebbi Chanina bar Bizna in the name 
of Rebbi Shimon Chasida, ‘Any fast that does not include Jewish sinners is 
not a [true] fast, for the chelbana, which has a bad odor, is included in the 
spices of the ketores’” (Maseches Kerisus 7b).

We might have thought that somehow the smell of the chelbana is cam-
ouflaged by the other spices, and in the same way the sinners who participate 
in a fast are outnumbered and subsumed by the other participants. However, 
the Ran (Drashos Haran Drush 1) interprets this combination much differ-
ently. He asserts that, blended into the ketores mixture, the chelbana enhances 
the aroma of the other spices. The Ran explains, “Indeed, the Torah informs 
us that creations that are extremely deficient by themselves when combined 
together will form many new entities of great distinction and perfection.” 
Merging diverse elements creates a new compound with entirely different 
characteristics. As we learned in chemistry class, simple table salt is a com-
pound of two very toxic elements: sodium and chloride. Similarly, the par-
ticipation of sinners in a public fast creates a congregation where they are not 
subsumed but become an intrinsic part of a more worthy community. 

This same concept is applied to the Mitzvah of lulav. The lowly aravah – 
willow – which has no taste or smell represents the Jew who has no Torah or NOT FOR PRINT
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Mitzvos. The Medrash (Vayikra Rabbah 29:12) tells us that the joining of the 
aravah with the lulav, esrog and hadassim transforms all of them into an entity 
unlike any of its components.

Indeed there is strength in numbers, and the whole may be even greater 
than the sum of its parts. But the greatest whole is one that is nothing like any 
of its parts. This is the totality of Klal Yisrael! 

The Sky Is The Limit

ְמָאסּו ַתי ִתּ ֻחֹקּ ְוִאם ְבּ
If you consider my decrees loathsome (Vayikra 26:15)

When making a siyum upon the completion of a tractate of Gemara or a 
seder of Mishnah there is a special formula which is recited. In it we declare, 
“I thank You, Hashem my G-d, that You have established my portion with 
those who dwell in the Bais Hamedrash and You have not established my por-
tion with those who sit on street corners. For I rise early and they rise early: 
I rise early for words of Torah and they rise early for idle chatter…I run and 
they run: I run to a life in Olam Haba and they run to the pit of destruction.” 
This prayer is also found in Berachos 28b.

It seems quite puzzling that people who engage in idle chatter are excluded 
from Olam Haba and condemned to the “pit of destruction”. Surely they can-
not be so utterly wicked just because they don’t learn Torah and spend all 
their time speaking about baseball or football.

However, Hashem enlightened me to the true depth of this statement 
when I was reading the Rambam’s concluding words to the laws of tzaraas: 

Regarding this matter (the punishment of tzaraas) the Torah cautions us say-
ing, “Beware of the affliction of tzaraas…Remember what Hashem your G-d 
did to Miriam on the way, when you were leaving Mitzrayim” (Devarim 24:8-
9). Behold the Torah is telling us, “Contemplate what occurred to Miriam the 
prophetess who spoke about her brother (Moshe)…She did not even speak about 
him derogatorily; she merely erred by comparing him to other prophets, and he did 
not even take umbrage to this…nonetheless she was punished immediately with NOT FOR PRINT
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tzaraas.” This applies so much more so to the wicked fools who speak [haughtily] 
about great and awesome matters…This is the way of the sessions of evil scoffers: 
At first they speak abundantly about foolish matters…from this they proceed to 
disparage righteous people…this ultimately brings them to frequently speak about 
the prophets and discredit their words…From this they come to speak against 
Hashem and deny his existence...This is the speech of the wicked, which is the 

result of their sitting [idly] on the street corners” (Hilchos Tum’as Tzaraas 
16:10). 

The Rambam understood that the punishment invoked by the Gemara 
for those “who sit on street corners” was not merely for their not studying 
Torah or even for their being ignoramuses. It was for the consequences of 
totally ignoring the study of Torah and engaging in idle chatter. It does not 
take a PhD in psychology to realize that their rationalization of such behavior 
will ultimately lead to debunking those who embrace the study of Torah and 
all that they believe in.

Actually, a progression of aveiros similar to the one described by the 
Rambam can be found in Rashi on this week’s Parsha. Rashi describes the 
consequences of rejecting the study of Torah. In seven steps one can go from 
rejecting Torah study to apostasy.

However if this phenomenon is true for abandoning Avodas Hashem, it 
certainly must be true for growing in Avodas Hashem. Indeed the Gemara in 
Avodah Zarah (20b) states, “Torah brings one to vigilance, vigilance brings 
one to alacrity, alacrity brings one to [spiritual] cleanliness, cleanliness brings 
one to piety…holiness brings one to Divine inspiration.”

It all starts with the study of Torah. Torah study is not strictly the domain 
of talmidei chachamim; it is for everyone. Especially today Torah is available 
to all: from Artscroll to the internet to dial-a-shiur to a plethora of CDs, there 
is no shortage of learning opportunities. Once you start learning Torah, the 
sky is the limit! 
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Flag Day

ָרֵאל ֵני ִיְשׂ ְגלֹו ְבֹאֹתת ְלֵבית ֲאֹבָתם ַיֲחנּו ְבּ ִאיׁש ַעל ִדּ
Each man by his banner according to the insignias of their fathers’ 

household (Bamidbar 2:2) 

The Torah describes in great detail the travels and encampments of Bnai 
Yisrael in the desert. “Bnai Yisrael shall encamp each man by his banner 

according to the insignias of their fathers’ household” (Bamidbar 2:2). Each 
tribe had its own banner with its distinctive color and emblem as described in 
the Medrash Rabbah (2:7).

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky asks why Hashem waited until Rosh Chodesh 
Iyar of the second year after leaving Mitzrayim to assign these banners. Since 
they left as free men with a great display of might (Rashi to Shemos 14:8) – 
not as slaves running for their lives, it would have been appropriate even at 
that early stage of their redemption to have such banners.

Rav Yaakov answers that the banners symbolized the unique nature and 
singular role of each tribe. This overt display of each tribe’s distinct character 
was likely to generate disparity and division within the ranks of Bnai Yisrael. 
Therefore Hashem waited for the completion of the Mishkan to assign a ban-
ner for each tribe. By encamping around the Mishkan in their designated 
places, the Mishkan would serve as a central focal point of all the tribes. This 
unifying force would bind them into one entity with one destiny and one 
aspiration.

The Ramban in his introduction to Sefer Shemos explains that the 
redemption of Bnai Yisrael from Mitzrayim was not truly complete until 
they were restored to the status of their forefathers. Just as the Avos were a 

Parshas Bamidbar
פרשת במדבר
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Merkavah – an exalted repository for the Shechinah – so too must their chil-
dren create such an abode for the Shechinah by building a Mishkan. Thus, 
the encampment around the Mishkan followed the precise model designed 
by Yaakov Avinu. On his deathbed, Yaakov gave each son a different bless-
ing, each expressing the specific talents of that child and the role his progeny 
would play in the future of Klal Yisrael. Then Yaakov instructed his sons 
exactly how to carry his bier in the funeral procession toward his internment 
in Eretz Yisrael. “He specified their places: three on the east and so on for 
each of the four sides exactly like the tribes with their banners in their travels 
and encampments” (Rashi to Bereishis 50:13).

According to the interpretation of Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky we now have 
a deeper insight into Yaakov Avinu’s intent. After having given individual 
blessings to each son, Yaakov wanted to ensure that this diversity would not 
cause them to splinter. To this end he instructed them to surround his bier 
during his funeral, demonstrating a single minded allegiance to their father 
and his legacy. 

Whether we are building a Shul, a Yeshiva or a Torah true home we must 
strive to ensure that we create a Mishkan which fosters a mutual allegiance to 
the values that unify us. The central core should radiate a magnetism which 
draws all the surrounding individuals toward a palpable achdus, declaring, 
“Hashem is one and we, His people, are one.” 

NOT FOR PRINT



     •   163 

The Secret To Shalom Bayis

ִרים ּוָמָחה ֶאל ֵמי ַהָמּ
He shall erase the scripture into the bitter water (Vayikra 5:23)

In this week’s Parsha, the Torah describes the procedure of Sotah in which 
the Kohein administers a ritual potion to a woman accused of being unfaith-

ful to her husband. If she is guilty, drinking this beverage will bring about 
her demise; but if she is indeed innocent, the potion will exonerate her. The 
Kohein is instructed to write four specific verses from the Torah on a piece of 
parchment and then scrape off the letters into the special “water”. The name 
of Hashem occurs twice in these verses and thus the Kohein is actually being 
commanded to erase Hashem’s name – an otherwise serious aveirah. Chazal 
observe that Hashem has permitted the desecration of His Holy Name in 
order to restore peace between a husband and wife. (See Sukkah 53b.)

The Medrash Rabbah records a fascinating story involving the great 
Tanna, Rebbi Meir. There was a learned woman who regularly attended the 
drashos that Rebbi Meir would deliver every Friday night. On one occasion 
the drashah ended late and when she returned home the candles had already 
gone out. Her husband, who was extremely incensed, asked her where she 
was. She responded that she had been attending the drashah of Rebbi Meir. 
He then told her that she may not step foot into the house until she spits in 
the face of Rebbi Meir. Through ruach hakodesh – Divine inspiration, Rebbi 
Meir was informed of the incident of the forlorn woman and her husband. 
When the woman came to Shul to daven, Rebbi Meir told her that he had 
an eye ailment, and that if she would spit in his eye seven times it could cure 
him. Despite her own misgivings, she complied. Whereupon Rebbi Meir told 

Parshas Naso
פרשת נשא
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her, “Go tell your husband that you told me to spit in Rebbi Meir’s face once 
and I did it seven times.” (See Bamidbar Rabbah 9:20.)

The students of Rebbi Meir were outraged. “How could the Rebbi allow 
such an abuse of the Torah’s honor? Had you instructed us, we would have 
brought the husband here and lashed him until he let his wife come home.” 
Rebbi Meir responded, “The honor of Meir is no greater than the honor of 
Hashem who allowed His Name to be erased for the sake of shalom bayis.”

At first glance it would appear that Rebbi Meir’s students were absolutely 
right. The husband was behaving outrageously and such behavior should not 
be condoned or indulged. However, I believe Rebbi Meir was conveying a 
very powerful message to the husband. Had the students beaten the husband 
they would have demonstrated that might is right. By Rebbi Meir forgoing his 
honor for the sake of the woman, he was in effect saying to the husband, “If I 
can forgo my honor for the sake of shalom bayis, you can too.”         

Shalom bayis can never be achieved by standing on ceremony. You may 
think you are 100% right, but standing your ground will never get you shalom 
bayis. The only real key to shalom bayis is self-effacement. It is not a question 
of making oneself into a shmatteh. On the contrary, when the one who has the 
upper hand capitulates it demonstrates real strength of character and true great-
ness. He is emulating Hashem and following in the footsteps of Torah giants 
like Rebbi Meir. If Hashem can do it and Rebbi Meir can do it, we can do it too. 

Are You Hearing Voices?

ֵני ין ְשׁ ר ַעל ֲאֹרן ָהֵעֻדת ִמֵבּ ֶרת ֲאֶשׁ ֹפּ ר ֵאָליו ֵמַעל ַהַכּ ֵבּ ַמע ֶאת ַהּקֹול ִמַדּ  ַוִיְּשׁ
ֻרִבים ַהְכּ

He heard the Voice speaking to him from atop the cover that 
was on the Ark of Testimony, from between the two Cherubim 

(Bamidbar 7:89)

“When Moshe entered the Ohel Mo’ed (the Mishkan) to speak with Him, he 
heard the Voice speaking to him from atop the cover that was on the Ark of 
Testimony” (Bamidbar 7:89). Rashi comments that the Voice was as power-
ful as the Voice heard at Har Sinai, yet it could not be heard outside of the 
Mishkan.NOT FOR PRINT
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Rav Moshe Feinstein asks why such a loud voice was necessary if it could 
not be heard outside the Mishkan. He explains that the Voice that Moshe 
heard in the Mishkan was the same voice of Hashem that was heard at Har 
Sinai, but now only Moshe heard it. The Voice of Har Sinai continues to 
resonate ad infinitum, but very few people can hear it. 

We are aware that from a scientific standpoint there are many sounds con-
stantly being produced, but that many of them cannot be heard either because 
they are coming from very far away, their volume is very low or because their 
frequency is not within the range audible to human beings. Nonetheless, they 
are still there. (Perhaps if a tree falls in a forest when no one is around to hear 
it, it really does create a “sound”.)

In Pirkei Avos (6:2) it states, “Every day a voice emanates from Har 
Choreiv proclaiming and saying, ‘Woe to the people because of the disgrace 
of the Torah.’” Now, I have not heard this voice and I don’t know anyone who 
has. Nonetheless the voice is indeed there. Perhaps there are great and devout 
people – people who can feel the pain of the Shechinah due to the neglect of 
Torah study – who can hear this voice. 

There are a number of other such instances described by Chazal regard-
ing voices. Chazal are teaching us that these “voices” represent messages that 
the spiritually astute person should detect. Whether one can actually audibly 
hear the message or whether one “hears” it in a metaphorical sense, the result 
should be the same: to react accordingly.

We are constantly bombarded with a cacophony of “sounds”. Familiar 
voices, lessons, speeches, advertisements, music, non-verbal messages, lashon 
hara, cries for help and so on. We must not only fine tune our hearing to pick 
up these vital messages, but we must also cultivate a lev shomei’a – a heart 
that hears. There are messages from Hashem exhorting us to draw closer to 
Him, to bring His children closer to Him and to daven for Mashiach. There 
are messages from the people around us to draw closer to them, to hear their 
unspoken feelings and to share in their joys or in their pain.

We must be able to filter out the negative noises and learn to detect the 
less audible sounds. It is these voices, which when heard and acted upon, can 
bring us closer to other people and closer to Hashem.NOT FOR PRINT
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Are We Coming Or Going?

ְנֹסַע ָהָאֹרן ַוְיִהי ִבּ

When the Aron would journey (Bamidbar 10:35)

In Parshas Behaaloscha an inverted letter nun, which looks very similar to a 
parenthesis, appears twice. They surround two familiar pesukim – “Vayehi 

binso’a haaron” and “Uvenucho yomar” – which are recited during Shacharis 
upon removing the Torah from the ark and upon returning it. The Gemara 
in Shabbos (115b) explains the significance of these odd symbols. They indi-
cate that these two verses are out of place and not in the context of the topics 
before and after them. The Torah used this device to separate between two 
tragic incidents: one incident mentioned before it and the other after it.

The second incident is described explicitly in the Torah. “The people took 
to seeking complaints; it was evil in the ears of Hashem. Hashem heard and 
His wrath flared, and a fire of Hashem burned them…” (Bamidbar 11:1). 
However, the first incident is not clearly described. Tosafos cites a Medrash 
that states that they traveled away from Har Sinai (where they had received 
the Torah) like a child running out of school. They spent almost a year at this 
holy site learning Torah and they had had enough. Whether these feelings 
were conscious or subconscious, they were very inappropriate.

Rav Shimon Schwab asks what tragedy occurred to them as a result of 
this ill-intentioned departure? He responds that the very attitude manifest in 
running away from Har Sinai was a tragedy in and of itself. The inability to 
appreciate the infinite value of standing at Har Sinai and learning Torah from 
Hashem is disastrous.

Parshas Behaaloscha
פרשת בהעלותך
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When any person travels from point A to point B there can be two pos-
sible reasons. Either he needs to get to point B or he needs to get away from 
point A. Or both.

When Yaakov left Be’er Sheva to travel to Charan, the Torah states, 
“And Yaakov left Be’er Sheva and he went to Charan” (Bereishis 28:10). 
The Meforshim ask why the pasuk mentions that Yaakov left Be’er Sheva. 
Obviously if he went to Charan he must have left Be’er Sheva. The Bais 
Halevi answers that the Torah is implying that Yaakov’s departure had two 
motives. One motive was to go to Charan to find a shidduch as his father had 
instructed him. This was kibud av. The other reason was to flee from Eisav as 
his mother had exhorted him. This was kibbud eim. Thus Yaakov’s journey 
manifested both of the above reasons for relocating. On the other hand, when 
Hagar fled from Sarah (nee Sarai), the angel who found her asked, “Where 
have you come from and where are you going?” Hagar replied, “I am running 
away from Sarai my mistress” (ibid 10:8). She wasn’t going anywhere; she just 
needed to get away from Sarah.

Most of us find ourselves “running” almost all the time. We are running 
here, running there; always in a rush to go somewhere. Maybe we should stop 
to think if we are also running from somewhere?  Are we running to Shul 
merely to go to daven or also to get out of our house? Are we rushing to work 
merely to get to our place of business or are we also anxious to take leave of 
the Shul or the Bais Hamedrash? Do we go to sleep to prepare for the next 
day or to get away from the previous day? Or is it both? Do we just need to 
get somewhere or also to get away from where we are? And finally, are we also 
running away from ourselves?

Perhaps a good time to ask ourselves these questions is when we are 
considering “getting away” for the summer. Where are we going? What are 
we trying to get away from? And finally: Will we be looking forward to 
coming back?
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Why Are We Always Hungry?

ר ָשׂ ִמי ַיֲאִכֵלנּו ָבּ

Who will feed us meat? (Bamidbar 11:4) 

Shortly after their departure from Har Sinai, Bnai Yisrael began to complain, 
“Who will feed us meat?” (Bamidbar 11:4). They went on to reminisce about 
the food they ate in Mitzrayim and to complain about the mann – the “heav-
enly bread” – which Hashem provided for them daily. The previous time 
they asked for meat was shortly after leaving Mitzrayim. In both instances 
Hashem responded begrudgingly by providing them with slav – a type of 
pheasant.

In the interim they spent ten days short of a year at Har Sinai. During that 
period of time they had no complaints. They didn’t ask for meat, they didn’t 
long for the foods they ate in Mitzrayim; they were totally satisfied with the 
mann. Why? The life they lived at Har Sinai was full of spiritual growth. 
They received the Torah, they built a Mishkan, they were assigned positions 
around the Mishkan and each tribe received a flag signifying its distinct role 
in Klal Yisrael. Since they were so preoccupied with their spiritual pursuits 
they felt no need for these physical “amenities”. 

The simple explanation is that when one focuses on the spiritual he is 
able to rise above petty physical desires. This is indeed quite true. However, it 
doesn’t explain why they would complain about the mann which could taste 
like anything they wished. Also, the pasuk seems to emphasize, “They devel-
oped a craving” (ibid). From whence did this craving arise? 

“If your enemy is hungry, feed him bread, if he is thirsty, give him water to 
drink. For you will be scooping coals on his head…” (Mishlei 2:21-22). The 
Gemara in Sukkah (52a) asserts that the enemy is none other than the yeitzer 
hara. The yeitzer hara is constantly hungry. What should you do? Feed him 
the bread of Torah and slake his thirst with the satisfying waters of Torah. 
The Maharal suggests that the yeitzer hara creates the illusion of lack. We 
think that we need another type of food or a better tasting water. But it 
doesn’t stop there. We need a better job or a nicer car or a more understanding 
spouse or…. and the list goes on. We are constantly “hungry” and “thirsty” NOT FOR PRINT
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for more of everything. How do we fill the void? Get more of what we need? 
Chazal tell us, “If you satisfy [the yeitzer hara] you will become even hun-
grier” (ibid 52b). It’s like drinking salty water. Instead, you must fill the void 
with ruchniyus.

Rabbi Eliezer Sorotzkin asserts that in reality there is a real void, but the 
void is a spiritual one.  However, the yeitzer hara makes us think it is a physi-
cal void: “You need to get more of this and more of that. Eat more, indulge 
more, have more fun.” But it won’t work. You must give the neshamah what it 
really craves – spiritual acquisitions.

Now we can understand that after leaving Mitzrayim, Bnai Yisrael were 
hungry for spirituality to rise up from the 49 levels of tumah. However, the 
yeitzer hara convinced them that their hunger was physical, so they asked for 
meat. Once they came to Har Sinai their hunger for physicality disappeared 
because they now had the real thing. However, when they left Har Sinai 
the spiritual vacuum reoccurred and again the yeitzer hara began looking for 
physical pleasures to fill that void. At this point even the wonderful mann was 
not good enough for them.

We have departed from the closeness to Har Sinai that we felt on Shavuos 
and are heading toward the summer. The yeitzer hara will no doubt take 
advantage of this vacuum to convince us that we are really hungry for more 
food, better food, more shopping, more indulgences and more fun. While 
indeed we may be entitled to a little respite at this time of year, let us not for-
get the real vacuum. As the Navi declared, “Not a hunger for bread and not a 
thirst for water, but to hear the words of Hashem” (Amos 8:11). 

Humility, My Greatest Asset

ֵני ָהֲאָדָמה ר ַעל ְפּ ל ָהָאָדם ֲאֶשׁ ה ָעָניו ְמֹאד ִמֹכּ ְוָהִאיׁש ֹמֶשׁ

And the man Moshe was exceedingly humble, more than any man on 
the face of the earth” (Bamidbar 12:3)

When Miriam and Aharon spoke lashon hara about Moshe, he did not take 
umbrage. Thus, the Torah describes Moshe: “And the man (ish) Moshe was NOT FOR PRINT
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exceedingly humble, more than any man (adam) on the face of the earth” 
(Bamidbar 12:3). Why does the Torah use two different words for man – ish 
and adam – in the same verse?

Rav Yosef Sorotzkin, in Meged Yosef, answers that the word ish implies 
greatness and tenacity. Dovid Hamelech instructed his young son Shlomo, 
the soon to be successor to the throne, “Be strong, be an ‘ ish’” (Melachim 
2:2). On the other hand, the expression “adam” reflects the most basic ele-
ment of man: “And Hashem, G-d, formed Adam out of dust from the ada-
mah.” The Torah is telling us that Moshe, the great and dauntless leader – a 
true ish, was more humble than any human being who meets the minimal 
definition of adam – a creature formed from dust. Greatness, confidence and 
self-esteem are not contradictions to humility.

Moshe Rabbeinu knew that he was the most humble person. It says so 
in the Torah. He also knew that he was the greatest prophet Bnai Yisrael 
ever had or will have. It says so in the Torah. Additionally, this fact is one 
of the Rambam’s thirteen principles of faith which are absolutely vital to 
one’s Jewish identity. Yet, Moshe remained the most humble person. There 
is no contradiction. Moshe Rabbeinu, Hillel, Rebbi Yehudah Hanasi, Rashi, 
the Rambam, Rebbi Akiva Eiger and Rav Moshe Feinstein were all people 
who knew just how great they were and accomplished exceptional things. 
Nevertheless, they were exceedingly humble.

An anav – a humble person – is one who knows how great he is but does 
not expect any kavod for it. Not only does an anav not demand kavod, he 
doesn’t need it and he doesn’t want it. Rav Yisrael Salanter said, “There is no 
one more needy than one who seeks kavod.” Pursuing kavod is like begging 
for charity; therefore the true anav does his best to avoid it.

Chazal taught (see Eiruvin 13b) that whoever pursues honor, honor runs 
away from him. I believe this means that if one lacks self-respect and chases 
after kavod from others, self-respect will always elude him. He needs a con-
stant dose of validation. In reality the validation must come from within.

Rav Yechezkel Abramsky was once summoned to testify in a secular 
English court regarding a certain halachic matter. The judge asked him if it 
was true that he was the greatest authority in the United Kingdom on this 
topic. When he replied in the affirmative, the judge questioned whether this NOT FOR PRINT
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reply reflected a lack of humility. Rav Abramsky responded, “Your honor, I 
am on the witness stand.”

We can now understand the Gemara in Sotah (49b). Rav Yosef said that 
humility did not cease with the death of Rebbi Yehudah Hanasi because 
“There is myself (who is humble).” While many commentaries attempt to 
distort the simple meaning of Rav Yosef ’s statement, there really is no need to. 
He was stating a fact for the sake of accuracy – no different than were Moshe 
to concede that he was, indeed, the most humble person. 

The most genuine expression of humility is forbearance in the face of 
humiliation and the ability to remain unfazed when someone acts towards 
you with utter contempt. The Gemara in Gittin (36b) avers, “Those who are 
shamed but do not shame, who hear their humiliation but do not respond... 
regarding them the Scripture states, ‘Those who love Him are like the power-
fully rising sun!’”  
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Be Careful What You Ask For

ַנַען ים ְוָיֻתרּו ֶאת ֶאֶרץ ְכּ ַלח ְלָך ֲאָנִשׁ ְשׁ

Send forth men who will spy out the Land of Canaan 

(Bamidbar 13:1)

The Parsha describes the disastrous mission of the spies. “Hashem spoke 
to Moshe saying, ‘Send forth men who will spy out the Land of Canaan 

that I am giving to Bnai Yisrael; one man each from his father’s tribe shall you 
send, each one a leader among them.’ And Moshe sent them from the Desert 
of Paran by the word of Hashem” (Bamidbar 13:1).

In Parshas Devarim (1:22) when Moshe recounts this episode we find a 
very different description of this venture: “All of you approached me and said, 
‘Let us send men ahead of us and let them spy out the Land and bring back 
word to us [regarding] the road on which we should ascend and the cities to 
which we should come.’”

In Devarim it appears that Bnai Yisrael initiated the plan to send spies 
while in our Parsha it appears that Hashem actually commanded Moshe to 
send out spies. Rashi in our Parsha anticipated this question by citing the 
Medrash Tanchumah that states that Hashem told Moshe, “Shelach lecha – 
send forth on your own.” This was not a commandment. Since Bnai Yisrael 
requested the spies, Hashem gave Moshe permission to send them. “I told 
them that the land is good…I am placing before them the opportunity to 
err in the matter of the spies.” This conforms to the principle that a person 
is granted permission from Above to pursue the path which he chooses. (See 
Makkos 10b.)

Parshas Shelach
פרשת שלח
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Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky asks that if Hashem was not really in favor of 
this endeavor, why does the pasuk say that Moshe sent them “by the word of 
Hashem”? Rav Yaakov suggests that the expression “by the word of Hashem” 
refers here to the Urim Vetumim. Moshe asked the Urim Vetumim whom 
they should send. This would conform to the procedure outlined in Parshas 
Pinchas, where Hashem tells Moshe to appoint Yehoshua as the leader of Klal 
Yisrael. “He shall stand before Elazar Hakohein who shall inquire for him of 
the judgment of the Urim before Hashem, by his word shall they go out and 
by his word shall they come in” (Bamidbar 27:21).

Rav Yaakov explains that although the Urim Vetumim was the oracle 
of Hashem, the answer which it provided was not necessarily a recommen-
dation but merely a response to the question posed and the intent of the 
questioner. Rav Yaakov demonstrates this by citing the incident of Pilegesh 
Begivah (Shoftim 20:18). (Consult Emes L’Yaakov revised edition p. 432 for 
a complete explanation of his proof.)

I believe that there is an onerous message here. Often a person may make 
up his mind to pursue a specific course of action. He then proceeds to fulfill 
his plan with an incredible amount of success. He takes this as a sign of real 
siyatta dishmaya – Divine assistance. In reality the plan may not have been 
appropriate and Hashem said, “Well, if that’s what you want, go right ahead. 
I’ll take out all the stops.” One must ascertain that his course of action is truly 
proper before he proceeds.

There is yet another lesson to be culled from this incident. There are things 
which may be “kosher” – even “glatt kosher” – yet they are not appropriate. 
Just because a food, a restaurant, a hotel, a pastime, or a trip may be “kosher” 
does not mean that we should indulge in it. Even though Hashem may allow 
us to partake of something, we cannot assume that He actually recommends 
it. Like inquiries made to the Urim Vetumim, we need to phrase the question 
properly. Don’t ask, “What may I do?” Ask, “What should I do?”!   
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Take Heart

ַע ן נּון ְיהֹוֻשׁ ַע ִבּ ה ְלהֹוֵשׁ ַוִיְּקָרא ֹמֶשׁ

Moshe called Hoshea the son of Nun Yehoshua (Bamidbar 13:16) 

Moshe Rabbeinu sent forth representatives from each tribe to explore and 
spy out the Land of Canaan in anticipation of what was to have been Bnai 
Yisrael’s imminent entrance into that territory. They all, with the exception of 
Yehoshua and Calev, returned with a very negative report.

Rashi (Bamidbar 13:3) states that at the time of their departure they were 
kesheirim – upright. Nonetheless, a few verses later Rashi tells us that Moshe’s 
renaming Yehoshua was in essence a prayer that “Hashem should save you 
from the counsel of the spies.” If they were upstanding individuals why did 
Moshe fear their counsel? On the other hand, if there was some sort of plot 
why did he send them at all?

At the end of the Parsha, Hashem exhorts us, “Do not stray after your 
hearts and your eyes” (ibid 15:39). Rashi explains, “The eye sees, the heart 
desires and the body performs the sin.” The Meforshim note that Rashi 
changed the order from that of the pasuk which mentions the heart first and 
then the eyes. Indeed, Rashi appears to present a more accurate description of 
the process of temptation which leads a person to sin.

While it is certainly true that what one sees can arouse the desires of the 
heart, in reality the heart determines what the eyes will see. When you pick 
up a newspaper where do you look first? What catches your eye? Two people 
can stare out the same window and they will observe two entirely different 
scenes. Two tourists can visit the same sights and come back with very differ-
ent pictures.

The same idea applies to what we see conceptually. People see and com-
prehend what they want to see. The same experience may inspire one indi-
vidual and may cause another to be cynical.

Moshe Rabbeinu realized that the mission of the spies was a precarious 
one. While these hand-picked agents were known to be men of religious 
integrity, their attitudes were unknown. Were they sincere or cynical? Were 
they imbued with courage and determination or were they the apprehensive NOT FOR PRINT
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type? It was this concern that prompted Moshe to bless Yehoshua to be spared 
from the counsel (i.e. attitude) of those who may not be up to this mission.

Indeed when the twelve spies returned, albeit that they all saw the very 
same sights, ten of them perceived “a land that devours its inhabitants” and “the 
people are too strong for us.” The other two reported, “the land is exceedingly 
good” and “we shall surely ascend and conquer it.” It all had to do with attitude.

The message is profound. Whether we look out our window, walk through 
the streets, visit other lands, read a book or even study Torah, what we see will 
be determined by what is in our hearts. Our weltanschauung, our attitude and 
our temperaments will provide the lenses through which we view ourselves, 
our friends, the Torah, and even Hashem Himself. If we imbue our hearts 
with Emunah, Bitachon and yir’as shomayim, our eyes will be able to see with 
a sharper spiritual clarity.

Positive Perception

ָנה  ׁ ָנה יֹום ַלָשּ ׁ ִעים יֹום יֹום ַלָשּ ם ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ַאְרָבּ ְרֶתּ ר ַתּ ר ַהָיִּמים ֲאֶשׁ ִמְסַפּ ְבּ

Like the number of days that you spied out the land, forty days, a 
day for a year, a day for a year (Bamidbar 14:34)  

When the spies, sent by Moshe, returned from the Land of Canaan with their 
negative report, Bnai Yisrael were convinced that they could not conquer the 
land. They cried and complained bitterly that they had been taken out of 
Mitzrayim to die at the hands of the Canaanite kings.

Hashem decreed that they would have to wander for forty years in the 
desert. “Like the number of days that you spied out the land, forty days, a day 
for a year, a day for a year shall you bear your sins” (Bamidbar 14:34). 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz asks, since their sin was lashon hara, their pun-
ishment should have been for only one year since they spoke lashon hara on 
only one day. Furthermore, Rashi (ibid 13:25) cites the Medrash Tanchumah 
that Hashem speeded up the spies journey to prevent them from having to 
wander for more than forty years. Why was the punishment related to the 
days spent spying the land? NOT FOR PRINT
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Rav Chaim answers that the sin of lashon hara goes far deeper than the 
mere expression of deprecating words. Its root is the way people view and 
evaluate what they see. Since the spies went with negative intentions (see 
Rashi 13:26), everything they saw was interpreted negatively. The punish-
ment corresponded to what they “saw” on each of the days that they spied the 
land which was the impetus for their lashon hara.

When the spies stated, “The land through which we passed…is a land 
that devours its inhabitants” (ibid 13:32), they were referring to the many 
funerals they observed. Rashi tells us that this indeed was orchestrated by 
Hashem to distract the natives so that they would not notice the presence of 
the spies. Yet, the spies viewed the event in a negative light.

Rav Chaim goes on to explain that the obligation to demonstrate respect 
for others is not merely to perform superficial acts of kavod. Rather, the Torah 
expects us to develop a truly positive perception of other people. The honor of 
one’s parents should emanate from a heightened recognition of their special 
qualities. Similarly, when Chazal tell us, “The honor of your peer should be 
as dear to you as your own” (Avos 2:10), they mean that you should recognize 
his good traits and feel a genuine respect for him.

Rav Avraham Pam said about his mother that although she didn’t 
study the Sefer Chofetz Chaim or Shemiras Halashon, he never heard a 
word of lashon hara from her. This was because she truly respected and loved 
every Yid.

In the famous prayer composed by the Noam Elimelech (Rav Elimelech 
of Lizensk) we ask Hashem to help us focus on the virtues of others and not 
on their flaws. This is not only the best formula for positive relationships, it is 
also the best antidote to the temptation of lashon hara.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Losers Take All

ח ֹקַרח ַוִיַּקּ

And Korach took… (Bamidbar 16:1) 

 “And Korach took…” (Bamidbar 16:1). So begins the Torah’s description 
of the tragic episode of Korach’s contentious quarrel – machlokes – with 

Moshe Rabbeinu. However, the Torah does not mention what Korach took. 
Rashi explains that the pasuk means that Korach took the two hundred and 
fifty men referred to in the next verse. The Gemara in Sanhedrin (109b) cites 
the opinion of Reish Lakish: Korach took, or acquired, a faulty product. What 
was the faulty acquisition of Korach? I believe it was the tactic of machlokes.

Machlokes is never a good deal. No matter what your cause may be and no 
matter how right you may think you are, machlokes will not help you achieve 
your goal. Machlokes only leads to even more machlokes. Lines are drawn in 
the sand, and the intensity and fury of the confrontation only accelerate.

The question still remains: why does the Torah merely state, “And Korach 
took” without telling us explicitly what he took?

May I suggest that the Torah seeks to convey the root of Korach’s prob-
lem. Korach was a taker. He didn’t know how to give, he only knew how to 
take. The drive to take is insatiable. Chazal tell us, (Koheles Rabbah 1:34) 
“He who has one hundred wants two hundred, and he who has two hundred 
wants four hundred.” Korach, who had astronomical wealth and the newly 
accorded prestige of the Leviim, wanted more.

The greatest taker of all times was Haman. Despite the fact that he was 
second in power to the king and that everyone had to bow down to him, he 

Parshas Korach
פרשת קרח

NOT FOR PRINT



178   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

bemoaned, “And all this is worthless to me as long as I see Mordechai the 
Jew…” who refuses to bow. The greatest giver of all time was Avraham Avinu. 
His passion for hachnasas orchim and acts of chesed was extraordinary. He 
waited outside in the blazing sun for guests to come. Despite his advanced age 
and his recent circumcision, he needed to give all the time.

Rav Eliyahu Dessler (Michtav Mei’Eliyahu) asserts that the world is made 
up of two kinds of people – takers and givers. The takers range from countries 
bent on conquering the world to gangsters, petty thieves and those always 
looking for “freebies”. Often the courteous businessman is willing to give 
only for the sake of taking. “The customer is always right” just means, “We 
will do anything to get your money.” Likewise, the avid sales hunter is con-
stantly seeking to get more than his money’s worth.

Conversely, the giver relishes giving – his money, his time, and his energy. 
Even when he takes, it is only for the sake of enabling him to give more. Of 
course, there are plenty of us in the middle who at times are selfless givers and 
at times selfish takers.

Shlomo Hamelech declared in Mishlei (15:27) “He who hates gifts will 
live.” He was asserting that spiritual life and vitality are predicated on the pas-
sion for giving and the aversion to taking. The Torah is not a bill of rights. It 
is a document of responsibilities and obligations. It is the ultimate blueprint 
of giving.

Rav Dessler makes two suggestions for acquiring the middah of giving. 
Firstly, give shelo lishmah – for ulterior motives; i.e. give in order to get. Give 
and give until you learn to enjoy giving. Secondly, attempt to empathize with 
other people and appreciate their needs. Focus on how you can help them and 
share their burden.

Rav Dessler says that the more we give, the more we emulate Hashem 
Who only gives and never takes anything for Himself. To give is Divine.
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Holy Wars

ְולֹא ִיְהֶיה ְכֹקַרח ְוַכֲעָדתֹו

That he not be like Korach and his assembly (Bamidbar 17:5)

The Mishnah in Avos (5:17) states, “Every dispute which is for the sake of 
Heaven is destined to endure; and one which is not for the sake of Heaven is 
not destined to endure. Which dispute was for the sake of Heaven? The dis-
pute of Hillel and Shammai. Which dispute was not for the sake of Heaven? 
The dispute of Korach and his entire assembly.” The Mishnah is perplexing. 
Why would we want a dispute to endure? Would it not be better for a point 
of contention to be resolved? 

To answer this question we must define a “dispute for the sake of Heaven” 
and what sets it apart from one which is not for the sake of Heaven. A dispute 
for the sake of Heaven is one in which the parties seek to arrive at the truth. 
There is no personal agenda nor any pursuit of an ego trip. Each party pres-
ents their proofs and arguments with the hope that they will clarify the mat-
ter. If at the end of the day – or week or year – neither party has capitulated, 
they can agree to disagree. Indeed, they can both live with the prospect of the 
dispute continuing to endure.

We can gain some insight into the nature of a dispute for the sake of 
Heaven from the Gemara in Eiruvin (13b). “For three years did Bais Shammai 
and Bais Hillel disagree, each claiming the halacha was according to their 
opinion. A heavenly voice proclaimed, ‘Both of these [opinions] are the words 
of the Living G-d. But the halacha follows Bais Hillel’…. Why did Bais Hillel 
merit that the halacha should follow them? Because they were pleasant and 
humble, and they would recite both their opinion and the opinion of Bais 
Shammai; and not only that, but they would mention Bais Shammai’s opin-
ion first.”

Bais Hillel could accept the fact that there were those who disagreed with 
them. They could even show special deference to the opposing opinion. Such 
a dispute can endure because no one needs to win. And since both schools 
were sincerely seeking the Torah viewpoint, their words are the words of the 
Living G-d and will be preserved forever. Indeed, even after the disputes of NOT FOR PRINT
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Bais Hillel and Bais Shammai have been resolved by means of a vote of the 
Sanhedrin, the opinions of Bais Shammai are recorded for perpetuity in the 
Mishnah and the Gemara.

A dispute which is not for the sake of Heaven is one where the parties 
“need” to win. There is something personal at stake. Such a dispute will ulti-
mately end with the downfall of one or both of the parties. They cannot agree 
to disagree.

Debates in halacha can be extremely heated, but each party knows full 
well that they are arguing for only one reason: to reach the truth. Thus, the 
Gemara in Kiddushin (30b) asserts that “Even a father and son or a Rebbi and 
student when studying Torah together may act like enemies. But they do not 
depart without reaffirming their love for each other.”

There will always be legitimate disputes in Torah. When there are no egos 
or personal agendas, the parties can behave with the same pleasantness and 
acceptance that Bais Hillel displayed. 

The Message Of The Nuts

ֵקִדים ה ַאֲהֹרן ְלֵבית ֵלִוי ַוֹיֵּצא ֶפַרח ַוָיֵּצץ ִציץ ַוִיְּגֹמל ְשׁ ַרח ַמֵטּ ה ָפּ ְוִהֵנּ

Behold the staff of Aharon of the house of Levi had blossomed; it 
brought forth a blossom, sprouted a bud and almonds ripened” 

(Bamidbar 17:23)

Parshas Korach relates the story of Korach and the two hundred and fifty 
men who contested Aharon’s appointment to be Kohein Gadol. After they 
met their disastrous fate, Hashem commanded Moshe to take one staff from 
each tribe. The name of the leader of each tribe was inscribed on his staff 
and Aharon’s name was inscribed on the staff of the tribe of Levi. They were 
then placed in the Mishkan where the staff of the one chosen to be Kohein 
Gadol would blossom. This miracle would verify who indeed was selected by 
Hashem to be Kohein Gadol. 

The Torah goes on to describe what happened: “Behold the staff of Aharon 
of the house of Levi had blossomed; it brought forth a blossom, sprouted a NOT FOR PRINT
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bud and almonds ripened” (Bamidbar 17:23). The Rashbam asks: If there 
were already almonds on the staff how could Moshe and Bnai Yisrael have 
seen the blossoms and buds? He answers that when Moshe retrieved the staff 
there were only blossoms, and afterwards buds appeared and finally the rip-
ened almonds.

Why was it necessary for Bnai Yisrael to view the different stages? Why 
wasn’t it sufficient for Bnai Yisrael merely to see the ripened almonds in order 
to appreciate the miracle?

I would like to suggest the following explanation. Since Korach and his 
men questioned the selection of Aharon as the Kohein Gadol, which they 
viewed as a capricious act of nepotism, Hashem wanted to demonstrate that 
Aharon was truly worthy of the position. Just as almonds must come from 
buds which come from blossoms, so too the refined personality of Aharon 
derived from his upbringing and his own cultivation of his positive character 
traits. There is no shortcut and the persona of the Kohein Gadol cannot be 
invented superficially.

However, the Netziv in Haamek Davar contends that when Moshe 
retrieved the staff the blossoms, buds, and almonds were all present. Following 
the same analogy of man and trees we can derive an additional message from 
the Netziv’s approach. Shlomo Hamelech says in Mishlei, (22:6) “Train a 
youth according to his way; even when he grows old he will not depart from 
it.” The Gra explains that everyone has an intrinsic nature which he cannot 
change. Training a child must not endeavor to change this nature but rather 
to teach him how to cultivate it constructively. This idea is symbolized by 
the staff of Aharon. Even at the advanced stage where almonds were present 
the blossoms and buds still existed. So too every adult, even though he may 
have matured significantly, still contains within him the basic elements of his 
nature which were present during childhood. 

All of us are in a perpetual process of creating the best person we can be. 
While the end result will depend on the effort we extend, we must continue 
to embrace our essential personality. We cannot change it, but we can always 
improve it. 
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Beyond Reason

ת ַהּתֹוָרה ֹזאת ֻחַקּ

This is the chok of the Torah (Bamidbar 19:2)

A chok is a Mitzvah which has no apparent reason. Its reason and meaning 
are sublime and only truly known by Hashem. The Parah Adumah – the 

red heifer – is the classic chok. It is an esoteric ritual of purification accom-
plished by means of sprinkling the ashes of the red heifer mixed with fresh 
spring water.

The commentators note that when the Torah introduces the Mitzvah of 
Parah Adumah it states, “This is the chok of the Torah” instead of, “This 
is the chok of the Parah Adumah.” Rav Moshe Feinstein suggests that the 
implication here is that all the Mitzvos of the Torah are chukim (sublime). We 
really don’t know, nor can we truly comprehend, the profound reasons of any 
Mitzvah. They are part of the fabric of our spiritual universe and have deep 
metaphysical consequences. 

The Hebrew word used to connote the reason for a Mitzvah is taam which 
literally means flavor. The Meforshim explain that a taam merely enhances 
the taste of a food but it does not define it. So too a taam of a Mitzvah 
enriches its performance but is not truly its ultimate reason. Just as the taste 
of a food does not represent its nutritional value, the taam of a Mitzvah does 
not convey its deep spiritual significance.

Matzah and Shabbos are two good examples that demonstrate that even 
when reasons are given explicitly for a Mitzvah, they are not necessarily the 
main reason. In the Haggadah we declare, “This Matzah that we eat – for 

Parshas Chukas
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what reason? Because the dough of our fathers did not have time to become 
chametz before the King of kings, Hakadosh Baruch Hu, revealed Himself 
to them and redeemed them.” So why were Bnai Yisrael commanded to eat 
Matzah in Mitzrayim even before they had left? And what significance was 
there to Lot serving Matzos to the angels when they paid him a visit on 
Pesach hundreds of years before the exodus from Mitzrayim? Obviously, there 
must be more to the Mitzvah. Much more.

“You shall tell your son on that day saying, ‘It is because of this that 
Hashem acted on my behalf when I left Mitzrayim’” (Shemos 13:8). Rashi 
comments that Hashem took us out of Mitzrayim “so that [we] will keep His 
Mitzvos such as Pesach, Matzah and Marror.” We do not keep these Mitzvos 
because Hashem took us out of Mitzrayim, rather just the opposite – Hashem 
redeemed us so that we should keep these Mitzvos. The Bais Halevi explains 
that the Torah actually predated Creation and was the blueprint for all the 
events of history. So in reality it was the Mitzvos of Pesach, Matzah and 
Marror which mandated the redemption from Mitzrayim.

While Shabbos is supposed to be a day of rest, very often the observance 
of Shabbos can create a situation which seems to be anything but that. Instead 
of hopping in our cars to reach our destination, we may have to trudge for 
many tedious miles. And when Shabbos turns out to be a freezing cold day 
or a blisteringly hot day, we are not permitted to turn on the heat or the air 
conditioner. There is much more to Shabbos than comfort or mere physical 
repose. 

The motivation for our keeping Mitzvos must ultimately be that Hashem 
has so commanded us. In this respect, all the Mitzvos are merely chukim whose 
sublime meaning is way beyond us. By submitting ourselves to Hashem’s will, 
by being His totally loyal servants, we accomplish all that Hashem had ini-
tially intended in His blueprint for creation.
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Anonymous Benefactors

ם. ְולֹא ָהָיה ַמִים ָלֵעָדה  ֵבר ָשׁ ָקּ ם ִמְרָים ַוִתּ ָמת ָשׁ ַוָתּ

Miriam died there and was buried there. And there was no water for 

the assembly to drink (Bamidbar 20:1-2)

“Bnai Yisrael, the whole assembly, arrived at Midbar Tzin in the first month, 
and the people dwelled in Kadesh; Miriam died there and was buried there. 
And there was no water for the assembly to drink.” (Bamidbar 20:1-2). The 
Gemara in Taanis (9a) deduces from these pesukim that the spring which 
accompanied Bnai Yisrael in the wilderness was in the merit of Miriam. Thus, 
when she died, the spring disappeared.

Rebbi Yosi ben Rebbi Yehudah says, “There were three wonderful parnas-
sim who arose on behalf of Yisrael. They were Moshe, Aharon and Miriam. 
And three wonderful gifts were granted in their merit: the spring, the clouds 
(of glory) and the mann” (ibid).

The word parnassim which derives from the same root as parnassah, should 
be translated as providers. If we refer to Jewish leaders as parnassim it would 
imply that they provide a service to the Klal. Ostensibly this service is of a 
spiritual nature – providing Torah leadership and inspiration to their flock. 
This Gemara in Taanis reveals a deeper implication. These leaders may also 
provide physical and material benefits for the tzibbur. Thus, the Gemara in 
Berachos (17b) declares, “Every day a Heavenly voice emanates from Har 
Choreiv saying, ‘The entire world is sustained because of my son Chanina 
(Rebbi Chanina ben Dosa) but for my son Chanina a kav (a small measure) 
of carob from Erev Shabbos to Erev Shabbos is sufficient.’”

The Gemara in Taanis (21b) takes this concept a step further. The provi-
dence and protection of the tzibbur is not only in the merit of distinguished 
leaders, but may even be in the merit of simple pious people. There was a 
fire in the city of Derukras, but the neighborhood of Rav Huna was spared. 
The residents had thought that this was in the merit of Rav Huna, but it was 
revealed in a dream that it was in the merit of a woman who heated her oven 
every Erev Shabbos and made it available to her neighbors.NOT FOR PRINT
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While there may be many providers who offer their services and provide 
sustenance and protection for Klal Yisrael, the primary source of these ben-
efits is the merit of righteous people and righteous deeds. While the army of 
the country of Israel may provide a physical defense from our evil enemies, it 
is the Torah learned in our Yeshivos and the passionate prayers of Klal Yisrael 
that provide the merit for our ultimate protection and security.

We may never know whose merit provides us with so many things that we 
take for granted. Nonetheless we must always bear in mind that it is Mitzvos, 
acts of chesed and the righteous people among us that are ultimately respon-
sible for Hashem’s benevolence. Who knows if it is not our very own Torah 
learning, our own Mitzvos and our own chesed which are responsible for the 
yeshuos that we or others may experience? 

Hard As A Rock

ים ֲעָמִים ַוֵיְּצאּו ַמִים ַרִבּ הּו ַפּ ַמֵטּ ַלע ְבּ ה ֶאת ָידֹו ַוַיְּך ֶאת ַהֶסּ ַוָיֶּרם ֹמֶשׁ

Than Moshe raised his arm and struck the rock with his staff twice, 
and abundant water came forth (Bamidbar 20:11)

According to Rashi (Bamidbar 20:12) Moshe sinned by striking the rock to 
provide water instead of speaking to it. Why was it so important for Moshe to 
speak to the rock? The miracle of a rock producing water would be the same 
regardless of whether Moshe would have spoken to it or struck it.

Rav Moshe Feinstein answers that Hashem wanted to illustrate to Bnai 
Yisrael that words of Torah and mussar should be spoken even to those whose 
comprehension appears to be no better than that of a rock. Over time they 
will absorb the Torah and ultimately understand its laws and hashkafos. A 
parent or teacher should never give up, but should continue to communicate 
Torah lessons as effectively as he can. He may think that he is talking to a 
rock, but even rocks can respond to Torah.

The Yalkut Shimoni is a proof to Rav Moshe’s approach. The Yalkut 
asserts that Hashem did not tell Moshe to ask the rock to produce water. 
Rather, He told him, “Recite a chapter (of Torah) over it, and it will draw NOT FOR PRINT
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forth water from the rock.” The model of the rock is one of teaching Torah 
to a “rock” – to one who doesn’t or can’t comprehend. Nevertheless, words of 
Torah will have an impact. 

This principle applies not only to words of hashkafah and mussar. It also 
applies to the study of complex sugyos of Gemara. People who can’t relate to 
certain concepts in the Gemara will, over time, digest and comprehend them.  
Initially the beginner may not understand anything. Yet, as he progresses, he 
will understand more and more until he actually becomes proficient in grasp-
ing difficult concepts. As a teacher of Daf Yomi for many years, I was zocheh 
to witness this phenomenon more than once.

Parents, teachers, rabbis and kiruv workers are often daunted by the dif-
ficulty of getting their message across. The lesson of our Parsha is to not give 
up. A well expressed and appropriate message will penetrate eventually. Even 
rocks are not impenetrable.

Indeed, this very principle is what spurred Rebbi Akiva to study Torah 
and become one of Torah’s greatest expositors. In Avos D’Rebbi Nosson 
it relates: “What was the beginning of Rebbi Akiva? At forty years old he 
had not learned anything. Once he was standing by a well. He asked, ‘Who 
carved a hole in this stone?’ They said ‘It must be the water which drips upon 
it every day…’ Thereupon, Rebbi Akiva made a kal vachomer for himself: ‘If 
something soft can penetrate something hard, certainly the words of Torah 
which are like iron can penetrate my heart….’”

The lesson of Rebbi Akiva goes a step further. Often we doubt our own 
ability to comprehend or appreciate Torah halachos and concepts. We may 
have tried more than once to learn Torah or mussar, but found that we just 
didn’t get it. Chazal revealed to us that even Rebbi Akiva initially had such 
doubts. However, the rock taught him to persevere. He did, and ultimately 
he reached a level of understanding which amazed even Moshe Rabbeinu (see 
Menachos 29b). He taught 24,000 students and five illustrious scholars who 
were the prime transmitters of Torah shebe’al peh.

Indeed, the rock speaks to all of us.
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The Danger Of Lishmah

ֶקר ַוַיֲּחֹבׁש ֶאת ֲאֹתנֹו ֹבּ ְלָעם ַבּ ַוָיָּקם ִבּ

Bilam arose in the morning and saddled his donkey 

(Bamidbar 22:21)

 “G-d came to Bilam at night and said, ‘If the people have come to call 
for you, arise and go with them. However, only the thing that I will 

speak to you – that shall you do’” (Bamidbar 22:20). Rashi comments that 
by saying “if the people have come to call for you”, Hashem was placing a 
condition on Bilam’s going. “If the calling is for your benefit and you expect 
to receive payment, (then) arise and go with them.” What was the reason for 
such a condition?

When Bilam finally goes, we read, “And G-d became angry because he 
was going” (ibid 22: 22) If Hashem gave him permission to go, why was He 
angry when he went?

In a brilliant exposition on the Parsha, Rav Shimon Schwab answers both 
these questions. He asserts that Rashi addresses the second question in his 
commentary to the aforementioned verse: “He (Bilam) saw that the matter 
(cursing Bnai Yisrael) was bad in the eyes of the Omnipresent, and he desired 
to go.” 

Rav Schwab explains that every person has free will. Hashem gives free 
rein to a person to do as he pleases. “In the path that a person chooses, we let 
him go” (Makkos 10b). If a person chooses a path “ lishmah” – for no ulte-
rior motive – because that is what he really wants to do, Hashem does not 
interfere with his decision. This is true both for those who choose good and 
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for those who choose evil. However, if one has an ulterior motive, then the 
success of his decision is subject to Hashem’s discretion.

Therefore, if Bilam wanted to go for payment or honor, Hashem had 
no objection since He would control the outcome. However, Bilam intensely 
desired to go “ lishmah” since it was bad in the eyes of Hashem. Hashem 
became angry because this was a course which was more likely to succeed. 
Rav Schwab points out that Bilam was so anxious to go that he actually went 
ahead of the officers of Moav. This is why the officers were not present at the 
altercation between Bilam and his donkey. 

“Bilam arose in the morning and saddled his donkey” (ibid 22:21). Rashi 
cites the Medrash, “Thus, we see that hatred causes one to act out of char-
acter (since Bilam saddled the donkey himself). Said Hakadosh Baruch Hu, 
‘Wicked one, Avraham their forefather preempted you.’ As it says ‘Avraham 
arose in the morning (to go to sacrifice Yitzchok) and he saddled his don-
key.’” The antidote to the fervor – the ”lishmah” – of our enemies is our own 
lishmah – our fervor to perform Hashem’s will.

Rav Schwab concludes that it is no wonder that at times we see evil meet 
with great success. When they act “lishmah”- with fervor and blatant hatred, 
Hashem does not interfere with their plans. Indeed, today we witness enemies 
from outside and from within who seek to harm us physically and spiritually. 
They act with conviction and remarkable fervor. Thus, they are truly danger-
ous. The only way that we can prevail is to serve Hashem with true love and 
devotion, for our fervor will indeed overshadow theirs and Hashem will bless 
our efforts with much greater success. 

School Daze

ִרים  י מֹות ְיָשׁ ֹמת ַנְפִשׁ ָתּ

May my soul die the death of the upright (Bamidbar 23:10)

The Mishnah in Avos (5:19) states, “[One who has] a good eye (who is not 
greedy) a humble spirit and a pure soul is a student of Avraham Avinu. [One NOT FOR PRINT
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who has] an evil eye (who is greedy) an arrogant spirit and a lustful soul is a 
student of the wicked Bilam.”

Why are people who possess certain character traits referred to as stu-
dents? Do they have to study the behavior of Avraham or Bilam in order to 
behave the way they do? They may never have heard of Avraham or Bilam. 
Does it really require any degree of tutelage to have despicable middos?

I would suggest that the term “student” in the Mishnah refers to someone 
who ascribes to a particular set of beliefs. Actually, one of the definitions of 
a school is “persons associated by common intellectual or artistic theories.” 
Many of the Rabbeim of the schools of Hillel and Shammai never saw their 
mentors, yet they are identified with their respective schools by virtue of their 
specific approach to halacha.

Obviously, those who possess sterling middos have refined their character 
based on a conviction that being a good or devout person demands a certain 
mode of conduct. However, the unethical person also has a shitah – a philoso-
phy – which justifies his behavior. He must find a way to live with himself. 
Thus, he constructs a rationalization – perhaps even a rationale – that white-
washes his behavior. While deep down he might have some misgivings about 
his ways, he presents a façade that radiates confidence – even virtue.

Take Bilam himself. Throughout the Parsha he pontificates – declaring 
that he can only do what Hashem instructs. Indeed, he went on his mission 
only after being granted permission. That the “permission” was more of a 
capitulation than an endorsement made no difference. He ultimately walks 
away from Balak – from promises of wealth and honor – portraying himself 
as a dutiful servant of Hashem. In reality it is all a sham.

In one of his visions Bilam declares, “May my soul die the death of the 
upright” (Bamidbar 23:10). Who are the upright with whom he seeks to asso-
ciate? Avraham, Yitzchok and Yaakov (see Avodah Zarah 25a). He has reached 
a level of self-righteous vindication that makes him think he is in the same 
league as Avraham Avinu. Imagine, the fellow who founded Bilam’s school of 
ignominy wants to be accepted into Avraham’s school of virtue!

Possessing good middos is not just a matter of willpower or tenacity. It 
must be predicated on conviction. Avraham Avinu pursued a life-long search 
for truth, and built his personality around that truth. We are expected to NOT FOR PRINT
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learn from the correctness of his ways and become one of his students. The 
textbook is Sefer Bereishis, also referred to as Sefer Hayashar – The Book 
of the Upright. This also demands that we jettison all excuses and rational-
izations which are products of Bilam’s school. When we are convinced that 
Avraham’s way is the only way, we have joined the right school. 

How To Invent A God

עֹור ָרֵאל ְלַבַעל ְפּ ַוִיָּצֶּמד ִיְשׂ

Yisrael became attached to Baal-peor (Bamidbar 25:3)

The Torah relates that when the Moabite women enticed the Jewish men 
they insisted that they worship their god, Baal-peor. Chazal tell us that the 
worship of this god was very strange and involved defecating on the idol. 
Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz wonders what possible attraction the Moabite people 
could have had to such a form of idolatry. Indeed, Chazal point out that even 
other gentile idolaters found it extremely repulsive.

Another question: The Torah commands us, “You shall not add to the 
word that I command you nor shall you subtract from it, to observe the 
Mitzvos of Hashem your G-d that I command you. Your eyes have seen what 
Hashem did with Baal-peor, for every man that followed Baal-peor – Hashem 
your G-d destroyed him from your midst” (Devarim 4:2-3). What is the con-
nection between the prohibition to add to or subtract from the Mitzvos and 
the worship of Baal-peor?

Rav Chaim explains that the premise of Baal-peor was to create a god 
who would tolerate everything and anything. A god so tolerant that he would 
endure any kind of abuse. “You can do whatever you want and it’s okay with 
me.” There is no object, value, or belief that deserves any respect. This is not 
immorality but amorality.

The attraction of such a religion is quite powerful: “My agenda is your 
agenda, my desires are your desires.” Idolatry by definition is man creating 
god. Since this god is a human invention, man can make him any which way 
he likes. He can be kind or cruel, serious or fun-loving, moral or degenerate, NOT FOR PRINT
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tolerant or intolerant. Basically, it is a god made to order. In contrast, our 
Torah teaches us that G-d created man. He invented us. He designed us and 
He created us as He wished – in His image. Therefore we must comply with 
His agenda by scrupulously adhering to His Mitzvos. 

Thus, the Torah warns us not to make even the slightest subtraction from 
the Mitzvos because when you chip away at the restrictions of the Torah there 
is no end to what you will concede. Today we see the astounding truth of this 
principle. Groups that broke away from Orthodox Judaism initially made 
only very small changes. They turned the chazzan around to face the congre-
gation; they added an organ to enhance the service. They made small changes 
to the siddur. Thereafter they did away with kashrus and Shabbos restrictions. 
Now look how far they have gone. Everything is okay – even officiating at 
intermarriages and weddings of “odd couples”. Anything goes.

Even adding to the Mitzvos presents the same danger. Once we tamper 
with the framework of the Torah, the whole structure collapses. This is what 
happened when Adam decided to append a restriction of touching the Tree 
of Knowledge to Hashem’s prohibition to eat from it. Ultimately they were 
easily misled to eat its fruit. Thus today it is no surprise that the groups that 
consistently do away with Mitzvos are the very same ones who make up their 
own mitzvos.

Human beings naturally crave to be free and unfettered. We don’t like to 
be boxed-in and restricted. We want to have our space and to be able to give 
free expression to our feelings and desires.  American society, which was pred-
icated on the right to “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” has taken 
this notion to the most extreme levels. The Torah, on the other hand, teaches 
us that in order for us to fulfill our G-d given destiny, we must have well-
defined limits and guidelines. Once we exceed these limits the floodgates are 
open to all forms of excesses and depravity. However when we embrace these 
limits we manifest the glorious image of Hashem within us. 
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The Peacemaker

לֹום ִריִתי ָשׁ ִהְנִני ֹנֵתן לֹו ֶאת ְבּ

Behold! I give him My covenant of peace (Bamidbar 25:12)

In an act of zealousness, Pinchas killed Zimri, a dignitary of the Tribe of 
Shimon, and the Midyanite woman. Thereafter, Hashem told Moshe that 

as a reward for Pinchas’s deed, he would be granted Hashem’s covenant of 
peace. The nature of this reward is difficult to comprehend since Hashem 
generally responds middah k’neged middah – measure for measure. If Pinchas 
performed an act of violence, why was he rewarded with peace?

The Medrash in Yalkut Shimoni sheds light on this issue: Rabbi Shimon 
ben Lakish said, “Pinchas is Eliyahu Hanavi. Hakadosh Baruch Hu said to 
him, ‘You made peace between Me and My sons; in the future you too will 
be the one to make peace between Me and My sons.’ As it says, ‘Behold I will 
send Eliyahu HaNavi…..and he will turn back the hearts of the fathers (to 
Hashem) along with their sons.’”

Pinchas was granted the covenant of peace for making peace between 
Hashem and Bnai Yisrael. In reality it was Zimri who committed the act of 
violence by enraging Hashem and ultimately causing a terrible plague which 
took thousands of lives. Pinchas stopped the plague, saving Jewish lives and 
restoring Hashem’s fondness of his people.

Perhaps this can be compared to a security guard who kills a terrorist 
who sought to blow himself up and thereby kill and maim hundreds of inno-
cent people. Killing the terrorist is the role of the one charged with keeping 
the peace.

Parshas Pinchas
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The Gemara in Sanhedrin (82b) explains the verse in Tehillim (106:30): 
“And Pinchas arose – vayefallel – he quarreled with Hashem.” He sought to 
stop the plague, but the angels attempted to push him away. Hashem said, 
“Leave him, he is a zealot the son of a zealot, an assuager of wrath the son 
of an assuager of wrath.” In the end, however, Pinchas’s arguments were not 
accepted by Hashem. 

Initially, Pinchas tried to stop the plague by quarreling with Hashem. 
Only when this failed did he pick up his spear to kill Zimri and the Midyanite 
woman. Pinchas’s zealousness arose from a great love of Hashem and Klal 
Yisrael. He could not stand by and witness this terrible tragedy. He had to 
go to bat for them first by arguing with Hashem and then by resorting to 
“violence”.

Thus, the Torah emphasizes that Pinchas was the son of Elazar, the son 
of Aharon Hakohein. He was the grandson of the greatest peacemaker who 
“loved peace and pursued peace” (Pirkei Avos 1:12). He was the son of the 
assuager of wrath. For just as Aharon turned back Hashem’s wrath during the 
rebellion of Korach, Pinchas turned back Hashem’s wrath by killing Zimri 
and the Midyanite woman.

Someone once asked Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, the first Chief Rabbi 
of Jerusalem, why he was so sharp in his castigation of the secularists. Isn’t 
the role of a pious man to act as an advocate for all Jewish people? Rav 
Sonnenfeld replied, “I only take this approach when speaking to them in order 
to make it clear to them and to others that may follow them that their behav-
ior is unacceptable. However, every day I say Tehillim and cry to Hashem on 
their behalf.”

A true zealot is really a peacemaker. He is a student of Aharon Hakohein 
who loves Klal Yisrael. He advocates on behalf of Klal Yisrael and engages 
in extreme actions only as a last resort to restore peace between Hashem and 
His children. 

NOT FOR PRINT
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The Magicians

ּוָפִמי ַחת ַהּשׁ ַפּ פּוָפם ִמְשׁ ִלְשׁ

Of Shefufam, the Shefufamite family (Bamidbar 26:39)

Most of us living in a secular society are challenged with the proposition of 
earning a living while interacting with a society whose moral standards are 
quite contrary to those of the Torah. How do we engage in our daily pursuits 
without being influenced by the society around us?

Rav Yosef Sorotzkin (Meged Yosef) observes that only two people men-
tioned in Tanach are referred to by the appellation Tzaddik: Yosef Hatzaddik 
and Mordechai Hatzaddik. Not coincidentally both were heavily involved in 
their respective gentile governments – both were viceroys. Both lived in deca-
dent societies, and both mastered the technique of serving their king and their 
citizens without being influenced by them. Both merited the title Tzaddik.

What was the secret of their success? Rav Sorotzkin suggests that the 
answer is hidden in what appears to be an obscure pasuk in this week’s Parsha. 
In the census of Bnai Yisrael discussed in the Parsha, the Torah cites the 
names of the heads of the prominent families. One such head was Shefufam 
from the tribe of Binyamin. Binyamin, son of Yaakov, named all his sons in 
tribute to his older maternal brother Yosef. Rashi explains that Shefufam was 
so named because Yosef was “shafuf ” in the midst of gentiles. What is sha-
fuf? The Sifsei Chachamim states that shafuf means “hovering”, and Rashi in 
Parshas Haazinu describes hovering as “in contact but not in contact”. Thus, 
the quality of Yosef was to be engaged and disengaged. To recognize that his 
involvement in public life is his job and responsibility but that he is not in his 
milieu. To be involved as need be, but no more. 

The Dubno Maggid once remarked to the Vilna Gaon that it was much 
easier for the Gaon to retain his piety while cloistered in his Bais Hamedrash 
all day and all night. However, if he were to venture out into the streets of 
Vilna (no Times Square!), how would he fare? The Vilna Gaon answered, 
“You have a good point, but I am not expected to be a magician. If this envi-
ronment is more secure, why should I go to a place that is not as safe and be 
forced to employ all kinds of tricks to maintain my spiritual level.”NOT FOR PRINT
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The Vilna Gaon was a giant, gifted with an extremely brilliant mind and 
a sublimely pure soul. He reached the pinnacle of what was humanly possible 
for him to achieve in Torah scholarship and personal piety. This could only 
have happened under the “ideal conditions” of his Bais Hamedrash. Indeed, 
even today there are those who are able to spend their days immersed in Torah 
study and have the luxury of dwelling within the “four cubits” of the Bais 
Hamedrash. But what about the rest of us who are not capable of constantly 
“dwelling in the House of Hashem” and must go out into a world whose envi-
ronment is virtually hostile to our way of life?

We must learn to be magicians. But how? We say in Havdalah, “Who sep-
arates between holy and secular, between light and darkness, between Yisrael 
and the nations.” This distinction is the bedrock of our identity which must 
accompany us wherever we go. Rather than acting like chameleons, adapting 
to our surroundings, we must be faithful to our true identity. In this way we 
can emulate Yosef and Mordechai who mastered the technique of hovering – 
engaging in whatever it is that we must do in their “real world”, while keeping 
our hearts and minds focused on our real world – the world of Hashem. 

Difficult People

ן נּון ַע ִבּ ה ַקח ְלָך ֶאת ְיהֹוֻשׁ ַוֹיּאֶמר ה‘ ֶאל ֹמֶשׁ

Hashem said to Moshe, Take unto yourself Yehoshua bin Nun 
(Bamidbar 27:18)

When Moshe Rabbeinu requested that Hashem appoint a leader to suc-
ceed him, Hashem told Moshe to call upon Yehoshua: “Take unto yourself 
Yehoshua bin Nun” (Bamidbar 27:18). Whereupon Rashi comments, “Take 
him with words: ‘How fortunate are you to merit to lead the children of 
the Omnipresent.’” In the very next verse Rashi expounds, “Command him 
regarding Yisrael; know that they are difficult and contrary. You must accept 
it on these terms.” It seems that whatever bubble of anticipation the first 
remark evoked was immediately burst by the second. The two statements 
appear incongruous, if not totally contradictory.NOT FOR PRINT



196   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

To unravel this puzzle Rav Shimon Schwab cites the Mishnah in Pirkei 
Avos (3:14): “Man is beloved for he was created in the image of G-d…Yisrael 
are beloved for they are called the children of the Omnipresent as it says, ‘You 
are children to Hashem your G-d.’” Although all of mankind was created in 
Hashem’s image, Bnai Yisrael were imbued with an intrinsic kedushah (sanc-
tity) when they received the Torah. (Thus we say, “Who sanctified us with 
His Mitzvos.”)

The role of a Jewish leader is indeed very lofty and prestigious for he pre-
sides over “the children of the Omnipresent”. Although they have that special 
intrinsic kedushah, it may not always be so evident. They may often behave in 
a quite contrary fashion. It is the leader’s responsibility to focus on the kedu-
shah of Hashem’s children and to teach and guide them in a way which will 
elicit and reveal it. 

I might add that when Hashem called upon Moshe and Aharon to take 
Bnai Yisrael out of Mitzrayim we find the very same charge: “And He com-
manded them regarding Bnai Yisrael.” Rashi explains, “He commanded them 
to lead them pleasantly and to endure them” (Shemos 6:13). Similarly in 
Devarim (1:12) Moshe declared, “How can I carry alone your contentious-
ness, your burdens and your quarrels.” So Moshe appointed judges to assist 
him. What did he tell them? “How fortunate are you! Upon whom have you 
been appointed? Upon the children of Avraham, Yitzchok and Yaakov.”

In each case the message is the same. Recognize the greatness of your 
subjects, see their potential and strive to bring out their best.

Obviously this message applies to teachers and parents as well. It is not 
always easy. Indeed, there are times when it is downright daunting. But if 
they focus on the students’ and children’s inherent kedushah, if they truly 
believe in their potential, they can arouse it and bring it to life.

I believe that this perspective and attitude can also be used by all of us 
when dealing with difficult people. First of all we must be aware that Moshe 
Rabbeinu warned us about the contrary behavior of Bnai Yisrael. It may be in 
our blood. However if we focus on the kedushah of the person, if we remind 
ourselves that we are all called children of the Omnipresent, we can respond 
in a constructive fashion. When we do, we emulate the noblest characteristic 
of leadership.NOT FOR PRINT
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Mutual Admiration

ְדָיִנים ָרֵאל ֵמֵאת ַהִמּ ֵני ִיְשׂ ְנֹקם ִנְקַמת ְבּ

Take revenge for Bnai Yisrael against the Midyanites 

(Bamidbar 31:2)

Hashem commanded Moshe, “Take revenge for Bnai Yisrael against the 
Midyanites. And Moshe spoke to the people saying, ‘Arm men among 

yourselves for the army that will go against Midyan to inflict Hashem’s revenge 
against Midyan’” (Bamidbar 31:2). Hashem speaks of Bnai Yisrael’s revenge 
while Moshe speaks of Hashem’s revenge. In truth, they are both right, for 
Midyan sinned against Hashem and against Bnai Yisrael. Nonetheless, why 
did Hashem focus on Bnai Yisrael’s revenge and Moshe focus on Hashem’s 
revenge?

In Shir Hashirim Bnai Yisrael proclaim, “I am to my Beloved and my 
Beloved is to me” (6:3). The commentators explain that Hashem focuses on 
the specialness of Bnai Yisrael, and Bnai Yisrael focus on Hashem’s greatness. 
Thus, Hashem’s tefillin state, “Who is like Your people Yisrael, one nation on 
earth,” while our tefillin state, “Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is one.” It is a 
bond of love that is imbued with mutual admiration.

From this perspective we can understand why Hashem refers to Passover 
as “Chag Hamatzos” – focusing on Bnai Yisrael’s devotion to the Mitzvah of 
matzah, while we call it “Pesach” – focusing on Hashem’s passing over the 
homes of Bnai Yisrael when smiting the firstborn. 

It is this mutual admiration and interest that explains the pesukim in our 
Parsha. Hashem’s concern in the war against Midyan was to avenge the harm 

Parshas Mattos
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done to Bnai Yisrael. Moshe, however, instructed Bnai Yisrael to act on behalf 
of Hashem, avenging the desecration of His Name caused by the Midyanites. 

Hashem gave us the Torah and commanded us to keep His Mitzvos for 
our own good. “Now, Yisrael, what does Hashem your G-d ask of you…to 
keep the Mitzvos of Hashem and His decrees which I command you today for 
your benefit” (Devarim 9:12-14). Indeed, the very purpose of Creation was to 
bestow benevolence on man by rewarding him for his good deeds.

However, for our part Antignos of Socho cautions, “Do not be like ser-
vants who serve their Master for the sake of reward” (Avos 1:3). We should 
strive for a level of love and devotion that motivates us to serve Hashem purely 
because that is His will. The Rambam (Hilchos Teshuva 10:2) tells us, “This 
is a very high level and not every scholar achieves it. It is the level of Avraham 
Avinu.” Nevertheless, the Rambam continues, “It is the level that Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu commanded us through Moshe Rabbeinu as it says, ‘And you 
shall love Hashem your G-d with all your heart, with all your soul and with 
all your resources.’” 

Later in the same chapter the Rambam tells us how to proceed. “One 
should engage in Torah [even] for non-altruistic intentions – shelo lishmah, 
because from non-altruistic intentions one will come to altruistic intentions 
– lishmah.” It is a lifelong process, and not everybody gets there. But there are 
many intermediate levels of lishmah. They are all expressions of love.   

A Delicate Balance

יָך ָאֵסף ֶאל ַעֶמּ ְדָיִנים ַאַחר ֵתּ ָרֵאל ֵמֵאת ַהִמּ ֵני ִיְשׂ ְנֹקם ִנְקַמת ְבּ

Take vengeance for Bnai Yisrael against the Midyanites; afterward 
you will be gathered unto your people (Bamidbar 31:2) 

Hashem told Moshe, “Take vengeance for Bnai Yisrael against the Midyanites; 
afterward you will be gathered unto your people” (Bamidbar 31:2). Why was 
the timing of Moshe’s death contingent on the war with Midyan?  My Rosh 
Hayeshiva Harav Yaakov Yitzchok Ruderman explained that the answer 
can be found in a pasuk that follows. “They killed the kings of Midyan…NOT FOR PRINT
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and Bilam the son of Be’or they slew with the sword” (Ibid 8). The pasuk in 
Koheles (7:14) states, “G-d has made one opposite the other.” This means that 
there is a balance of the forces of good and the forces of evil. Just as in nature 
there is a balance which allows an ecosystem to thrive, so too in the spiritual 
world a balance must also be maintained. It is a metaphysical law. Bilam 
was given an extraordinary level of prophecy, comparable to that of Moshe 
Rabbeinu, which he employed solely for nefarious purposes. Moshe served as 
the counterbalance to Bilam. Therefore, Moshe Rabbeinu could not be taken 
from the world before Bilam was disposed of. 

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky applies this principle in the reverse. Why did 
Hashem give Bilam such awesome prophetic powers? Because he served as 
the counterbalance to Moshe. Rav Yaakov also uses this approach to answer 
a different question. The Torah relates that the Egyptians were well versed 
in witchcraft. When Paroh had a disturbing dream, he called upon his nec-
romancers – chartumim – to interpret it. When challenged by the miracles 
performed by Moshe and Aharon, Paroh summoned his necromancers and 
sorcerers to duplicate them. Indeed, Paroh told Moshe, “Do you wish to bring 
sorcery to Mitzrayim? We are the hotbed of sorcery!” While the Torah forbids 
us to engage in witchcraft, nevertheless, unfortunately, many Jewish women 
did, as is described in the annals of our prophets. Why is it that today there 
are no necromancers? The answer is because “G-d made one opposite the 
other.” When prophets who could perform miracles were always present, peo-
ple had the capacity to engage in the occult in order to elicit similar phenom-
ena. Thus the cessation of prophecy caused a radical decline in the practice 
of necromancy. After the era of prophecy, Chazal were able to consult with 
a Bas Kol – a Heavenly ‘echo’ – which could summon Divine intervention. 
Hashem then gave free reign to the sheidim – demons. When this era passed, 
the sheidim also disappeared.

There are those who look upon stories in Tanach and the Gemara about 
witches and sheidim as “bubbe meises” – mere fairy tales. Rav Yaakov is say-
ing nothing of the kind. They exist; we just don’t encounter them today. I 
was once consulted by a girl who wanted some assistance in doing a report 
on Lilis, the famous female demon. I asked her if she believed in sheidim. She 
said she didn’t know. I asked her if she believed in angels. She said she didn’t 
know. I asked her if she believed in G-d. She said she didn’t know. NOT FOR PRINT
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We live in a generation where we tend to turn to science to explain the 
mysteries of the world. We accept many scientific theories without question 
because we think that scientists have all the answers. What science rejects 
or cannot fathom we also tend to reject. After all, we are so enlightened. 
However, when it comes to knowledge of Torah and the world that Hashem 
created, we are no more than Lilliputian scholars. We, who believe in an invis-
ible G-d, know that you don’t have to see it or find it with a microscope or 
telescope in order to believe that it exists. This is the bedrock of our Emunah. 

A Case Of Mistaken Identity

נּו ה ְוָעִרים ְלַטֵפּ ְדֹרת ֹצאן ִנְבֶנה ְלִמְקֵננּו ֹפּ ִגּ

We shall build pens for our flocks of sheep here and cities for our 
children (Bamidbar 32:16)

When the tribes of Reuvein and Gad approached Moshe to allow them to 
settle on the eastern side of the Yardein River, Moshe bristled, “Shall your 
brothers go out to battle [to conquer Eretz Yisrael proper] and you will remain 
here?” They reassured him saying, “We shall build pens for our flocks of 
sheep and cities for our children. We shall arm ourselves swiftly [and go out 
to battle] ahead of Bnai Yisrael until we have brought them to their place” 
(Bamidbar 32:6, 15).

While Moshe accepted their gracious offer, he chided them for having 
put their sheep before their children. Although it may appear to have been 
merely a slip of the tongue, Rav Aharon Kotler asserts that it revealed their 
true priorities. They put their money first – even before their own children. 
Thus Chazal cite the pasuk (Mishlei 20:21), “The heart of the wise is on his 
right” – this refers to Moshe, “and the heart of the fool is on his left” – this 
refers to Bnai Gad and Bnai Reuvein who made the primary minor and the 
minor primary – for they cherished their money more than their children 
(Bamidbar Rabbah 22;9). 

The Medrash refers to the portion chosen by Bnai Gad and Bnai Reuvein 
as a “hasty inheritance”. Due to their preoccupation with their wealth they NOT FOR PRINT
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made a hasty and unfortunate choice. They forfeited their share in the pri-
mary part of Eretz Yisrael and they severed themselves from the rest of Bnai 
Yisrael by choosing to live on the other side of the Yardein River. Chazal tell 
us that the hasty choice of Bnai Gad and Bnai Reuvein was short lived for 
they were the first tribes to be exiled.

Our decisions regarding our parnassah and our wealth often reflect our 
priorities. What comes first: our commitment to Torah or our job? An oppor-
tunity for spiritual growth or the possibility of financial advancement? Our 
family – spouse, parents and children – or our clients and business associates?

We find a similar phenomenon with Novach who was from the tribe of 
Menashe. “And Novach went and captured Kenas and its suburbs and called 
it “Novach” after his name” (Bamidbar 32:42). Rashi cites the assertion of 
Rebbi Moshe Hadarshan that the name Novach did not stick.

Rav Shimon Schwab wonders why this occurred to the city named after 
Novach while Chavos Yair – the Villages of Yair – so named by Yair ben 
Menashe, did retain their name. He explains that Yair recognized that his 
possessions merely belong to him, but they don’t define him. Therefore, he 
named them the Villages of Yair. Novach, on the other hand, saw his posses-
sions as defining who he was, so he called the city “Novach”. Since this was a 
misconception, it did not endure. 

However, when it comes to Torah and Mitzvos, the opposite is true. The 
Torah that one learns becomes integrated into his personality and defines 
who he is. One who davens passionately can declare, as Dovid Hamelech did, 
“Ani tefillah – I am prayer” (Tehillim 109:4). So too one who seeks and pur-
sues peace can proclaim, “Ani shalom” (Ibid 120:7). And a man who speaks 
only the truth is an Ish Ha’emes.

When we have our priorities in order, we are able to define ourselves not 
by the material acquisitions which we possess, but by who we truly are. 
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Camping

ה ְוַאֲהֹרן ַיד ֹמֶשׁ ר ָיְצאּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים ְלִצְבֹאָתם ְבּ ָרֵאל ֲאֶשׁ ה ַמְסֵעי ְבֵני ִיְשׂ ֵאֶלּ
These are the journeys of Bnai Yisrael who went forth from the land 

of Mitzrayim according to their legions, under the hand of Moshe and 
Aharon (Bamidbar 33:1)

Parshas Masei begins with an extensive summary of all the sites of encamp-
ment of Bnai Yisrael during their forty year trek through the desert. 

Rashi (Bamidbar 33:1) cites a Medrash Tanchumah: It is comparable to a 
king whose son took ill. He took him to a distant location to obtain proper 
medical care. When they retraced their steps on the way home, the king told 
his son, “At this place we slept, at this place we were very cold, at this place 
you had a headache, etc.”

The commentators attempt to decipher the message of the Medrash. How 
does the mashal relate to Bnei Yisrael’s travels and what are we to learn from 
it? One approach is that this chronology of encampments was a reproach to 
Bnai Yisrael. “Here – at Har Sinai – you slept and Moshe had to waken you 
to approach the mountain and receive the Torah. Here you were cold – you 
had cooled down in your service of Hashem…”

This approach is difficult for two reasons. Firstly, the Medrash states here 
we slept, here we were cold – not you slept or you were cold. Secondly, the 
mashal of the king and his son does not intimate any reproach of the father 
to his son.

My Rebbi, Harav Yaakov Weinberg zt”l, once asked why the Torah does 
not mention the names of the seventy elders, yet the names of the Nesiim (the 
leaders of the Tribes) are mentioned numerous times. (See Maseches Rosh 

Parshas Masei
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Hashanah 25a for an answer to the first part of this question.) Rav Weinberg 
asserted that the impact of the Nesiim had a far more indelible effect on their 
charges. The Nesiim were involved in the daily problems faced by Bnai Yisrael 
as they traveled from place to place. They guided them in dealing with a lack 
of sleep or extreme weather conditions. 

Life presents people with all kinds of nisyonos – tests – and hardships. 
Especially when traveling, there are always unanticipated difficulties that 
arise.  How one deals with these challenges and copes with hardship serve to 
mold his personality. One’s middos are either strengthened or weakened by 
how he responds to such daily ordeals. 

Therefore Moshe Rabbeinu recounted to Bnai Yisrael each leg of the 
journey: the challenges they met and how they responded. This recap would 
allow them to learn from the past and prepare them for their new venture of 
entering and conquering Eretz Yisrael.

This insight is especially valuable in the summer when many of us embark 
on annual vacations. Are we prepared for the likely problems that present 
themselves, such as finding a minyan to daven with daily, finding time to 
learn regularly, making sure that we allow adequate time to arrive well before 
Shabbos, visiting sites which are in keeping with our standards of tzenius?

Indeed, when we return from our vacations it is worth recapping our 
“encampments”. Did we ensure that all our travel was in line with the Torah’s 
proclamation – “By the word of Hashem they camped and by the word of 
Hashem they traveled” (Numbers 9:23). After all, these memories can last a 
lifetime for us and for our children.

Eretz Yisrael

ּה ם ָבּ ְבֶתּ ם ֶאת ָהָאֶרץ ִויַשׁ ֶתּ ְוהֹוַרְשׁ
You shall take possession of the land and dwell in it (Bamidbar 33:53)

“You shall take possession of the land and dwell in it” (Bamidbar 33:53). The 
Ramban considers this verse to be a positive commandment to inhabit Eretz 
Yisrael and to dwell there.NOT FOR PRINT
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In explaining the significance of this Mitzvah, the Ramban in his glosses to 
Sefer Hamitzvos (Positive Commandment 4) cites the Sifrei: “Rebbi Yehudah 
ben Beseira, Rebbi Masya ben Charash, Rebbi Chananya the nephew of 
Rebbi Yehoshua, and Rebbi Nosson were leaving Eretz Yisrael. When they 
arrived at Palatia they recalled Eretz Yisrael; they raised their eyes, and their 
tears poured forth. They rent their garments and recited the following pasuk: 
“You shall possess it and dwell in it and you shall be careful to perform all 
the decrees and statutes.” They said, “Dwelling in Eretz Yisrael is equal to all 
the Mitzvos.”

The Gemara (Kesuvos 110b) declares, “Whoever dwells in Eretz Yisrael is 
like one who has a G-d and whoever does not dwell in Eretz Yisrael is like one 
who has no G-d.” The Gemara goes on to explain that dwelling in the land 
outside Eretz Yisrael resembles serving false gods. How can we understand 
this remarkable comparison between living in Eretz Yisrael and fidelity to 
Hashem? 

The Ramban explains that Hashem oversees and administers Eretz Yisrael 
directly while his association with other lands is by proxy – through the agency 
of celestial forces which act as managers. Although Hashem is always in con-
trol, his involvement is indirect. In this respect those who live outside Eretz 
Yisrael have other “gods” and are lacking a direct connection to Hashem.

From this perspective we can best appreciate the words of the Shela (Shaar 
Ha’osios): “It is the land that Hashem seeks out; foreign lands are impure and 
Yisrael that live there are unable to have their prayers rise (heavenward) unless 
they are directed to the Holy Land, to Yerushalayim….”

The Ramban writes that due to the elevated kedushah of Eretz Yisrael 
it cannot tolerate sinfulness. This is why the Torah states, “And the land 
became defiled and I recalled its iniquity upon it and the land disgorged its 
inhabitants” (Vayikra 18:25). For the same reason Mitzvos performed in Eretz 
Yisrael have much greater significance. The kedushah of this geographic site 
intensifies the effect of each and every good deed. In this respect dwelling in 
Eretz Yisrael is equal to all the Mitzvos since the performance of all Mitzvos 
becomes magnified when fulfilled in this land.

The Gemara in Berachos (5a) states: Rebbi Shimon bar Yochai said, 
“Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave three wonderful gifts to Yisrael and all of them 
are only granted through suffering. They are Torah, Eretz Yisrael and Olam NOT FOR PRINT
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Haba.” We are truly privileged to be in possession of Eretz Yisrael today where 
a large percentage of our people reside. However, it comes with a price tag. At 
this juncture, at a time when our precious land is under the siege of vicious 
enemies, our prayers go up to Hashem on behalf of our brothers and sisters 
who are zocheh to live there. May the Omnipresent extricate them from dis-
tress to relief very, very soon and may all those who risk their lives to protect 
them return home safely.
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Eichah

ֲאֶכם ְוִריְבֶכם ׂ י ָטְרֲחֶכם ּוַמַשּ א ְלַבִדּ ׂ ֵאיָכה ֶאָשּ
How can I alone carry your contentiousness, your burdens and your 

quarrels? (Devarim 1:12) 

The Medrash Rabbah (Eichah 1:1) remarks, “Three prophesied with the 
expression ‘Eichah’ – Moshe, Yeshaya and Yirmiya…Moshe saw Yisrael in 
their glory and prosperity and declared, ‘Eichah – How can I alone carry 
your contentiousness?’ Yeshaya saw them in their [state of] wantonness and 
declared, ‘Eichah – How has the faithful city become so unfaithful?’  Yirmiya 
saw them in their disgrace and declared, ‘Eichah – How is it that the large 
city dwells in solitude?’” 

Rav Moshe Feinstein explains that each of the three prophets was express-
ing their anguish over the state of Bnai Yisrael. Although Moshe observed 
Yisrael in a state of prosperity, he was distressed by their lack of middos. (This 
is obvious from the verse cited wherein Moshe complains about their conten-
tiousness. Additionally, Rashi states that they displayed heretical behavior.) 
Yeshaya bemoans their moral decay and Yirmiya cried out in pain at wit-
nessing their devastation. Rav Moshe asserts that Moshe Rabbeinu detected 
the seeds of moral decay and the tragedy that would ensue if their negative 
behavior was not stemmed. Indeed Moshe warned Bnai Yisrael in Parshas 
Vayeilech: “For I know your rebelliousness and your stiff neck, even while I 
am still alive with you today you have rebelled against Hashem and certainly 
after my death” (Devarim 31:27). 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz, elaborating on the Ramban in Parshas Nitzavim, 
describes how even small deviations from the path of Torah can expand over 

Parshas Devarim
פרשת דברים
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time and with the the passage of generations become much more grave trans-
gressions. This is the “root sprouting gall and wormwood” referred to by 
Moshe in his final exhortation to Bnai Yisrael. 

The Baalei Mussar give a mashal which illustrates the danger of even 
minor deviations. If you start with two parallel lines and one line begins to 
move ever so slightly away from the other, it won’t take very long before the 
two lines are quite far apart. 

This was the concern of Moshe Rabbeinu when he cried “Eichah”. The 
expression Eichah implies a refusal to accept – How can this possibly be? 
How can we live with this situation? How can we tolerate it? Thus Moshe was 
telling Bnai Yisrael to not be complacent with their behavior. It can lead to 
the Eichah of Yeshaya and even the Eichah of Yirmiya. 

When we sit on the ground on Tisha B’Av and recite Eichah we should 
have the same feeling of disbelief. How can we have lost the Bais Hamikdash? 
How can we have continued for so long in galus? How can we live without 
Mashiach? If we cannot accept the status quo we will be motivated to do 
something about it – and thus hasten the Final Redemption! 

Hatov Vehameitiv

ַיד ָהֱאֹמִרי ְנַאת ְיהָוה ֹאָתנּו הֹוִציָאנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָרִים ָלֵתת ֹאָתנּו ְבּ ִשׂ אְמרּו ְבּ  ַוֹתּ
ִמיֵדנּו ְלַהְשׁ

And you said, Because of Hashem’s hatred for us did He take us out 

of Mitzrayim to deliver us into the hands of the Emori to destroy us 

(Devarim 1:27)

In this week’s parsha Moshe Rabbeinu recounts the disastrous incident of the 
Meraglim – spies – whose report frightened and discouraged Bnai Yisrael. 
“And you slandered in your tents and you said, ‘Because of Hashem’s hatred 
for us did He take us out of Mitzrayim to deliver us into the hands of the 
Emori to destroy us’” (Devarim 1:27). Rashi informs us that they had it all 
wrong: “He indeed loved you but you hated Him.”NOT FOR PRINT
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Bnai Yisrael were fully aware of their numerous lapses in the desert for 
which they were often punished severely. They knew that they had not lived 
up to Hashem’s expectations of them. So they concluded that Hashem must 
hate them. If so why would He perform miracles to save them from their for-
midable enemies? They had it all wrong; He didn’t hate them.

At times when we are faced with impending tragedy, when things look 
bleak all around us, we wonder if Hashem really loves us. And when tragedy 
actually strikes, G-d forbid, when it seems like the whole world is crashing 
down upon us, we may actually conclude that Hashem hates us. 

Look at our world today, when our enemies and the enemies of civiliza-
tion have become so emboldened and dangerous, when moral decay has not 
only become pervasive but even legitimized, when we are each aware of our 
own personal shortcomings. There is the temptation to conclude that G-d 
must really hate us.

Rashi sets us straight. Hashem may not be happy with us or with human-
ity in general. Indeed, He may be disappointed if not totally disgusted. He 
may even bring tragedy and suffering – chas veshalom – upon us, but He still 
loves us. It is a love which is an expression of His deep care and concern for us 
and which bestows on us what we need, not necessarily what we want.

At the time of the destruction of the first Bais Hamikdash, the enemy 
entered the Holy of Holies and witnessed the Keruvim embracing each other 
(Yoma 54a). The Maharsha asks how the Keruvim could have been embrac-
ing since the Gemara in Bava Basra (99a) states that when Bnai Yisrael were 
not fulfilling Hashem’s will, the Keruvim turned away from each other.

I would suggest that when Bnai Yisrael are not fulfilling His will, Hashem 
is displeased with them and demonstrates this through the Keruvim turning 
away from each other. However, at the time of destruction when Hashem’s 
displeasure was clearly evident, He wanted to demonstrate that even in the 
face of such a calamity His love for them endures. 

The Gemara in Pesachim (50a) states that although we recite the brachah 
of Hatov Vehameitiv – Who is good and does good – on good tidings and 
Dayan Ha’emes (the true judge) on tragic news, in the era of Mashiach we 
will recite Hatov Vehameitiv on all tidings. We will look back at all of our 
history – on all of our tzaros – and say it was all good, it was all strictly for our NOT FOR PRINT
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benefit. Although right now this perception is totally incomprehensible to us, 
nevertheless we can always be assured throughout that Hashem truly loves us 
and cares about us.  

Tisha B’Av is a time to focus on all the tragedies that have occurred and 
that continue to plague us: the loss of the Bais Hamikdash, the long bitter 
galus that ensued, the persecutions and holocausts, and the decimation of 
our people physically and spiritually. We reaffirm that Hashem is the Dayan 
Ha’emes. Yet we recognize that He is not only a Just G-d, He is also a Loving 
G-d. And He is waiting for us to cry out Eichah – How could it have got-
ten so bad? How long can it last? When will we be able to say only “Hatov 
Vehameitiv”? Bimheira beyameinu! 
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Just Imagine

ר ָראּו ֵעיֶניָך… יֹום ָבִרים ֲאֶשׁ ח ֶאת ַהְדּ ַכּ ְשׁ ן ִתּ ָך ְמֹאד ֶפּ ֹמר ַנְפְשׁ ֶמר ְלָך ּוְשׁ ׁ   ִהָשּ
ֹחֵרב ר ָעַמְדָתּ ִלְפֵני ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך ְבּ ֲאֶשׁ

Guard yourself and greatly guard your soul lest you forget the things 

which your eyes saw … the day that you stood before Hashem your 

G-d at Choreiv” (Devarim 4:9-10)

According to the Ramban there is a Mitzvah not to forget Maamad Har 
Sinai – The Revelation at Mount Sinai – when we received the Torah. 

This event is listed in most siddurim as one of the Six Rememberances which 
many people recite every day.

The Mitzvah is derived from the following verses in this week’s Parsha: 
“Guard yourself and greatly guard your soul lest you forget the things which 
your eyes saw and lest they be removed from your heart all the days of your 
life – and you shall make them known to your children and your children’s 
children – the day that you stood before Hashem your G-d at Choreiv” 
(Devarim 4:9-10).

The Ramban (Addendum to Sefer Hamitzvos, Negative Commandment 
#2) explains the great significance of this Mitzvah. Since we ourselves wit-
nessed Divine Revelation at Sinai presenting the Torah to us, we can be sure 
of the accuracy of our Torah. The Rambam (Yesodei HaTorah 1:1) explains 
even further that we actually heard the voice of Hashem saying to Moshe, 
“Moshe, Moshe go and tell them such and such.” Thus, the Torah states, 
“Behold I will come to you in the thickness of a cloud so that the people will 
hear when I speak to you. And they will also believe in you forever.” 

Parshas Va’eschanan
פרשת ואתחנן
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Had we been given the Torah though the proxy of a prophet, how could 
we refute the words of another prophet who contradicted any part of the 
Torah? Who is to say which prophet is more credible? However, since we our-
selves witnessed Divine Revelation at Sinai, having heard Hashem speaking 
directly to us and His empowering Moshe to speak on his behalf, we can have 
no doubt regarding the authenticity of the Torah. 

We are being called upon to constantly remember this historical event and 
to transmit it to our children. Needless to say, we must be no less certain of 
the reality of this event than we are of the American Revolution, a man land-
ing on the moon or any other event recorded in our history books. We must 
be clear that it is not merely tradition. Revelation at Sinai is an historical fact.

Rav Shlomo Wolbe (Alei Shur, Vol. 1 p. 104) cites the Kuzari (3:5) that 
asserts that we should engage our imagination to visualize and concretize this 
event. Rav Wolbe suggests that we picture ourselves standing at the foot of the 
mountain together with the entire Jewish nation. The mountain, upon which 
Moshe has ascended, is engulfed in flames. Suddenly a voice rings out, “I am 
Hashem your G-d who took you out of Mitzrayim.” We all tremble, realizing 
that we have just heard the words of the Creator Himself.

The more earnestly we believe in an event, the more vividly can we picture 
it in our mind’s eye. It is with this mindset and this clarity that we can rein-
force our Emunah in Maamad Har Sinai. Moreover, it is the type of convic-
tion that we must possess and display in order to transmit it to our children. 
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A Balanced Diet

יֶתם ֹאָתם ם ַוֲעִשׂ ַמְרֶתּ ה ּוְשׁ ִטים ָהֵאֶלּ ָפּ ְשׁ ְמעּון ֵאת ַהִמּ ְשׁ ְוָהָיה ֵעֶקב ִתּ

It will be as a result of your heeding these ordinances (Devarim 7:12)

 “It will be as a result of – eikev – your heeding these ordinances… [that] 
Hashem, your G-d, will safeguard for you the covenant and kindness that 

He swore to your forefathers” (Devarim 7:12). Rashi, noting that the word 
eikev literally means “heel”, cites the Medrashic interpretation: If you will 
heed [even] the light commandments which a person tramples with his heels, 
Hashem will keep His promise to you.

The Mishnah in Avos (2:1) states, “Be as careful with a ‘minor’ Mitzvah as 
you would with a ‘major’ one.” Rabbeinu Yonah in Shaarei Teshuvah (Shaar 
3:6) cites a mashal of a king who wished to plant a beautiful orchard. He 
hired workers to plant all types of trees without informing them how much 
he would pay for each type of tree. Since the orchard would only be complete 
and beautiful with a wide variety of trees, he did not want the workers to 
know the value of each type lest they would plant only the expensive trees. So 
it is with Mitzvos. For a person to be complete in Avodas Hashem he must 
have a multiplicity of Mitzvos. 

Perhaps a more relevant mashal for us would be a person who wants to be 
very healthy so he eats only super nutritious food – perhaps the ones with the 
most protein, or the highest omega-3 content. In the end he won’t be healthy 
since he needs to consume a balanced diet with a wide variety of foods and 
nutrients.

Parshas Eikev
פרשת עקב
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Rabbeinu Yonah (Shaar 1:6) adds another dimension to this topic: “And 
now, consider this for it is a great principle. Whoever does not refrain from 
a specific sin and does not accept the responsibility to keep it – even if it is 
from the lightest of sins and even if he refrains from all the other aveiros of 
the Torah, Chazal refer to him as a mumar ledavar echad – a ‘renegade’ in one 
area. For if a servant tells his master, ‘I will do everything that you say except 
for [this] one thing,’ he has thereby broken the yoke of his master and will feel 
free to do as he pleases.”

Rabbeinu Yonah reveals to us two fundamental concepts. A servant who 
does not submit to fulfilling all his master’s directives is not a servant. And 
secondly, once the yoke of servitude is broken, anything goes; there is no stop-
ping there.

At times we may become overwhelmed by the preponderance of Mitzvos 
and halachic requirements that we are expected to keep. The sheer quantity 
of Mitzvos D’oraysa (from the Torah) and Mitzvos Derabanan (of Rabbinic 
origin) might prompt us to “prioritize” or, perhaps more accurately, to pick 
our battles. “I am just a simple Jew unable to rise to the level of observance of 
all the great tzaddikim.”

The key to confronting this dilemma is our attitude. What do we truly 
want and what do we ascribe to? We must affirm that we are indeed ser-
vants of the Ribono Shel Olam and are obligated to keep all His Mitzvos to 
the best of our ability. We should never say, “I don’t do this Mitzvah,” or “I 
don’t refrain from that aveirah.” Rather we might say, “I find this particu-
lar Mitzvah very challenging; I need to work on it. I’ll give it my best shot. 
Sometimes I will succeed, sometimes I may not.” Or to put it another way: 
“I want to be healthy spiritually and maintain a healthy diet of Mitzvos and 
avoid unhealthy aveiros.” The menu is in the Shulchan Aruch. 
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One Small Step… 

י ִאם ְלִיְרָאה ְך ִכּ ֵאל ֵמִעָמּ ָרֵאל ָמה ְיהָוה ֱאלֶֹקיָך ֹשׁ ה ִיְשׂ ַעָתּ

Now Yisrael, what does Hashem your G-d ask of you merely to fear 
Him (Devarim 10:12)

Dovid Hamelech declared in Tehillim (27:4) “One thing have I asked of 
Hashem which I seek; that I dwell in the House of Hashem all the days of my 
life, to behold the pleasantness of Hashem, and to visit His sanctuary.”

The Yalkut Shimoni relates Hashem’s response to Dovid: “Dovid, at first 
you said that you ask for one thing and then you proceeded to make many 
requests…” Dovid responded, “I learned this from You. Should not the ser-
vant be like his Master? At first you said, ‘Now Yisrael, what does Hashem 
your G-d ask of you merely to fear Him,’ and then you proceeded [to enu-
merate] many Mitzvos as it says, ‘to go in all His ways, [to love Him, to serve 
Hashem your G-d with all your heart and all your soul, to keep the Mitzvos 
of Hashem and His decrees, which I command you this day]’” (Devarim 
10:12-13).

This Medrash appears to be classic “Jewish” dialogue: answering a ques-
tion with a question. What indeed, is Dovid’s answer and what is the message 
of this enigmatic Medrash?

Dovid states that he learned from the Torah that even the most lofty 
of expectations and goals must be undertaken step by step – one rung at a 
time. Hashem has great demands of Klal Yisrael and He expects us to achieve 
them – step by step. Know where you’re headed, but start by merely striving 
for yir’as shomayim – fear of Heaven – and from there to emulating Hashem’s 
ways, and from there to love of Hashem and so on.

Dovid tells Hashem that he has lofty expectations in his quest to come 
close to Hashem. Avodas Hashem has two sides – Hashem’s requests of us 
and our requests of Him, i.e. praying for Divine assistance to meet his expec-
tations. Both involve high hopes and both are predicated on a gradual process 
of growth.

Rav Chaim Volozhin in Ruach Chaim on Pirkei Avos (1:13) explains why 
learning Torah shelo lishmah (with an ulterior incentive) is a necessary step NOT FOR PRINT
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in the process of reaching lishmah, with the following mashal: “If a master 
instructs his servant to climb to the top of a ladder, there is no fault on his 
part if he begins on the first rung.” In a similar vein, the Rambam, in his 
commentary on the Mishnah (Sanhedrin 10), describes the protracted process 
of “intensifying incentives” for Torah study for a young boy until he develops 
a love of learning- lishmah.

Accordingly, the great mussar expounders strongly advise those in search 
of growth in Avodas Hashem and in pursuit of high levels of teshuvah, to 
make small kabbalos – resolutions. As the Gra states in Even Shleimah, there 
is no greater danger than seeking to advance too rapidly in one’s spiritual 
growth.

Thus, Dovid Hamelech taught us to ask for just one thing, but not to stop 
until we get it all.

Trade-In Time

י ִאם ְלִיְרָאה ֶאת ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך ִכּ

Merely to fear Hashem your G-d (Devarim 10:12)

The Torah commands us to both fear and love Hashem. “And now, Yisrael, 
what does Hashem ask of you? Merely to fear Hashem your G-d, to walk in 
His ways and to love Him” (Devarim 10:12).

Many of us are comfortable with the idea of loving Hashem. Love is such 
a beautiful concept. Love Hashem, love your neighbor, love your family. It 
sounds good; it feels good. However fear makes us squeamish. Who wants to 
walk around being afraid? Isn’t fear distasteful, even crippling?

Rav Chaim Volozhin in Ruach Chaim explains that fear is a natural 
human tendency. People are afraid of illness, of war, of social humiliation, of 
poverty, of antagonistic people and so on ad infinitum. If you are going to 
be afraid anyway, why not be afraid of Hashem? As a matter of fact, trade in 
all your other fears for fear of Hashem, and let Him ”worry” about all your 
problems.NOT FOR PRINT
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But fear must be a constructive emotion if it is to empower us and bring 
us closer to Hashem. Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky describes what yir’as shomayim, 
fear of Heaven, truly is. He starts by posing a question. After the Akeidah (the 
test of Avraham in which he bound his son Yitzchok to the altar), Avraham 
was told, “Now I know that you are a G-d fearing man” (Bereishis 22:12). 
Was the Akeidah the only observable evidence of his fear of Hashem? Isn’t 
fear an emotion that is detectable on a person’s features?

Rav Yaakov said that he discovered the answer to this question when he 
personally encountered a very palpable fear. As a young man he was hiding in 
a cellar to avoid conscription into the Czar’s army – a fate that was not only 
emotionally devastating but also severed Jewish youth from their heritage. 
As he heard the footsteps of the Russian officer on the floor boards above 
him, he began to quake uncontrollably. Even after the officer had departed 
he could not stop shaking – for days! Rav Yaakov observed, “It then struck 
me that a fear that is visible paralyzes a person and does not permit him to 
function. Fear of Hashem is meant to be elevating and inspiring, not paralyz-
ing. Avraham’s fear of Hashem was internal and was not manifest until he 
gave it expression at the Akeidah.” If you ever met Rav Yaakov, you know just 
what he meant. He was always smiling and congenial, yet filled with yir’as 
shomayim. 

In these difficult times, when not only in Eretz Yisrael, but in no place 
on Planet Earth are we free from the threat of the most grisly forms of terror-
ism, and anti-Semitism is erupting all over the world, the time has come for 
the ultimate trade-in. Let us trade in all our fears for the most inspiring and 
ennobling fear – fear of Hashem. After all, only He can resolve these dilem-
mas. Hopefully if we will fear Him, He will eradicate any cause for other fears 
by bringing the final and complete redemption.
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For One and All

ָרָכה ּוְקָלָלה ְרֵאה ָאֹנִכי ֹנֵתן ִלְפֵניֶכם ַהּיֹום ְבּ

Behold I place before you today blessing and curse (Devarim 11:26)

 “Behold I place before you today blessing and curse” (Devarim 11:26). The 
commentaries take note of the discrepancy in the words: “R’ei – behold” 

is singular and the word “lifneichem – before you” is plural.

Rav Aharon Kotler answers that, while the Torah’s rewards are placed 
before everyone, not everyone is so meticulous in their observance of Mitzvos 
and their Torah study. Therefore, the Torah addresses each individual – R’ei 
– see for yourself! Don’t set your standard by the standards of the masses but 
look to reach your own potential.

The Gemara in Sukkah (45b) quotes Rebbi Shimon bar Yochai: “I have 
seen men of stature and they are few. If there are one thousand, my son and I 
are among them… If there are only two, they are my son and I.” Rav Aharon, 
quoting his father, explains that Rebbi Shimon was not bragging. He was 
stating that he and his son always strived for excellence – regardless of how 
many others chose that path. They took the high road even though it was the 
road less traveled.

I believe there may be another message in the grammatical discrepancy. 
The Torah is telling each individual to take note that the Mitzvos are placed 
before everyone. It is thus incumbent on each person to look out for the 
spiritual welfare of the Klal. Don’t merely see your own obligations – see that 
others have Mitzvos to keep and reach out to them. Encourage and educate 

Parshas R’ei
פרשת ראה
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others in the ways of Torah. Each of us has the power to bring others closer 
to Avodas Hashem.

Perhaps there is no contradiction between Rav Aharon’s interpretation 
and my approach. In order to influence others, we must first address our own 
level of observance. Are we sufficiently well versed in the basic halachos and 
tenets of Judaism? Are we proper role models for those who could and should 
learn from us?

In the brachah of Ahava Rabbah said each day before the Shema, we 
beseech Hashem, “Instill in our hearts to understand, to comprehend, to lis-
ten, to learn, to teach. . .” Rav Moshe Feinstein asks how it is possible for every 
Jew to teach Torah. Not everyone has the opportunity to pursue a career as 
a teacher. Rav Moshe explains that everyone has the opportunity to teach by 
example. By conducting oneself with diligence in Torah study, meticulous-
ness in Mitzvah observance and financial integrity, one can be an exceptional 
role model for others to emulate.

Rav Noach Weinberg, the founder of Aish Hatorah and a giant in Kiruv, 
asserted that everyone has the capacity to reach out to the unaffiliated and to 
Jews who are unfamiliar with the richness and profundity of our heritage. We 
all can and should be teachers.

R’ei – see your own potential, strive for it, and in the process reach out to 
others and bring brachah into their lives and yours. 

Count Your Blessings

ְמעּו ֶאל ִמְצו ֹת ה‘ ֱאלֵֹקיֶכם ְשׁ ר ִתּ ָרָכה ֲאֶשׁ ֶאת ַהְבּ

The blessing: that you hearken to the Mitzvos of Hashem your G-d 

(Devarim 11:27)

“Behold I place before you today a blessing and a curse. The blessing: that 
you hearken to the Mitzvos of Hashem your G-d…And the curse: if you do 
not hearken to the Mitzvos of Hashem your G-d” (Devarim 11:26-28). The 
Meforshim note the discrepancy between the terms referring to the blessing NOT FOR PRINT
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and curse. Regarding the blessing the Torah uses the word asher – that, and 
by the curse the word im – if – is used.

Perhaps the Torah wishes to suggest that aside from the reward for keep-
ing Mitzvos, the performance of Mitzvos is itself a blessing. One who does 
not keep the Mitzvos may not sense that this failure is a curse. He may go 
blithely through life enjoying himself. Thus the Torah refers not to the state 
of a sinful life but merely to its consequences – “if you do not hearken” there 
will be retribution. However regarding keeping the Mitzvos the Torah assures 
us that leading such a life is itself a blessing. One who is conscientious about 
his observance of Mitzvos not only feels a sense of fulfillment, but creates a 
closer and more meaningful relationship with Hashem.

Indeed the word asher is from the same root as ashrei – fortunate or happy. 
The Torah, in describing the Chatas – sin offering – brought by a King, states, 
“Asher nasi yecheta” (Vayikra 4:22). Although the simple translation is, “When a 
ruler sins,” Rashi cites the interpretation of the Toras Kohanim: “It is an expres-
sion of ashrei – fortunate is the generation whose ruler takes to heart to bring an 
atonement for this unintentional sin, all the more likely that he feels remorse for 
his intentional sins.” In our case, too, it reasonable to assume that the Torah is 
declaring, “Ashrei – fortunate are you who hearken to the Mitzvos of Hashem.”

Keeping Mitzvos should fill us with a deep satisfaction and sense of pur-
pose. Regardless of whether we experience material blessing and bounty or 
not, we can live a life brimming with happiness. And the more passionate and 
joyous our Avodas Hashem is, the more happiness we reap.

Rav Moshe Feinstein refers to another consideration which should bring 
satisfaction to those who keep the Mitzvos. Even if their lot in this world 
is somewhat lacking, they can rest assured that they have created a solid 
investment in the World to Come. This brings to mind the incident of King 
Munbaz (Bava Basra 11a) who gave away all the funds of his treasury to the 
poor during a famine. When his family chided him for throwing away all 
the money that had been accumulated by his ancestors, he responded, “They 
invested down here, but I invested up there; they invested for others, but I 
invested for myself.”

Thus, there is a double blessing afforded by keeping the Mitzvos: expe-
riencing a truly meaningful and fulfilling life and the establishment of an 
eternal investment in Olam Haba.NOT FOR PRINT
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We need to constantly remind ourselves: “Ashreinu ma tov chelkeinu – We 
are fortunate; how good is our portion, how pleasant is our lot, and how 
beautiful is our heritage!” 

It’s Been a Long Galus

ִמְצָרִים י ֶעֶבד ָהִייָת ְבּ ְוָזַכְרָתּ ִכּ

And you shall remember that you were a slave in Mitzrayim 

(Devarim 16:12)

“You shall remember the day of your departure from Mitzrayim all of the 
days of your life” (Devarim 16:3). In the famous drasha of ben Zoma, men-
tioned in the Pesach Haggadah, Chazal derived from this pasuk the Mitzvah 
to remember twice daily the Exodus from Mitzrayim.

The Ramban in Parshas Bo explains that the Torah placed great emphasis 
on recalling the events of Yetzias Mitzrayim. The miracles which took place 
then demonstrated Hashem’s omnipotence and His complete control over the 
course of events in our world. This historic episode was to serve as an eternal 
proof and reminder of the veracity of our belief in Hashem. Therefore, the 
Torah reiterates this Mitzvah many times.

However, a few pesukim later the Torah states, “And you shall remember 
that you were a slave in Mitzrayim” (Devarim 16:12). Why are we exhorted 
to remember the slavery in Mitzrayim?

Rav Shimon Schwab (Maayan Bais Hasho’eiva) answers that in reality the 
slavery was part of the miraculous redemption. The redemption was no more 
an act of G-d than the bondage itself. The process began with the descent of 
Yaakov and his sons to Mitzrayim and culminated with the spectacular dis-
play of providence at the time of redemption. Thus, the Seder description of 
Yetzias Mitzrayim begins with “Ha Lachma Anya – this is the bread of afflic-
tion that our forefathers ate in Mitzrayim.” Likewise, we are obligated to eat 
marror which symbolizes the bitterness of our slavery. These gestures are not 
merely for the sake of contrast, but to recognize that the slavery and suffering NOT FOR PRINT
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were all part of the process of redemption, which we must acknowledge and 
retell on the night of Pesach.

This principle is true for all adversity and salvation. They must be viewed 
as a purposeful evolution of events in the execution of Hashem’s plan. Megillas 
Taanis is a Talmudical chronology of days which were celebrated as anniver-
saries of miracles of Divine deliverance. The Gemara (Shabbos 13b) asks, 
“Who wrote Megillas Taanis? Chananya ben Chizkiya and his colleagues 
who cherished the tzaros.” They appreciated the vital role the tzaros played in 
the process of salvation. 

“The world will exist for six thousand years: two thousand of tohu, two 
thousand of Torah, two thousand of the Days of Mashiach. And due to the 
multitude of our sins, there have elapsed [the years] which have elapsed” 
(Avodah Zarah 9a). Rav Schwab suggests that in reality all of the two thou-
sand years are “Days of Mashiach.” The persecutions and afflictions are all 
part of the process of the redemption that will ensue when Mashiach finally 
arrives.

Indeed, the Gemara (Pesachim 50a) says that although today one recites 
the brachah of Hatov Vehameitiv on good tidings and Dayan Ha’emes on bad 
tidings, in the World to Come, i.e. the era of Mashiach, we will recite only 
Hatov Vehameitiv. Today we are not able to appreciate the reasons for all the 
hardships of our long and difficult galus.  When the ultimate Redemption 
arrives, we will be able to look back at all of our history and declare, “Hashem 
is good and does only good.”
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Baruch Hashem

יִקם ְבֵרי ַצִדּ ף ִדּ ַחד ְיַעֵוּר ֵעיֵני ֲחָכִמים ִויַסֵלּ ׁ י ַהֹשּ ַחד ִכּ ח ֹשׁ ְולֹא ִתַקּ

You shall not accept a bribe, for a bribe will blind the eyes of the wise 

and pervert just words” (Devarim 16:19) 

The Torah calls on us to establish a judicial system – “Judges and offi-
cers shall you appoint in all your cities” (Devarim 16:18). Addressing 

the judges, the Torah states, “And you shall not accept shochad – a bribe, for 
shochad will blind the eyes of the wise and pervert just words” (ibid 19).

The Gemara in Kesuvos (105b) describes the great lengths to which 
Chazal went in order to avoid accepting any gesture that might smack of 
bribery. The sharecropper of Rebbi Yishmael the son of Rebbi Yosi would 
bring him a basket of fruit every Erev Shabbos. One time he brought the fruit 
on Thursday. When Rebbi Yishmael asked why he had brought them early, he 
answered that he had to come to appear in litigation before Rebbi Yishmael; 
so he figured he would bring the fruit with him. Upon hearing this, Rebbi 
Yishmael recused himself from the case.

Shmuel (an oft mentioned Rabbi in the Gemara) was crossing a bridge. 
A fellow came along and offered his hand to assist the elderly Rabbi. When 
Shmuel discovered that this man had come to appear before him in a trial, he 
recused himself.

It is quite difficult to understand how scholars of the caliber of Rebbi 
Yishmael and Shmuel could be influenced by such seemingly innocent and 
almost insignificant gestures.

Parshas Shoftim
פרשת שופטים
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The Chazon Ish (Emunah U’bitachon 4:30) asserts that the prohibition 
against accepting shochad is a “chok” – an esoteric and inexplicable Mitzvah. 
Hashem, by the creation of a prohibition of bribery, set into effect the phe-
nomenon that bribes – all bribes – prejudice a judge. This is based on the 
principle that “He looked into the Torah and created the world”. Thus, the 
negative commandment predated the actual phenomenon of bribery. The 
effect of a bribe is an intrinsic reaction, not merely a psychological response.

However, there is another approach to explain the Gemara in Kesuvos 
which is illustrated by the following incident. Rav Moshe Mordechai Epstein, 
the Rosh Hayeshiva of Slabodka was asked to provide a recommendation for 
a certain party. When he was asked why he was more profuse in his praise 
than usual, he explained that he was indebted to the person for his assistance. 
What assistance? He helped him up the steps when he went home to write the 
recommendation. The Torah giants of the past and present who felt nothing 
was coming to them and did not look for any favors, always had an intense 
feeling of Hakaras Hatov – gratitude – for even the slightest gesture of benev-
olence. The greater their sense of Hakaras Hatov the more they were con-
cerned that it might influence their decisions. While such a minor influence 
may not be inappropriate for a mere letter of referral, it cannot be allowed to 
have any effect on a judicial decision. That would be tantamount to shochad.

Hakaras Hatov is a fundamental value in Yiddishkeit. There are no 
freebies – not from humans and not from Hashem. As such, every benefit 
we get leaves us indebted. It is very worthwhile to take stock of all that we 
have received in our lives from our family and friends. We “owe” it to them. 
Likewise we must appreciate and be grateful for all that Hashem has bestowed 
upon us. As we approach Rosh Hashanah we might ask ourselves: If we don’t 
appreciate what Hashem has given us, why should He continue to do so in 
the coming year? The next time we say, “Baruch Hashem” let’s really mean it!
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What Do You Really Want?

ּה ְוָהָיה ִאם לֹא ָחַפְצָתּ ָבּ

It shall be if you did not want her (Devarim 21:14)

In certain circumstances and with certain stipulations the Torah permits 
a soldier to marry a woman he sees during battle. “And you will see 

among the captives a beautiful woman, and you will desire her; you may 
take her for yourself as a wife” (Devarim 21: 11). Subsequently the Torah 
states, “It shall be if you did not want her you shall send her on her own” 
(Devarim 21:14).

Why does the Torah state, “If you did not want her” in past tense if ini-
tially he did want her? It should have said, “If you will not want her.”

The Maayana Shel Torah cites the answer of Ohel Mo’ed. The truth is 
that he never really wanted her, he merely desired her. Rationally he knew 
that this gentile woman was not the type of person he wanted as a wife. His 
original motivation to take her was a fleeting passion.

Rav Noach Weinberg consistently stressed the need to distinguish between 
what we “want” and what we “feel like”. When we are calm and collected, 
we are able to see more clearly and rationally what we want – what our true 
values and priorities are. However, when we are beset by passion or stressful 
situations, we can only perceive the “quick fix” that feels good.

We often perceive the battle between the yeitzer hatov and yeitzer hara as 
a conflict between what Hashem wants and what we want. While this may 
be true part of the time, it is not always the case. Very often, if not most of 
the time, the conflict is between what we want and what we feel like. Viewed 

Parshas Ki Seitzei
פרשת כי תצא
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from this perspective, the choice may be much simpler: Why should we do 
something that we really don’t want?

When we stop and contemplate the “long run”, our priorities begin to fall 
into place. What kind of life do we want to live? What kind of relationship 
do we want with Hashem? What kind of relationship do we want with our 
spouse, our family, our friends and our community? What will really matter 
one year, ten years, or fifty years from now? What would we want to be writ-
ten on our tombstones? What do we want our Olam Haba to be like? What 
do we really want?

Indeed, Elul is a most appropriate time to get in touch with our real objec-
tives. It is the proper occasion to set aside some time to contemplate what we 
truly want, what really counts. After getting in touch with our true selves, we 
can approach the Aseres Yemei Teshuva with a more sincere resolve that in the 
future we will do what we really want and not what we feel like. 

Real Or Imagined

ְלַמַען ִייַטב ָלְך ְוַהֲאַרְכָתּ ָיִמים
So that it will be good for you and you will live long (Devarim 22:7)

The Torah commands us to perform the Mitzvah of Shiluach Hakein. This 
involves sending away the mother bird before taking the chicks from the nest. 
“You shall surely send away the mother and take the chicks for yourself so that 
it will be good for you and you will live long” (Devarim 22:7).

Rebbi Yaakov (Kiddushin 39b) asserts that there is no true reward for 
Mitzvos in this world – all reward is reserved for the World to Come. After 
all, there is no way that spiritual endeavors can be compensated with physical 
currency. He proves his point by the following illustration:

The Torah promises longevity for both the Mitzvah of Shiluach Hakein 
and the Mitzvah of honoring parents. Now, if a father tells his son to go up 
to the top of a building and bring down the chicks and the son goes up, sends 
away the mother, takes the chicks and falls and dies, where is his longevity? 
We must conclude that the goodness and longevity referred to apply to the 
World to Come. NOT FOR PRINT
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Rebbi Elisha ben Avuya did indeed witness such an event and subse-
quently abandoned all observance of Mitzvos. Rav Yosef remarked that had 
Rebbi Elisha ben Avuya expounded this pasuk like Rebbi Yaakov, he would 
not have become a heretic. 

Rav Yosef Sorotzkin (Meged Yosef) asks how is it possible that Rebbi 
Elisha ben Avuya who was a Torah scholar of the highest caliber – the rebbi 
of Rebbi Meir – did not know such a fundamental principle that the reward 
for Mitzvos is not in this world? He cites an answer that he heard in the name 
of Rav Moshe Feinstein. Rav Moshe explained that certainly he knew full 
well intellectually the veracity of this principle, but the emotional impact of 
witnessing such a horrible tragedy befalling a righteous man overwhelmed his 
perception. Shaken to the core by his personal encounter with this event, he 
forsook his spiritual background. 

Rav Sorotzkin suggests that the same explanation can be given for those 
survivors of the Holocaust who lost their religious conviction. Weren’t they 
aware of the tochachah in Parshas Ki Savo which foretells the great calamities 
and suffering which could befall Klal Yisrael if they forsook the Torah? Didn’t 
they hear of the terrible tragedies that took place throughout our galus – the 
horrors of the Roman Empire, the tortures of the Spanish Inquisition, the 
slaughter of the Crusades and the pogroms of Chelmenicki, to name a few?

The answer is yes, they did, but none of these events happened to them. 
The Holocaust happened to them. Abstract knowledge versus personal pain. 

With this approach, Rav Sorotzkin answers an apparent contradiction. 
When the son of Rebbi Yochanan ben Zakkai (the Tanna) passed away, 
Rebbi Eliezer sought to console him. “Adam also had a son who died and he 
accepted consolation for it… You too, accept consolation.” Rebbi Yochanan 
ben Zakkai replied, “Is my own pain not enough that you need to remind me 
of Adam’s pain?” (Avos D’Rebbi Nosson 14:6). It appears that this approach 
is no consolation. However, Rav Nissim Gaon (Berachos 5b) writes that 
Rebbi Yochanan (the Amorah) lost ten sons, the last of whom died when he 
fell into a boiling cauldron. Rebbi Yochanan retrieved a tiny bone of this son 
which he carried with him to console others who had similar losses. Why did 
this approach work for Rebbi Yochanan? The answer is that Rebbi Yochanan 
was carrying the bone of his own son. For him it wasn’t abstract at all; it was NOT FOR PRINT
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his own personal pain. Only one who has actually lived it can relate to it. 
Words which come from the heart can enter the heart.

May Hashem spare us all from the need for such consolations. 

Nonaggression

ְקַהל ה'  לֹא ָיֹבא ַעּמֹוִני ּומֹוָאִבי ִבּ

An Amonite and a Moavite shall not enter the congregation of Hashem 
(Devarim 23:4)

“An Amonite and a Moavite shall not enter the congregation of Hashem…
because of the fact that they did not greet you with bread and water on the 
road when you left Mitzrayim, and because they hired Bilam…to curse you” 
(Devarim 23:4-5).

The Ramban explains that Amon was rejected because they did not greet 
Bnai Yisrael with bread and water, and Moav was rejected because they hired 
Bilam to curse Bnai Yisrael. Other Meforshim maintain that the complaint 
of “not greeting” applies to Moav as well. Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky, in sup-
port of the Ramban’s opinion, suggests that it would not make sense to say 
that the first sin applies also to Moav since the sin of omission – not greeting 
with food – pales in comparison to the hiring of Bilam to curse Bnai Yisrael. 
You would not blame someone who assaulted you for not having greeted you 
properly. 

However the Gemara in Sanhedrin (103b) states, “Great is the signifi-
cance of providing food to wayfarers, for the failure to do so distanced two 
families [Amon and Moav] from Yisrael.” The Maharsha (ad. loc.) asserts that 
this Gemara contradicts the Ramban.

If the Maharsha is correct, we are left with the question of Rav Yaakov: 
how could the Torah blame Moav, who wanted to curse Bnai Yisrael, for 
merely not offering them food and water? I would like to suggest the follow-
ing explanation.  Had Moav gone out to greet Bnai Yisrael they would have 
had no need to curse them. Since Bnai Yisrael had no intentions of capturing 
their land, this gesture would have been enough to create a truly peaceful NOT FOR PRINT
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relationship. They would have had no reason to fear any form of aggression 
on the part of Bnai Yisrael. Thus the Torah blames Moav for not greeting 
Bnai Yisrael because that led to their seeking to curse them.

But even more profoundly, it is often the lack of gestures of kindness that 
can foster within people hostile attitudes toward others.  Yechezkel Hanavi 
(16:49) declares, “Behold this was the sin of Sodom…she and her daughters 
had pride, surfeit of bread and peaceful serenity, and she did not strengthen 
the hand of the poor and the needy.” Although Sodom was guilty of all kinds 
of human atrocities, the prophet speaks merely about their lack of kindness 
and chesed because that is how it all started. Therefore the Mishnah in Avos 
(5:10) considers the attitude of “what is mine is mine and what is yours is 
yours” a trait of Sodom. At first they refused to share any of their opulence 
with those less fortunate. When they feared that they might be forced to 
relinquish some of their wealth, they resorted to brutal tactics. 

Withholding chesed from others not only does not bring them closer to us, 
it disengages us from them. We will thereby not be able to feel any empathy 
for them. We might even become callous and heartless. On the other hand, 
performing acts of chesed not only brings others closer to us, it sensitizes us 
and refines us. 
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Blessings and Curses

קֹול ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך ַמע ְבּ ְוָהָיה ִאם לֹא ִתְשׁ

But it will be if you do not listen to the voice of Hashem your G-d 

(Devarim 28:15)

In addition to the blessings promised to Bnai Yisrael for keeping the Mitzvos, 
the Torah lists numerous klalos – curses – which would befall them, G-d 

forbid, if they did not keep the Mitzvos. The Gemara in Megillah (31b) asks 
why we read the klalos just before Rosh Hashanah. And the Gemara answers, 
“In order that the year and all of its curses should conclude.” 

How does the mere reading of the tochachah – admonishments – in 
Parshas Ki Savo with its klalos cause all our suffering to cease?

The Gemara in Menachos (110a) states that one who studies the laws of 
the Chatas–sin offering – is considered as having brought a Chatas. Here too 
we can ask the same question: How does studying the laws of Chatas facilitate 
the atonement achieved by the Chatas?

Perhaps when studying the laws of the Chatas, one begins to appreciate 
the need for atonement for his own sin and the mechanism of the sacrifice 
that bestows such atonement. He may even go through a catharsis similar to 
that of one who actually brings an animal sacrifice. It is through this process 
that he can achieve atonement.

By reading the admonishments of the 98 klalos in Parshas Ki Savo, we 
begin to comprehend the gravity of our own sins. We take to heart that violat-
ing Hashem’s commandments has dire consequences. Thus, reading the klalos 
arouses a feeling of contrition which should encourage us to do teshuvah.

Parshas Ki Savo
פרשת כי תבא
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The Chofetz Chaim bemoaned the practice in some Shuls to lein the 
verses of the tochachah very quickly. This was motivated by the fear and anxi-
ety which was often engendered by reading the graphic description of 98 
klalos. The Chofetz Chaim suggested that this practice is comparable to a 
fellow about to embark on a journey. His friends told him that it would be a 
very dangerous trip beset by wild animals and many obstacles along the road. 
“If that’s the case,” he said, “I will close my eyes and run through it very fast.” 
The reading of the tochachah should open our eyes and wake us up. It is time 
to mend our ways and do teshuvah.

If we do not merely listen to the leining of the tochachah but we also absorb 
its message, we can look forward to the year and all its suffering ending and 
a new year of blessing beginning. 

Simchah

ְמָחה ּוְבטּוב ֵלָבב ִשׂ ר לֹא ָעַבְדָתּ ֶאת ה‘ ֱאלֶֹקיָך ְבּ ַחת ֲאֶשׁ ַתּ

Because you did not serve Hashem, your G-d, with joy and goodness 
of heart (Devarim 28:47)

The tochachah in this week’s Parsha describes the punishments which, chas 
veshalom, will befall Bnai Yisrael if they don’t keep the Torah. In the mid-
dle of the tochachah the Torah states, “Because you did not serve Hashem, 
your G-d, with joy and goodness of heart when everything was abundant” 
(Devarim 28:47). It appears that the reason for the punishments is not serv-
ing Hashem with Simchah, joy. Why is Simchah so critical to our Avodas 
Hashem?

One who performs Mitzvos by rote or merely due to fear of retribution is 
implying that he really wishes that he didn’t have to do them. He derives no 
enjoyment from fulfilling a Mitzvah nor does he appreciate the importance of 
the One Whom he serves.

The Gemara in Kiddushin (31a) states, “There are some sons who may 
feed their father pheasants and yet are punished for it.” Rashi cites the Talmud 
Yerushalmi which relates the following scenario: There was a son who always NOT FOR PRINT
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fed his father pheasant. On one occasion his father asked him, “Where did 
you get all this?” The son replied, “What do you care, just eat it.” He dem-
onstrated that it was a hardship for him. The same holds true for our Avodas 
Hashem. If we don’t perform the Mitzvos with Simchah, we show Hashem 
that we really would rather not be doing them.

However, all this being true, it is difficult to comprehend that one who 
has kept all the Mitzvos religiously, albeit without Simchah, should deserve all 
the harsh punishments spelled out in the tochachah. Furthermore, the Torah 
states the reason for the punishments very clearly, “And it will be if you do 
not listen to the voice of Hashem your G-d, to observe and perform all His 
Mitzvos and decrees that I command you this day… (Devarim 28:15).

I believe that the intent of the rebuke for not keeping Mitzvos with 
Simchah was to explain why Bnai Yisrael would have abandoned the Mitzvos. 
Since they found no joy in keeping them, they became a burden – a real bur-
den. So they gradually slackened off in their observance. First by being overly 
lenient in their performance, then by shedding one Mitzvah after another. 
How long can a person put up with performing rituals and refraining from 
their temptations when it is all too distasteful and painful? It is really no way 
to live.

As we approach the Yamim Noraim and initiate a process of teshuvah, this 
is a critical question to ask ourselves. Do we find joy and happiness in keep-
ing the Torah? Has it become a burden? Do we look for excuses to extricate 
ourselves from these responsibilities? If this is so, then doing teshuvah might 
be very difficult, since next year we’ll be faced with the same predicament. 

Maybe the first prerequisite to doing teshuvah is to rekindle – or kindle 
– a sense of joy in keeping the Mitzvos by recognizing Whom we are serving 
and how much good we are accomplishing. Let’s dispense with the kvetch in 
our hearts, wipe the frown off of our faces, and put on a smile (even if it is 
not 100% sincere). As the habit intensifies, it could create the securest path to 
teshuvah and become our most worthwhile investment. 
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The Maze

ֲאֵפָלה  ׁש ָהִעֵוּר ָבּ ׁ ר ְיַמֵשּ ֲאֶשׁ ַכּ

Like a blind man gropes in the darkness (Devarim 28:29) 

One of the afflictions enumerated in the tochachah in this week’s Parsha 
states, “You will grope about at noontime like a blind man gropes in the dark-
ness” (Devarim 28:29). Said Rebbi Yosi, “My whole life I was bothered by this 
pasuk. What difference is there to a blind man whether it is dark or bright? 
Until the following event [revealed to me its explanation]: I was walking on 
the darkest of nights and I saw a blind man with a torch in his hand. I asked 
him what the torch was for. He answered, that as long as he was holding the 
torch, people will see him and save him from stumbling into any hazards” 
(Maseches Megillah 24b).

Rabbi Shmuel David Walkin presented this story as an analogy in his 
eulogy for the Chofetz Chaim. “Do we realize who the Chofetz Chaim was? 
Do we comprehend what we have lost with his passing? We are like blind 
people and he was our torch. Just as a torch in the hand of a blind man allows 
sighted people to save him from any danger, so does the tzaddik – due to his 
awesome merit – protect his generation from tragedies and catastrophes. But 
this torch not only saves others from physical pitfalls, it saves them from spiri-
tual pitfalls and blunders.

Indeed the Chofetz Chaim did not only write the popular Sefarim 
“Chofetz Chaim” and “Mishnah Berurah”. He wrote many Sefarim of mussar 
and hashkafah. They are all important sources that give a Torah perspective 
and guide us. But there was much more to the Chofetz Chaim. In his lifetime 
he was able to interpret world events and explain what they really meant and 
their significance to us. He even was able to predict what was soon to happen. 
We may still have his Sefarim to learn from but we no longer have the saga-
cious insight and advice that he had to offer. With his demise that torch was 
extinguished.

The Mesillas Yesharim presents a very similar mashal. There was a huge 
maze with walls made of bushes and trees that people would walk through. 
This maze led to a large hall, but its paths were winding and confusing. NOT FOR PRINT
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While one is actually inside the maze he has no idea where he is or where he 
is going. People could get lost in it for days. However, one who successfully 
maneuvered his way through it would be able to advise them. If they will lis-
ten, the route will be navigable; but if they won’t, then they’re on their own. 
That is the world we live in. It is a huge and confusing maze. If we don’t have 
righteous and scholarly mentors who can guide us, we will flounder. 

The Gemara in Bava Metzia (83b) provides us with a different metaphor. 
It cites the pasuk in Tehillim (104:20): “’You make darkness and it is night.’ 
This refers to our world which is like night”. How true does this metaphor 
resonate today! The world is submerged in the darkness of atheism, immoral-
ity and widespread terrorism. Mankind has no compass – spiritual, political 
or emotional.

Perhaps the directive in Pirkei Avos (1:6), “Make for yourself a rav” means 
much more than to acquire someone to teach you Torah. It means to seek out 
a pious Torah scholar who can light the way for you in this world of darkness. 
We all need a torch to guide us through the night until we reach the dawn 
that is the World to Come.
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A Balancing Act

ם ִנָצִּבים ַהּיֹום ַאֶתּ

You are standing here today (Devarim 29:9)

Rashi cites a Medrash at the beginning of the Parsha which asks why 
the Parsha of Nitzavim follows immediately after the admonitions in 

Parshas Ki Savo. The Medrash answers that when Bnai Yisrael heard these 
ninety-eight punishments along with the forty-nine in Vayikra, their faces 
turned pale. “Who can possibly endure all these?” Moshe sought to appease 
them. “Atem nitzavim hayom – you are standing here today. Although you had 
greatly angered Hashem, he did not destroy you and you are still here.”

After Moshe Rabbeinu has consoled them he proceeds to admonish them 
again. “Perhaps there is among you a man or woman, a family or a tribe 
whose heart turns away today from Hashem our G-d, to go and worship gods 
of those nations… And he will bless himself in his heart saying, ‘Peace will be 
with me although I will walk as my heart sees fit.’ Hashem will not be willing 
to forgive him… and the entire imprecation written in this Book will come 
down upon him…” (Devarim 29:17-19).

It seems puzzling. First Moshe reads them the riot act and they become 
so frightened that Moshe has to reassure them. Now that they have calmed 
down, he starts all over with the threats. What is going on?

The problem with admonitions is that if you are overwhelmed by them 
you can become despondent. The problem with reassurances is that if you 
take them too seriously you can become smug, and then you can cancel out 

Parshas Nitzavim
פרשת נצבים
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the positive effect of the admonition. So, once again you need to hear the 
warnings until you achieve the proper balance.

The Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 581:4) writes that we should prepare 
freshly laundered clothing and take a haircut on Erev Rosh Hashanah. The 
Mishnah Berurah (ibid 25) explains, “To demonstrate that we are confident 
that, due to Hashem’s loving kindness, He will judge us favorably (on Rosh 
Hashanah).” Similarly we find that the Shulchan Aruch (597:1) paskens that 
on Rosh Hashanah, “We are to eat and drink and to be happy and we may 
not fast.” The Mishnah Berurah cites the pasuk in Nechemiah (8:10): “Eat 
rich foods and drink sweet beverages… for this day is sacred to our Master, 
and do not be sad for the joy of Hashem is your strength.”

However, almost all of the liturgy of Rosh Hashanah stands in stark con-
trast to this attitude. For example, consider Unesaneh Tokef, the apex of all 
the prayers: “And angels will hasten and a trembling and terror will seize 
them, and they will say, ‘Behold it is the Day of Judgment.’ For they cannot 
be vindicated in your eyes in judgment.”

Are we afraid or are we confident? The answer, of course, is yes. We are 
both. How can that be?

The solution can be found in our explanation of the Medrash in Parshas 
Nitzavim. The ominous nature of this Day of Judgment should send shivers 
down our spine. But, if we become totally overwhelmed by it, we might just 
give up. “Who can possibly endure all this?” That’s when we need to be reas-
sured and feel confident that we can receive a favorable judgment. We need 
to celebrate and feel the joy of Hashem. That will give us strength. But we 
cannot become smug or complacent. We must balance the two emotions. We 
should take the day of Rosh Hashanah and all that it entails quite seriously. 
But we must be buoyed by a sublime trust in Hashem that if we do our best, 
we can find strength and encouragement in the joy of being with Hashem on 
this very special day.
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Ani L’dodi V’dodi Li

The Tur Shulchan Aruch (581) cites Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer that on Rosh 
Chodesh Elul Hashem told Moshe to ascend Har Sinai a third time to 

receive the second set of Luchos containing the Ten Commandments. This 
was a period of reconciliation between Hashem and Bnai Yisrael after the sin 
of the Golden Calf. Moshe descended forty days later on Yom Kippur, after 
Hashem informed him that He had forgiven Bnai Yisrael. Thus, Elul became 
a period of teshuvah and preparation for the Yamim Noraim – Days of Awe. 

The great Kabbalists revealed that the letters of the word Elul stand for 
“Ani L’Dodi V’Dodi Li” – I am to my Beloved and my Beloved is to me (Shir 
Hashirim 6:3). Elul is a time when we express our love for Hashem and He 
expresses His love for us. At first glance this seems astonishing. Firstly, is love 
an appropriate theme leading up to the Days of Awe? Rosh Hashanah is the 
Day of Judgment which elicits fear and trepidation, as so eloquently expressed 
in the famous prayer Unesaneh Tokef. Secondly, we generally perceive love of 
Hashem as a higher level which is achieved after fear of Hashem. Isn’t Elul 
placing the cart before the horse?

There is a very profound message here. Firstly, we must recognize that 
Hashem’s judgment emanates from His love for us. He wants us to reach 
our full potential and to come as close as possible to Him. So He holds 
us accountable by declaring a Day of Judgement. But at the same time He 
gives us the gift of teshuvah to eradicate our sins and restore our relationship 
with Him. 

Secondly, while the fear and awe of the Yamim Noraim may propel us to 
do teshuvah, the commitment of that teshuvah is likely to dissipate as the fear 
subsides. Additionally, fear of Hashem can turn into resentment or even hatred 

ELUL
אלול
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if not accompanied by love. The Talmud Yerushalmi states “Serve (Hashem) 
out of love and serve out of fear. Serve out of love, for if you are inclined to 
hate, know that you love Him, and one who loves does not hate…” But one 
who merely fears can (and may likely) come to hate Him, chas veshalom.

Therefore, the foundation for our preparation for the Days of Awe – a 
time which evokes fear – must be a whole month of “Ani L’Dodi V’Dodi Li”. 
It is a month when we arouse our own love for Hashem. As Rebbi Akiva Eiger 
asserted, a great impetus to feel love of Hashem is the recognition of how 
much Hashem loves us. Our love will make the fear of the Yamim Noraim 
bearable and even appreciated. It is a love that will prevent the fear from fos-
tering resentment. And more importantly, it is a love which will enable our 
teshuvah to be more sincere and enduring.

Chazal tell us that there are two types of teshuvah: teshuvah miyir’ah (from 
fear) and teshuvah mei’ahavah (from love). The greater and more effective tes-
huvah is obviously teshuvah mei’ahavah. The more we take advantage of Elul 
in fostering our love of Hashem, the easier it will be for us to achieve some 
level of teshuvah mei’ahavah on the day which Hashem has preordained for 
atonement. 

A Tzaddik At This Time

The Tur Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 581) in explaining the custom to 
blow the shofar during the month of Elul cites the Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer. 
On Rosh Chodesh Elul Hashem told Moshe to ascend Har Sinai to receive 
the second set of Luchos. (Moshe had broken the first set when he descended 
from the mountain on the seventeenth of Tammuz and witnessed the sin of 
the Golden Calf.) On that day Bnai Yisrael sounded the shofar to alert every-
one that Moshe had once again ascended the mountain and they should not 
repeat the sin of the Golden Calf. Therefore, Chazal instituted blowing the 
shofar on Rosh Chodesh Elul and throughout the entire month to urge Bnai 
Yisrael to do teshuvah.

The Torah in Parshas Eikev (Devarim 9:18) discusses the one hundred 
twenty days which Moshe spent on Mount Sinai. During the first forty NOT FOR PRINT
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– from the 7th of Sivan until the 17th of Tammuz – he received the Oral Torah. 
During the second forty – from the 18th of Tammuz until the 29th of Av –- he 
pleaded with Hashem to forgive Bnai Yisrael for the Golden Calf. During the 
last forty – from Rosh Chodesh Elul until the 10th of Tishrei – he received the 
second set of Luchos. Finally on the tenth of Tishrei, Yom Kippur, Hashem 
declared, “I have forgiven [them] as you requested.” Rashi points out that the 
Torah equates the first forty days with the last forty. Just as the first forty were 
with Divine favor, so were the last forty with Divine favor.

We need to understand how the last forty days were “with Divine favor”. 
If Hashem did not grant forgiveness until their conclusion, how could we sug-
gest that there was Divine favor during the entire period?

I believe that the question is based on a fundamental misconception. One 
does not have to achieve forgiveness to be considered a tzaddik – a truly righ-
teous person. Let me explain.

There is a well-known Gemara in Kiddushin (49b). If a man betroths a 
woman on the condition that he is a tzaddik, even if he was a totally wicked 
person all his life, the marriage could be valid. The Gemara explains that 
perhaps at that moment he had thoughts of teshuvah.

Now, we know that the process of teshuvah is far more complex than a mere 
thought. There must be a verbal confession and true remorse. Additionally 
most sins cannot be totally forgiven without the atonement of Yom Kippur. 
Some sins require some form of punishment or even death before one is com-
pletely absolved. In that split second there could not have been much for-
giveness. But a resolution to mend one’s ways nonetheless can turn a wicked 
person into a tzaddik – one who is committed to serving Hashem. If this was 
indeed the case, then the condition was fulfilled and the marriage is valid.

Therefore, even before the forgiveness for the Golden Calf on Yom Kippur, 
the recommitment of Bnai Yisrael rendered them tzaddikim. Thus, the final 
forty days were days meriting Hashem’s favor. 

This must be our attitude during Elul and the Yamim Noraim (Days of 
Awe). Indeed the teshuvah process can be a protracted endeavor. There must 
be true remorse and a true commitment to change. There must be a Yom 
Kippur and perhaps there must even be some form of expiation. But once we 
begin the process in earnest, regardless of how sordid our past may have been, NOT FOR PRINT
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we can become a tzaddik overnight. And that is the state we would like to be 
in when we stand before Hashem on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 

A Love Song 

According to the Rambam (Hilchos Tefillah 1:1) there is a Torah mandated 
Mitzvah to pray to Hashem. Let us explore some of the reasons for this Mitzvah.

The most obvious reason is to ask Hashem to provide us with our needs. 
There are so many things that we all need or sincerely desire. Take a look at 
a few of the brachos in the Shemoneh Esrei: intelligence, forgiveness, good 
health, parnassah, salvation and peace. Add to that the specific needs and 
concerns of each of us individually, and there is a lot to pray for.

Secondly, by praying for these things we reinforce our awareness that 
everything that we have comes from Hashem. He alone is the source of all 
that we have and all that we need. And He alone has the capacity to provide 
us with that which we seek.  (See Chinuch 433.)

The Torah refers to tefillah as “avodah shebeleiv – the service of the heart.” 
It is a form of worship that resembles the avodah in the Bais Hamikdash, 
and therefore today when we cannot bring Korbanos, our tefillos can replace 
them. Thus Hoshea (14:3) declared, “Let our lips substitute for the bulls [of 
Korbanos].”

From this perspective, prayer is more than just communicating with 
Hashem. It is a form of worship and devotion that connects us to Hakadosh 
Baruch Hu. Like the Kohanim, we are entering into a realm of holiness and 
spiritual elevation.

There is yet another dimension to prayer which may be the most pro-
found. The Meforshim identified three phrases in Tanach whose first letters 
form the word Elul – the month which ushers in the Yamim Noraim. They 
each allude to one of the three initiatives that we must undertake at this time: 
teshuvah, tefillah and tzedakah. The most famous, “Ani L’dodi V’dodi Li – I 
am to my Beloved and my Beloved is to me,” alludes to tefillah. Why? Because 
prayer is the love song between us and Hashem. (See Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 
128:1.)NOT FOR PRINT
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While we recognize that we sing the praises of Hashem when we daven, 
that is not all that praying is about. The Mitzvah of tefillah is to beseech 
Hashem. And more poignantly, the tefillah that is required in Elul and dur-
ing the Yamim Noraim is most certainly the pleading for Divine assistance in 
doing teshuvah and begging for His forgiveness.

We must conclude that this process of beseeching and crying out can, 
when properly focused and passionately expressed, foster a profound intimacy 
which deserves the description of a true love song. Since the avodah of Elul is 
to recognize and create a state of Ani L’dodi – I am to my Beloved, obviously 
the way to accomplish this is with fervent prayer. When we become aware 
that we are actually standing before Hashem and He is calling on us to talk 
to Him, we initiate a relationship which can develop into love. When we pour 
out our hearts to Hashem with every fiber of our being, we begin to experi-
ence that love.

Why not try it out in whatever language works for you. I believe it will 
create a real high and a special closeness to Hashem which will help us negoti-
ate the teshuvah process to bring us back to Hashem. 
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Our Light On Rosh Hashanah

One of the greatest gifts that Hashem gave us is the day of Yom Kippur, 
the Day of Atonement. Through the remarkable closeness of Hashem 

on that day and the enormous kedushah that is attainable, we have the capac-
ity to receive unfathomable atonement. Why then didn’t Hashem place Yom 
Kippur before Rosh Hashanah, the Day of Judgment? That way we would 
have a much greater chance to achieve a favorable verdict on Rosh Hashanah.

Rashi in Parshas Bereishis (1:1) states, “Initially Hashem wished to cre-
ate the world with the attribute of (pure) justice, but He saw that the world 
could not endure, so He combined the attribute of mercy with the attribute 
of justice.”  Hashem prefers that each person achieve his full potential without 
cutting any corners. Anything less devalues one’s destiny in this world. 

Indeed, the Shela writes that Hashem deals with tzaddikim strictly with 
justice. He holds them to a higher standard and consequently they achieve far 
more in their lifetime than those who must depend on His mercy. However, 
since most of us cannot be held to that standard, the justice must be tempered 
with mercy. It is a compromise, albeit a necessary compromise.

For this reason Rosh Hashanah comes first for it represents the ultimate 
intention of creation. Only bedi’eved (ex post facto) do we resort to Yom 
Kippur. We try not to live our lives based on the standard of Yom Kippur, 
but on the standard of Rosh Hashanah. The less we resort to Yom Kippur 
(although inevitably we must) the better and more righteous we become.

There is yet another approach to understand why Rosh Hashanah pre-
cedes Yom Kippur. We recite throughout this season, “Ledovid, Hashem Ori 
Vayish’ i – Hashem is my light and my salvation.” He is my light on Rosh 

Rosh Hashana
ראש השנה
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Hashanah and my salvation on Yom Kippur (Medrash Shochar Tov). How 
is Hashem our light on Rosh Hashanah? What is it that He helps us to see? 
All year we walk around oblivious to many sins, oblivious to our obligations, 
oblivious to what Hashem expects from us. Comes Rosh Hashanah the Day 
of Judgment and we stand before the Creator who sees all. We can no longer 
be oblivious. We must open our eyes and see what Hashem sees and become 
truly aware of all our misdeeds. This is the light of Rosh Hashanah.

We cannot do teshuvah on Yom Kippur unless we are keenly aware of 
what we must do teshuvah for. Therefore, Rosh Hashanah must precede Yom 
Kippur. Only after we have seen the light on Rosh Hashanah can we achieve 
salvation on Yom Kippur.

Seize The Moment

Rosh Hashanah is also referred to as the Yom Hadin, the Day of Judgement. 
It is the day when Hashem examines the deeds of all flesh and issues a verdict 
for each person. Rav Shlomo Wolbe cites the Gemara in Rosh Hashanah 
(16b) which asserts that Hashem does not judge a person based on what 
he will do in the future. This principle is derived from the incident when 
Avraham sent Hagar and Yishmael into the wilderness. When they ran out of 
water, Yishmael lay hovering between life and death. At that point the Torah 
says, “And G-d heard the voice of the lad in his present state.” Although the 
angels protested that Yishmael should not be spared since his nation would 
later afflict the descendants of Avraham, Hashem focused only on “his pres-
ent state”. In that state he deserved to live.

However Rav Wolbe cites a remarkable chiddush of the Talmud Yerushalmi 
referenced by Rabbeinu Chananel (ad. loc.). The Yerushalmi quotes a differ-
ent pasuk regarding the criteria of Hashem’s judgment – a pasuk in Iyov (8:6): 
“If you are pure and upright.” The Yerushalmi notes that it does not state, “if 
you were pure and upright,” but “if you are [now] pure and upright.”

How can a judgment be determined by looking at the present and ignor-
ing the past? Rav Wolbe explains that the theme of our avodah on Rosh 
Hashanah is Malchuyos – accepting Hashem’s Kingship. We declare Him NOT FOR PRINT
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our King when we blow the Shofar. We focus on His Kingship in Mussaf 
by reciting ten verses of Malchuyos. This is not merely lip service. This is 
the means by which we submit ourselves to His sovereignty and to His will. 
Feeling truly humbled by our shortcomings, we stand before Hashem in total 
submission. We are not thinking about our sordid past and we are not preoc-
cupied with our fate for the coming year. We are frozen in the present. Frozen 
in a day when we have come closer to Hashem. Focused on a day when all our 
actions should be expressive of our submission to His will. If we truly feel it 
and mean it, we can set the stage for the coming year.

However, I believe this approach still needs further explanation. Why 
does the judgment of Rosh Hashanah place so much emphasis on the present 
as opposed to the past? To answer this we must first understand why Rosh 
Hashanah is on the first day of the new year.  If the purpose of the judgment 
of Rosh Hashanah is merely to issue a verdict based on our deeds of the pre-
ceding year, the appropriate day for this procedure should be the last day of 
the year, since the focus is entirely on the past. However, Hashem chose the 
day of the creation of Man as the Yom Hadin – the first day of human exis-
tence and thus the first day of the year. This is because the focus of the ver-
dict is on the prospect for the coming year. Just as Hashem decided to create 
Adam and Chava (who had no past record) on Rosh Hashanah, He decides 
each Rosh Hashanah who will be re-created and how they should be re-cre-
ated. The focus is on the future, the past is merely a factor to be considered. 
(This does not obviate the need to do teshuvah, but it buys us valuable time.)

It is for this reason that so much of the outcome of this Day of Judgment 
depends on how we react to the day. If we sincerely proclaim and accept 
Hashem’s Kingship and sovereignty and if our behavior on that day truly 
reflects that submission, then Hashem may have very good reason to reinvest 
in us for the coming year. 

Time To Wake Up

After the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashanah, we recite the pasuk, 
“Praiseworthy is the nation who knows the shofar blast…” (Tehillim 89:16). NOT FOR PRINT
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The Ramban (Drasha for Rosh Hashanah) asks, “What is so praiseworthy 
about knowing how to blow a shofar? There are many who know quite well 
how to sound the shofar blasts, yet they are not necessarily worthy people.”

Rav Moshe Feinstein suggests that the word yode’a – to know – some-
times has the connotation of “love”. For example in Parshas Vayeira, Hashem 
declares about Avraham, “For I know him – yedativ – because he commands 
his children and his household after him that they keep the way of Hashem…” 
(Bereishis 18:19). Rashi explains that in the context of this pasuk, yedativ is an 
expression of endearment. Thus, the psalmist asserts, “Praiseworthy are those 
who love the shofar’s message.”

What is the message of the shofar? The Rambam offers the following 
interpretation: “Awaken those who are asleep from your slumber and those 
who drowse from your drowsing, examine your deeds and do teshuvah and 
remember your Creator” (Hilchos Teshuvah 3:4). Praiseworthy are those who 
want to be awakened by the shofar. They realize that they have fallen asleep 
on the job and they are happy to have the shofar blast wake them up.

Rav Moshe notes that the Rambam uses two expressions for those who are 
asleep: yesheinim and nirdamim. Yesheinim are those who intentionally went 
to sleep – they want their sleep and do not wish to be awakened, while nirda-
mim are those who fell asleep. They would prefer to stay awake but they fell 
asleep from sheer exhaustion. They welcome the shofar blast to bring them 
back to their senses.

Similarly, says Rav Moshe, there are those who resent hearing mussar. 
They would rather be left alone. They don’t really want to confront their 
behavior or deal with it. However, there are those who appreciate mussar. 
They truly want to improve and mend their ways. They too are praiseworthy 
for they will find it easier to do teshuvah and live up to their responsibilities. 

Some people muddle through the Yamim Noraim and are glad when it’s 
all over. Now they can get back to being themselves. These are the yesheinim 
that the Rambam refers to. They basically go back to sleep. Others, however, 
would like to take as much of these Holy Days with them and maintain their 
teshuvah commitment, but due to human frailty they stumble and even get 
distracted. These are the nirdamim.NOT FOR PRINT
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The shofar speaks to all of us – yesheinim and nirdamim. “Those who 
forget the truth due to the foibles of time…Look to your souls and improve 
your ways and deeds. Let each of you abandon your evil ways and thoughts...” 
(Rambam, ibid)

Thus, the psalmist declares, “Praiseworthy are those who love the rousing 
alarm of the shofar.” Those who truly want to be awakened and are receptive 
to all types of calls for self-improvement. They will heed the shofar’s mes-
sage, examine their deeds and return to Hashem with greater sincerity and 
devotion.

NOT FOR PRINT
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Heavenward

The Medrash Rabbah on Parshas Toldos (Bereishis 27:27) relates an 
astounding incident. When the gentile aggressors wished to ascend the 

Har Habayis, they feared to enter the Bais Hamikdash. Therefore they sought 
out a Jew who would go into the Bais Hamikdash first. They turned to Yosef 
Meshisa and said, “You go in first and whatever you bring out you may keep.”

Yosef Meshisa entered the Bais Hamikdash and brought out the Golden 
Menorah. The gentiles told him, “It is not appropriate for an ordinary per-
son to use [such a magnificent object]. Go back in and whatever you bring 
out you may keep.” Yosef refused, “It is bad enough that I have angered my 
Creator once. Should I anger Him yet a second time?” Infuriated by Yosef ’s 
response, the gentiles tortured him to death.

When Yosef Meshisa realized that he had sunk to a level that even the 
gentiles who were prepared to defile and destroy the Bais Hamikdash, ridi-
culed, the shock shook him to the core. He had hit bottom with a crash and 
this evoked a brilliant spark of teshuvah.

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz observed that this phenomenon is described in 
another Medrash (Shocher Tov, Tehillim 5). The prophet Micha declared, 
“Do not rejoice over me, my enemy, for though I fell I have arisen. Though I 
sit in darkness, Hashem is a light unto me” (Micha 7:8). The Medrash com-
ments, “If I had not fallen, I would not have risen; if I had not sat in darkness, 
Hashem would not have been my light.” Very often it is the very downfall 
which causes one to rise to great heights and the harsh darkness of sin that 
inspires one to seek the light of Hashem. Such levels of teshuvah and spiritual 
growth would not have been possible without the previous sin. (Naturally 
there is no justification to sin in order to do teshuvah.)

Shabbos Shuva
שבת שובה
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This, says Rav Chaim, is the meaning of the well-known maxim: “In 
the place where baalei teshuvah stand, the perfectly righteous cannot stand” 
(Berachos 34b). This is because the sin itself is the impetus for such greatness. 

With this approach Rav Chaim offers a new interpretation of the follow-
ing pasuk: “Return, Yisrael, to Hashem your G-d for you have stumbled in 
your iniquity” (Hoshea 14:2). Chazal contend that the pasuk teaches us that 
teshuvah is so awesome that it reaches all the way up to Hashem – to the Kisei 
Hakavod (the Divine throne). Thus we should understand that “for you have 
stumbled” was not meant as the reason that Yisrael should do teshuvah. Rather 
the stumbling is the reason that teshuvah can ascend to the Kisei Hakavod. 
The sin itself can propel the sinner to soar to phenomenal heights. If Yosef 
Meshisa had not descended to such a low spiritual state, he would never have 
given his life Al Kiddush Hashem in such an extraordinary way.

We are all looking for an impetus to motivate ourselves to do teshuvah. A 
profound perception of the depth to which sins can lower us and the dark-
ness that they create within us can be that very impetus. If not for the down-
fall and darkness there might not be the upward surge and the discovery of 
Hashem’s light. When this hits us, it can propel us toward the Kisei Hakavod.  

Getting Started

There is a fascinating Medrash (Eicha Rabbah 5:21) on the pasuk “Hashiveinu 
Hashem eilecha venashuva – Hashem, bring us back to you and we shall 
return.” The Congregation of Yisrael said to Hashem, “The responsibility is 
Yours – Hashiveinu – You bring us back.” He replied, “It is yours, as it says, 
‘Return to Me and I will return to you.’” They responded, “Master of the 
Universe, it is Yours, as it says, ‘Return us, G-d of our Salvation.’”

It sounds like a classic “No, you go first.” The question remains: is there a 
standoff? Who initiates the teshuvah process? (See Michtav Mei’Eliyahu vol. 
4, page 71 for a lengthy discussion on this topic.)

Perhaps we can say that both sides are right. Hashem still insists that 
we start; but once we have said Hashiveinu we have already started. This is 
in keeping with the Medrash Rabbah in Shir Hashirim (5:2) which states: NOT FOR PRINT



248   •   MISHULCHAN SHLOMO

“Hakadosh Baruch Hu said to Yisrael, ‘My children, open for Me an opening 
of teshuvah the size of a pin, and I will open for you [many] openings through 
which wagons can enter.’” 

Rabbeinu Yonah in Shaarei Teshuvah (Shaar 1:1) asserts that Hashem will 
help those who do teshuvah to rise even beyond their natural capacity, and 
He will imbue them with a spirit of purity to reach the lofty level of loving 
Him. This can only happen when we really want to do teshuvah – to be better 
people and to establish a strong and meaningful connection with Hashem. 

Indeed, we must start the teshuvah process enough for it to at least be 
considered a pinhole. How? By crying out, “Hashiveinu Hashem!” Help us, 
we desperately want to do teshuvah, but we need Your help. The yeitzer hara 
is so strong and we have fallen countless times into his traps. We feel bogged 
down in so many bad habits. Where do we start?

We start with Hashiveinu. Not with the Hashiveinu that we sing to so 
many different tunes during the course of the year. Not with a Hashiveinu 
uttered with a mere groan of frustration. But with a Hashiveinu that ema-
nates from the deepest recesses of our psyche.

If we say it and really mean it, we have created that pinhole which Hashem 
will expand. This doesn’t mean that our work is done. We still need to make 
changes, we will need to struggle; but now we can do it with Hashem’s enor-
mous assistance.

It all begins with Hashiveinu, that tiny pinhole which penetrates entirely 
through all the layers of complacency and indifference. Then, we may turn 
to Hashem and ask Him to please open the expansive corridor leading to a 
teshuvah sheleimah – a complete teshuvah! 
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To Forgive Is Divine

Yirmiyahu Hanavi declared, “If you repent, Yisrael, you will return unto 
Me.” What did he mean by this? Isn’t it obvious that when you do teshu-

vah you return to Hashem?

The Gemara in Chagigah (15a) relates the story of Acheir, a great rabbi 
who, due to unusual circumstances, left the path of Torah. The Gemara states 
that Acheir heard a Bas Kol (heavenly voice) declare, “Return wayward sons 
– except for Acheir.” The Meged Yosef asks, if the Bas Kol stated that Acheir 
could not do teshuvah, how could the Talmud Yerushalmi assert that he 
indeed did teshuvah? He answers that Acheir did not really hear a Bas Kol, he 
just imagined it as a way to help him rationalize why he wasn’t doing teshuvah.

I would like to suggest a different approach. We can explain this Yerushalmi 
with another Yerushalmi in Makkos (2:6). The Yerushalmi states, “They 
asked Chochmah – the intellect, ‘What is the punishment of the sinner?’ 
It replied, ‘The sinner shall be pursued by (his) evil.’ They asked Prophecy, 
‘What is the punishment of the sinner?’ It replied, ‘The soul that sins must 
die.’ They asked the Holy One Blessed Be He, ‘What is the punishment of the 
sinner?’ He replied, ‘Let him do teshuvah and he will be forgiven.’”

The Yerushalmi is telling us that teshuvah cannot be understood intel-
lectually. What is done cannot be undone. Even through prophecy it is dif-
ficult to conceive how teshuvah can atone for even the most egregious of sins. 
Only Hashem Himself who created teshuvah before He created the world, can 
understand teshuvah.

A Bas Kol is a form of prophecy. Thus, the Bas Kol, which Acheir indeed 
heard, acknowledged that teshuvah does exist by the will of Hashem. So yes, 

Yom Kippur
יום כפור
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“Return wayward sons – but not Acheir.” Acheir had gone too far for the pro-
phetic voice to conceive of any chance for teshuvah. However, Hashem knows 
better. He created the world and He created teshuvah, and anyone – even 
Acheir – can do teshuvah. 

This is perhaps what Yirmiyahu meant. When you repent you must return 
to Hashem Himself for He alone can truly fathom teshuvah. Only by dint of 
Hashem’s inscrutable decree does teshuvah elicit forgiveness. We must indeed 
appreciate that through teshuvah we are connecting directly with Hashem. 
This then is the profound meaning of the Gemara in Yoma which states, 
“Great is teshuvah for it ascends all the way to the Divine Throne.”

During Aseres Yemei Teshuvah and on Yom Kippur when Hashem 
extends His hand to us, we have the opportunity to come into His embrace. 
Let us take advantage of this phenomenal opportunity. 

Teshuvah For Our Generation

Rav Yisrael Salanter (1810-1883) writes that he remembers when the mere 
mention of the arrival of the month of Elul would cause people to tremble. 
This trembling inspired the onset of an earnest process of teshuvah. On the 
other hand, Rav Avraham Pam (1913–2001) observes that the arrival of Elul 
arouses painful feelings of sadness in many people. They know that Hashem 
is calling on them to do teshuvah, but they feel there isn’t much that they are 
truly capable of accomplishing. Delving into the Rambam’s description of 
teshuvah also doesn’t help to inspire them to rise to the occasion: “How does 
one confess? Behold, Hashem, I have sinned…before You and I have done 
such and such; I regret it and I will never repeat it again” (Hilchos Teshuvah 
1:1). Quite a tall order – almost impossible! Even if they make some progress 
during this period, past experience has convinced them that this advance-
ment won’t last very long. Where does one who takes the call of this season 
seriously turn for hope and encouragement?

Rav Pam finds a wonderful approach to this dilemma in the Mishnah at 
the end of Maseches Yoma (85b) which quotes Rebbi Akiva: NOT FOR PRINT



   YOM KIPPUR   •   251 

Fortunate are you Yisrael… Who purifies you? Your Father in Heaven, as it 
says, “I shall sprinkle pure waters upon you, and you will be cleansed” (Yechezkel 
36:25). It [also] says, “The ‘mikvah’ of Yisrael is Hashem” (Yirmiyahu 17:13). Just 
as a mikvah purifies those who are impure, so too Hashem purifies Yisrael. 

Rav Tzvi Hirsch Spector (the Rav of Kovno) explains the two metaphors. 
The mikvah can only purify a person if he immerses himself entirely in the 
mikvah. If even one hair is out of the water, the immersion is invalid. This 
refers to a complete and perfect teshuvah where all sins are rectified – a total 
makeover. Something far beyond the reach of almost everyone alive in our 
times.

However, in the case of the purifying waters of the Parah Adumah, only 
one drop need touch any part of the body. Rebbi Akiva is teaching us that 
even if we are lacking the mikvah form of purification, there is still very much 
to be gained by even absorbing one drop of water. Even a tiny resolution of 
teshuvah can make a very major impact. Think of it, says Rav Pam, one drop 
of teshuvah not only allows us to reach the hand of Hashem which He extends 
to us, but it can also create the momentum to go even higher.

Rav Pam also cites a Medrash (Vayikra Rabbah 29:6) which interprets the 
pasuk, “Tik’u bachodesh shofar” (Tehillim 81:4) which literally means, “Blow 
the shofar at the moon’s renewal.” The Medrash notes homiletically that the 
word chodesh means to renew and the word shofar means to improve (leshaper). 
One level of teshuvah is to renew – a total makeover. The other is to improve 
on the Mitzvos that we are already doing. Every person has his Mitzvah in 
which he excels and which he enjoys doing. We should try to improve these 
Mitzvos even more, and thereby they will generate the motivation and energy 
to grow in other areas. “One Mitzvah pulls with it another Mitzvah” (Avos 
4:2). Indeed, the Netziv asserts that the pasuk, “And follow the path of your 
heart” (Koheles 11:9), implies that any Mitzvah that a person is drawn to is 
the right Mitzvah for his personality.

For our generation, this provides a realistic and more secure path to 
teshuvah. Rav Pam has taught us that it is the little things that not only count, 
but actually work.NOT FOR PRINT
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Clouds Of Glory, Sukkos Of Love

The Gemara in Sukkah (11b) records a dispute regarding the symbolism 
of the Mitzvah of Sukkah. Rebbi Akiva says that the Sukkah commem-

orates the booths that Bnai Yisrael built when they dwelled in the desert after 
leaving Mitzrayim. According to Rebbi Eliezer, the Sukkah commemorates 
the Ananei Hakavod – clouds of glory – with which Hashem surrounded 
Bnai Yisrael for their protection in the desert. 

The commentators note that the view of Rebbi Eliezer seems more plau-
sible. Hashem gave us the Mitzvah of Sukkah to commemorate the great 
miracles and kindness which He performed for us when He took us out of 
Mitzrayim. According to Rebbi Akiva, what is the reason to commemorate 
the booths that our ancestors lived in while in the desert?

The Malbim answers that by remembering the Sukkos in which Bnai 
Yisrael dwelled, we learn that we live in a temporary world. In the season 
when the farmer brings home his bountiful harvest, he must realize that just 
as humble booths sufficed to fulfill the needs of Bnai Yisrael, he too can 
manage just fine in a simple dwelling. So every year we all leave our “fancy” 
homes and live in Sukkos. This message can mold our attitude towards 
Olam Hazeh, recognizing that it is a brief period of preparation for an eter-
nal Olam Haba.

Rav Meir Tzvi Bergman (Shaarei Orah, vol. 1) offers a different expla-
nation of Rebbi Akiva’s opinion. While the commemoration of the Ananei 
Hakavod reminds us of Hashem’s immense love of Bnai Yisrael, the simple 
booths which Bnai Yisrael built upon leaving Mitzrayim remind us of our 
great love of Hashem. As Hashem declared (Yirmiyahu 2:2), “I remember the 
kindness of your youth, the love of your nuptials, your following Me into the 

Sukkos
סוכות
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desert into an unsown land.” Over two million men, women and children 
followed Hashem into an inhospitable wilderness with no houses and no 
physical amenities – just booths. It was due to this unfailing love that they 
merited receiving the Torah and building the Mishkan. Therefore, we pray 
“Harachaman.. May the Merciful One rebuild for us the fallen Sukkah of 
Dovid – the Bais Hamikdash.” May He remember our great love for Him 
and lovingly respond by rebuilding the Bais Hamikdash and dwelling in 
our midst.

According to this approach, the opinions of Rebbi Akiva and Rebbi Eliezer 
are really two sides of the same coin. Sukkos, which follows immediately after 
the atonement of Yom Kippur, celebrates the restoration of the intimate rela-
tionship of Hashem and His chosen people.

The Shulchan Aruch (Siman 625) paskens like Rebbi Eliezer that we 
should recall the Ananei Hakavod when we sit in the Sukkah. I would suggest 
that the more we appreciate the message of the Ananei Hakavod – Hashem’s 
love for us – the easier we will find it to elicit our own love of Hashem. Sukkos 
then becomes the climax of “Ani L’Dodi V’Dodi Li – I am to my Beloved and 
my Beloved is to me.”

The Reason For The Season

The Tur Shulchan Aruch asks a classic question: If the Yom Tov of Sukkos 
commemorates the Sukkos that Bnai Yisrael dwelt in when they left Mitzrayim, 
why is it celebrated in the month of Tishrei instead of Nissan when they left 
Mitzrayim? He answers that Nissan occurs during the springtime when it 
is common for people to sit outside in huts in order to enjoy the pleasant 
weather. Therefore it would not be obvious that our dwelling in Sukkos is 
a fulfillment of the Mitzvah. Instead we enter our Sukkos in Tishrei, in the 
fall when the weather becomes more inclement and people are more likely 
to retreat to their homes. This way we demonstrate that our dwelling in the 
Sukkah is strictly to fulfill the Mitzvah.NOT FOR PRINT
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Rav Avraham Pam suggests another explanation. He bases it on an inci-
dent in the book of Nechemiah (Chap. 1). Nechemiah, who was the butler 
of the Persian King Artaxerxes, had recently heard about the disastrous state 
of affairs of the Jews living in Eretz Yisrael and was extremely distraught 
and morose. When he approached the King to serve him his wine, the King 
immediately detected Nechemiah’s sour disposition. “Why is your face down-
cast? You are not ill. This can only signify that you have ill will [towards me].” 
Nechemiah was terrified by the King’s assumption that he did not relish serv-
ing him and he immediately explained the reason for his sadness.

This story conveys the importance of serving a king with a radiant dispo-
sition. Therefore, after Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur when we have pro-
claimed countless times that Hashem is our King and King of the universe, 
Hashem provides us with zeman simchaseinu – the Season of our Joy – to 
demonstrate that our service of Him is suffused with joy. This joy confirms 
our intense loyalty to our King.

Rav Pam’s approach becomes even more poignant when we bear in mind 
the Gemara in Rosh Hashanah (32b). The angels said to Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu, “Ribono Shel Olam, Why doesn’t Yisrael recite Hallel on Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur?” He answered, “Is it appropriate to say Hallel when the 
King is sitting on the throne of judgment and the Books of Life and Death 
are open before Him?”

While it would make sense to say Hallel on these days of the Coronation 
of Hashem, the austerity of the days of judgment precludes our doing so. How 
fitting it is that immediately after the solemnity of Yom Kippur has passed 
and we are confident that our prayers have been accepted, we celebrate zeman 
simchaseinu filled with Hallel and jubilation. Now we can express our true 
pleasure and happiness for the privilege of serving our King.

One final point. During the Days of Awe the prevalent emotion is one 
of fear. It is this fear that motivates and propels us to reach for a higher 
spiritual level and to experience sincere feelings of teshuvah. But this type of 
fear cannot last and it doesn’t take long to evaporate. How can we hold on 
to our growth and accomplishments of these Holy Days? Through Simchah. 
Simchah in Mitzvos – in the Sukkah, in the lulav and esrog – and Simchah 
in Hashem. “This is the day that Hashem has made, we will rejoice and be 
happy in Him!”NOT FOR PRINT
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How We Survive In Galus 

There are two holidays that were instituted by Chazal: Purim and 
Chanukah. Rav Yaakov Weinberg, zt”l used to emphasize that Jewish 

holidays are not celebrations of historical events – even events of extremely 
great magnitude. Chazal did not impose on future generations for all 
time to commemorate a victory of thousands of years ago. Rather, Chazal 
deemed the messages of Purim and Chanukah to be vital to the survival of 
our nation.

The events of Chanukah took place during Galus Yavan – the Greek exile. 
It is noteworthy that despite the fact that the Jews were living in Eretz Yisrael 
and had a Bais Hamikdash, this era is referred to as a galus. We lived under 
the dominion of a government which threatened our spiritual existence. 
There was not only the threat of religious coercion through violent means, 
there was also the danger of assimilation due to the phenomenal allure of 
Greek culture. Noach’s blessing of Yefes with great beauty was at its apex dur-
ing this period of Greek ascension. This society was the pinnacle of culture in 
the world in the areas of science, mathematics, philosophy, art, sculpture, and 
architecture. The defeat of the Greek army and the miracle of the cruse of oil 
represented our ability to resist this great spiritual threat.

Chazal gave us the Mitzvah of lighting the Chanukah candles to teach us 
how to respond to the threat of assimilation which is present in every galus. 
They divided the Mitzvah into three categories, each representing a different 
level of protection from the evil influences of galus.

Ner Ish Ubaiso – a candle for each home – represents the defense provided 
by the integrity of a Jewish home. While outside our houses we are deluged 
with all forms of enticement to the decadence and depravity of an amoral 

Chanukah
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society, within our homes we can find spiritual security. However, we must 
create a home which is filled with kedushah – holiness – from the mezuzah on 
the front door to the sefarim, to the ambience of Torah study, to the Shabbos 
table and beyond. At the same time, we must ensure that no influences of 
impurity – be it in the form of books, magazines, electronic devices, through 
the mail slot, the wires or the air waves, penetrate the walls of our personal 
sanctuary.

The next level, Ner L’chol Echad – a candle for each individual, represents 
the need for each member of the household to maintain a level of kedushah. 
This is accomplished through a high standard of chinuch – Torah education 
– for our children and a commitment to regular Torah study by everyone in 
the home.

The third level is to add a candle each night – Mosif V’holeich – to con-
tinue adding. This implies that after we have achieved the first two levels, we 
need to keep adding kedushah into our homes, our own lives and the lives of 
our families.

The Yom Tov of Chanukah established the blueprint for the survival of 
Klal Yisrael in galus. The integration of kedushah into our homes and our 
personal lives is the best antidote to the pressures of assimilating foreign cul-
tures and foreign ideals. As Chazal tell us, “A little light pushes away a lot of 
darkness.” 

The Response To Shmad

The Mishnah Berurah (670:6) quotes the explanation of the Levush regard-
ing the difference between the way we celebrate Purim and Chanukah. The 
threat of Haman was a physical one – he wanted to kill the Jews, not Judaism. 
Any forsaking of Mitzvah observance on our part would not have canceled 
Haman’s decree. Our celebration of Hashem’s deliverance from this physical 
threat is likewise manifested physically with merrymaking and a festive meal. 
Chanukah on the other hand, commemorates our salvation from a spiritual 
threat. Antiochus sought to eradicate our observance of Torah and Mitzvos. 
“Inscribe on the horn of the ox that you have no affiliation with the G-d of NOT FOR PRINT
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Yisrael” (Yerushalmi Chagigah 2:2). Hence our celebration of the deliver-
ance from the Greeks is of a spiritual nature: kindling the candles and 
saying Hallel.

Rav Elchonon Wasserman (Kovetz Maamarim) asserts that this distinc-
tion between Purim and Chanukah also determined the different types of 
responses of the Jews to these two distinct threats. The threat of Haman 
elicited a call for fasting and teshuvah. Esther told Mordechai, “Go and gather 
all of the Jews that are found in Shushan and fast for me. Do not eat or drink 
for three days – night and day” (Esther 4:16). The response to Antiochus was 
the rallying cry, “Whoever is for Hashem join me.” They were called upon to 
risk their lives in a battle for their spiritual survival.

Why were these the appropriate responses? Rav Elchonon explains that 
a decree on our bodies represents a punishment from Hashem. Hence the 
Gemara in Megillah (11a) asks what aveirah the Jews committed to deserve 
the decree of Haman. If the decree was a punishment then the response can 
only be teshuvah.

However, a decree against our religious observance – shmad – is a power 
grab by the Satan. We are being tested on the degree of our commitment to 
Hashem’s Torah and Mitzvos. The response is not teshuvah, the response is 
mesirus nefesh – a willingness to make any sacrifice necessary in order to pre-
serve our Mesorah.

The Yom Tov of Chanukah represents the challenge to focus our efforts 
anew to fight the forces of assimilation. We must take stock of all the spiritual 
threats that exist today, from American culture to secular Judaism, from the 
tinsel of decadence to the attraction of inappropriate technology, from the 
impact of an amoral media to the styles of haute couture. We must resolve 
never to yield regardless of the cost. The response to shmad – spiritual assimi-
lation – is mesirus nefesh: A willingness to give up our time, our comfort, our 
money or whatever it takes to prevent any form of spiritual contamination 
from penetrating our souls.

At a time of the year when the society around us attempts to blur all dis-
tinctions between good and evil and between one religion and another, we 
must recognize very distinctly how different we really are. As we proclaim 
in Havdalah, “Who separates between holy and secular, between light and 
darkness, between Yisrael and the nations.” May the glow of our Chanukah NOT FOR PRINT
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candles in the darkness of our galus always remind us of these distinctions and 
the purity of our neshamos which we have been entrusted to preserve.
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Naturally! 

 “Mishenichnas Adar Marbin Besimchah – With the advent of Adar we 
increase our joy” (Taanis 29a). Rashi explains, “These are days of mir-

acles on behalf of Yisrael: Purim and Pesach.” Rashi clearly implies that the 
joy of Adar continues into Nissan when Pesach occurs. What is the connec-
tion between Purim and Pesach? In truth, Nissan is actually the beginning 
of a new year since Adar is the twelfth month (or sometimes the thirteenth 
month) and Nissan is the first month. What is the mechanism by which we 
can segue from the last month to the first? 

The Gemara (Rosh Hashanah 11a) states, “In Nissan [Bnai Yisrael] were 
redeemed and in Nissan, in the future, they will be redeemed.” It is a well-
founded hashkafah that we view history as a spiral in time instead of a straight 
line. This means that each historical event “repeats” itself – in some measure 
– at the same time each year. This concept is implied by the famous dictum 
(Pesachim 116b), “In every generation each person should see himself (at the 
Seder) as if he himself left Mitzrayim.” We are reliving Yetzias Mitzrayim. 
Therefore, Nissan is a time of redemption – past, present and future. However, 
the ultimate redemption can only occur if we have prepared ourselves for it. 
Let us explore one facet of this preparation.

The Ramban in Parshas Bo explains that the miracles accompanying the 
exodus from Mitzrayim demonstrated that there is really no such thing as 
nature. Since Hashem can manipulate all natural phenomena at will, there 
really is no intrinsic nature. Nature is merely a sequence of miracles which 
Hashem has deemed fit to perform in a predictable fashion, thereby allowing 
us to function in an orderly environment.

Adar
אדר
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Similarly, the primary theme of Purim is the demonstration that seem-
ingly natural events are all orchestrated by Hashem. The demise of Vashti, the 
selection of Esther as the queen, the rise of Haman to power, Mordechai’s dis-
covery of a plot to kill the King, Esther being welcomed by Achashveirosh’s 
golden scepter, and finally the execution of Haman and the dissolution of his 
plot were all designed and engineered by the world’s supreme Director.

Once we recognize that everything that happens is Hashem’s handiwork 
– concealed but undeniable miracles, we realize that there really is no dif-
ference between hidden miracles and overt miracles. As Rebbi Chanina ben 
Dosa declared when his daughter inadvertently filled the Shabbos lamp with 
vinegar instead of oil, “He who told oil to burn can tell vinegar to burn” 
(Taanis 25a). To Rebbi Chanina ben Dosa there was no difference between 
the hidden miracles of “nature” and supernatural miracles.

The Navi Micha prophesied, “Just as in the days when you left the land 
of Mitzrayim, I will display wonders” (Micha 7:15). These wonders can be 
precipitated by our own recognition that there is nothing truly unnatural 
about the wonders of our future redemption. Certainly, the One who per-
formed the hidden wonders of Purim can just as easily perform the wonders 
of our ultimate redemption. This is how Purim prepares us for Pesach – “the 
days of miracles for Yisrael” – both natural and supernatural. The rejoic-
ing of Adar demonstrates our excitement over Hashem’s orchestration of 
events to save us from Haman. This excitement prepares us for Pesach – the 
Season of our Redemption – past, present and future – when the supernatu-
ral becomes natural. 
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What Was I Supposed To Remember?

 “Remember what Amalek did to you on the way upon your departure from 
Mitzrayim” (Devarim 25:17). The Medrash on this pasuk presents a 

remarkable mashal – parable. “To what can this be compared? A king had an 
orchard and there was a dog tied to the gate to watch over the entire orchard. 
When a friend of the king entered to steal from the orchard, the king set the 
dog upon him and it tore the clothes of the would-be robber…Said the king 
to his friend, ‘Did you see that stupid dog that tore your clothes?’ At once he 
understood [that he had been caught in the act]. So too, Moshe said to Yisrael, 
‘Remember what Amalek did to you.’” (Yalkut Shimoni)

The account of Amalek’s attack of Bnai Yisrael is presented in Parshas 
Beshalach. After the battle Moshe declared, “Hashem maintains a war against 
Amalek from generation to generation” (Shemos 17:16). Rashi elaborates that 
neither Hashem’s name nor His throne will be complete until Amalek is erad-
icated. It is quite evident that Amalek is not merely the archenemy of Bnai 
Yisrael, but they are also the archenemy of Hashem. Thus, the Torah com-
mands us to eradicate Amalek. It would appear that the Mitzvah to remember 
what Amalek did was meant to facilitate the Mitzvah to destroy them. 

However, the Medrash is giving us another insight into the purpose of this 
Mitzvah. It is to remind us what we did wrong that precipitated the attack 
of Amalek. The Mechiltah tells us that the reason that the site of Amalek’s 
attack was called Rephidim was because, “raphu yedeihem midivrei Torah – 
they loosened their grip on Torah.”

I believe that the point of the Medrash is not merely to remind us that 
our laxity in Torah had detrimental consequences. The message of the 
Medrash is that when any calamity occurs we must attempt to discern why it 

Parshas Zachor
פרשת זכור
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happened. What aveirah did we do to bring it about? Hence, the Gemara in 
Megillah (10a) asks, “Why did Bnai Yisrael in the days of Haman deserve to 
be destroyed?” The Gemara proceeds to discuss various explanations. There 
had to be a sin which precipitated Haman’s evil decree.

The Gemara in Sanhedrin (97a) states that in the generation when 
Mashiach will arrive, “The face of the generation will be like the face of 
a dog.” What is the analogy? The Chofetz Chaim explains, that when you 
throw a stone at a dog it responds by biting the stone. It does not realize that 
the one who threw the stone is responsible for the attack. So too the leaders 
(the face) of that generation will not realize that their adversaries were sent 
by none other than Hashem. Hashem is sending them a message to examine 
their deeds and to repent. They should address the real cause, not merely the 
symptom.

There is an opinion that Mashiach will come only if Bnai Yisrael do teshu-
vah. The Gemara (ibid 97b) asks, according to this opinion what will happen 
in the End of Days if Bnai Yisrael don’t do teshuvah? The Gemara answers 
that Hashem will cause a king who is as threatening as Haman to arise and 
this will cause them to do teshuvah. This, of course, implies that they will 
abandon their canine attitude and recognize Who threw the proverbial stone.

This is indeed the message of Parshas Zachor. Remember Amalek, 
remember what they did, remember to eradicate them. But also remember 
Who sent them to begin with. It is a profound message that we ought to 
appreciate today when we are beset by enemies and crises from all sides. 
Indeed it is the message which just might bring the Mashiach. May he come 
speedily in our days. 

Domination Of The World

In Parshas Zachor, Hashem commands us to remember how Amalek attacked 
us when we left Mitzrayim. We are to destroy the Amalekite nation and oblit-
erate their memory. Why is Amalek singled out from all of our enemies, from 
all those who attacked and persecuted us, to be annihilated? The oppressors 
and tormenters of our nation are too many to enumerate, yet Amalek was NOT FOR PRINT
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singled out as our archenemy and the archenemy of Hashem. “For the Hand 
is on the Throne of Hashem; Hashem is at war with Amalek from genera-
tion to generation” (Shemos 17:16). Rashi explains that the Hand of Hashem 
signifies that He took an oath that His name will not be complete and His 
throne will not be complete until the name of Amalek will be entirely obliter-
ated. What was unique about Amalek that elicited such an oath?

The Torah, in Parshas Ki Seitzei (Devarim 25:17-19), states, “Remember 
what Amalek did to you on the way when you were leaving Mitzrayim. They 
happened upon you on the way and struck those of you from behind, all the 
weaklings at your rear; and you were faint and exhausted; and they did not 
fear [any] god.” The Malbim dissects this pasuk for us to demonstrate the 
distinction between the intention of Amalek and the intentions of our other 
enemies.

On the way – They were not attempting to take away your land.
When you were leaving Mitzrayim – They were not attempting to pro-

tect their land from an imminent attack.
They happened upon you – They were not seeking to settle any score 

with you.
All the weaklings…and you were faint and exhausted – They were not 

flexing their military  muscle.
They did not fear [any] god– It was not a holy war. 
What was their intent? I believe that their intent was to prevent us from 

becoming Hashem’s chosen nation to bring morality and kedushah into this 
world. Rashi, citing the Medrash Tanchumah, states that they sought to erad-
icate our Bris Milah. Why? Because it represents kedushah and accountability.

Now listen to the words of Hitler, yemach shemo: “I free humanity from the 
shackles of the soul, from the degrading suffering caused by the false vision 
called conscience and ethics. The Jews have inflicted two wounds on man-
kind: circumcision on its body and conscience on its soul. They are Jewish 
inventions. The war for domination of the world is waged only between the 
two of us …the Germans and the Jews. Everything else is but deception.” (See 
foreword to “Sparks of Glory” page xiv)

These words express eloquently what Amalek is all about. Indeed, when 
Kaiser Wilhelm visited Eretz Yisrael many rabbis went to greet him and recite NOT FOR PRINT
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the blessing that one says upon seeing a king. Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld 
refused to go saying that he has a tradition that Germany is descended from 
Amalek.

The war of Amalek was a war against Hashem Himself, against Hashem’s 
agenda of infusing morality, ethics and conscience into the entire world. 
Thus, Hashem declared that His name and His throne cannot be complete 
until Amalek is totally eradicated.

When we lein Parshas Zachor we remind ourselves that the battle lines 
have been drawn between Hashem and Amalek for “domination of the 
world”. As Hashem’s chosen nation we are automatically enlisted in His army. 
Although we may not be able to pick up weapons to engage in battle, we can 
intensify our Avodas Hashem in a way which will advance His agenda to 
promote kedushah, conscience and ethics for all of humanity.
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Masquerade

There is an accepted custom to masquerade on Purim and dress up as 
famous Purim characters or other personalities. Numerous reasons have 

been offered to explain this seemingly unconventional practice.
One explanation is that the theme of the Purim story is hester panim – the 

hiddenness of Hashem. Behind every event that unfolds in the Megillah is 
the hand of Hashem the Director. He orchestrated the downfall of Vashti, 
the coronation of Esther, the foiled plot of Bigson and Teresh and Haman’s 
ultimate swinging on his own gallows. We are expected to connect the dots 
and peel away all the layers of concealment.

I believe there is a very profound message here. At the time of Mordechai 
and Esther, after the destruction of the first Bais Hamikdash, the Shechinah 
was concealed and a state of hester panim ensued. This was not an entirely 
new phenomenon. The Hebrew word for world is Olam, which means hid-
den. The very act of creation was an act whereby Hashem concealed Himself. 
Although Hashem is omnipresent and there is no place devoid of His pres-
ence, we cannot readily detect Him. 

Not only is our world a veil which conceals Hashem, but even people 
are often concealed. If we go back in history we find numerous instances in 
which a person wasn’t whom he appeared to be. We can start with Yitzchok 
Avinu who thought that he was giving his blessing to Eisav, not Yaakov. And 
Yaakov thought that his new bride was Rachel when in reality she was Leah. 
And Yehudah thought that the woman at the fork in the road was a harlot, 
but she was really his own daughter-in-law, the righteous Tamar. The brothers 
of Yosef thought that the cruel viceroy who confronted them was an Egyptian 
when he was none other than Yosef.

Purim
פורים
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Even when we are not dealing with mistaken identities we often don’t 
really know the person in front of us. Take Yitzchok who failed to compre-
hend Eisav’s true essence. Similarly we find that Shmuel mistook Yishai’s 
son Eliav as Hashem’s choice to be king. Hashem told him, “Do not look at 
his appearance or at his tall stature for I have rejected him. For it is not as 
man sees – man sees what his eyes behold, but Hashem sees into the heart” 
(Shmuel I, 16:7).

On Purim we learn how to pull away the external layers and look deeper. 
The little girl at our door is not really Queen Esther; she is our neighbor’s 
seven year old daughter. Things are just not what they appear to be. People 
aren’t whom they appear to be. Events are not what they appear to be. And 
we ourselves are not whom we appear to be.

And that is where the real challenge takes place. Who are we? Really. 
Perhaps that is why Chazal recommend imbibing on Purim. Since the Gemara 
in Eiruvin (65b) tells us, “A person can be recognized by three things: his wal-
let, his cup, and his anger,” perhaps we will be able to recognize our true 
selves. Maybe this is what the Arizal had in mind when he interpreted Yom 
Kippurim to mean that Yom Kippur is like Purim. They are both days when 
we get in touch with reality and ourselves – unveiled.

Now You See Him, Now You Don’t

The Gemara (Shabbos 88a) states that when Bnai Yisrael stood at Har Sinai 
to receive the Torah, Hashem held the mountain over their heads and threat-
ened: “If you accept the Torah fine, but if not, you will be buried here.” Said 
Rabbi Acha bar Yaakov, “This provides a disclaimer [which invalidated their 
acceptance] of the Torah.” Rava said, “Thereafter, they accepted it again at 
the time of Achashveirosh, as it says, ‘They accepted and endorsed’ i.e. they 
endorsed that which they had previously accepted” (Esther 9:27).

This Gemara presents a number of difficulties. Firstly, why were they 
forced if they had already declared, “Naaseh Venishmah – we will do and 
we will hear”? Also, is it possible to say that they were not responsible for any 
violation of the Torah until the time of Achashveirosh? All the castigations NOT FOR PRINT
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of the prophets would indicate otherwise. Additionally, what happened at 
the time of Achashveirosh to cause them to accept the Torah which they had 
previously been unwilling to do?

I would like to suggest that the mountain is an allegory. At the moment 
of Matan Torah, the world stood still – no birds flew and no animals lowed. 
Hashem tore open all the heavens to reveal that there is no other supreme 
being but He alone. They heard the voice of Hashem Himself and they 
were terrified. At that moment – one of complete Gilui Shechinah – Divine 
Revelation, the truth appeared awesome and compelling. In this respect they 
were forced. How could they have refused?

The Ramban explains that the Mishkan was meant to replicate Matan 
Torah. There too the presence of the Shechinah was palpable. This phenome-
non continued uninterrupted throughout the era of the first Bais Hamikdash. 
There they also witnessed ten miracles on a regular basis as described in Pirkei 
Avos (5:5). As long as Bnai Yisrael remained in an environment that resembled 
Matan Torah – an environment of Gilui Shechinah – they were obligated 
to keep all the Mitzvos. Their original commitment of Naaseh Venishmah, 
which was not coerced, remained in effect. However, when the first Bais 
Hamikdash was destroyed and Bnai Yisrael went into galus, they had a dis-
claimer. It appeared that Hashem had abandoned them, His holy Sanctuary 
lay in ruins and they were now subject to the whims of their captors. This was 
their first experience of hester panim – Hashem had “hidden His face”.

They were exiled to Babylonia and Persia and began a slow process of 
acculturation. They learned to speak Aramaic and Persian and adopted 
Aramaic and Persian names. They no longer stood out as the Jewish nation. 
Their original commitment was no longer valid.

However, when they witnessed the gradual yet miraculous process of 
redemption from the clutches of Haman and the vanquishing of their ene-
mies, they realized that indeed Hashem had not abandoned them. He still 
loved them and still protected them. Rashi (Shabbos 88a) explains that the 
love engendered by the miracle inspired them to recommit to keeping the 
Torah, a new commitment to serve Hashem even during the hester panim 
of galus.

The Rambam (Introduction to Mishneh Torah) writes that the prophets 
and sages instructed us to read the Megillah “…to inform future generations NOT FOR PRINT
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that the promise made in the Torah is true: ‘Is there any nation so great that 
has a G-d who is close to it as is Hashem our G-d whenever we call to Him’” 
(Devarim 4:7).  It is a vital message for our generation no less than any other 
generation of galus.  When we read the Megillah and celebrate Purim we need 
to remember that although Hashem may appear to be hidden, He is present 
and watching over us with an “eternal love.” And then we too will renew our 
commitment to keep the Torah.

The Superheroes 

The Gemara in Chullin (139b) states that we find an allusion in the Torah 
to Moshe (before his birth), Haman, Esther and Mordechai. Why does the 
Gemara focus on these four people, and what is the connection between 
Moshe and the other three personalities? 

The Gemara in Shabbos (88a) says that since Bnai Yisrael were coerced 
into accepting the Torah – when Hashem held the mountain over their heads 
– there is a “disclaimer” mitigating their acceptance of the Torah. However, 
at the time of Purim they accepted the Torah again wholeheartedly. 

In light of this Gemara, we can see the connection between Moshe and 
the three prominent personalities of Purim: They all facilitated a Kabbalas 
Hatorah. With the principle found in the following Medrash on Bereishis 
everything falls into place. “Bereishis barah Elokim” – because of Reishis – the 
foremost – Hashem created the world. Because of the Torah which is called 
Reishis and because of Bnai Yisrael who are called Reishis. Since the Torah 
establishes that the purpose of creation was for the sake of Bnai Yisrael receiv-
ing the Torah, it is reasonable to expect that the Torah would allude to the 
unique personalities who could bring about such a critical event. In reality 
it would require four people who could make it happen. One would have to 
be capable of ascending to the Heavens to bring the Torah down. The other 
three would have to be able to create an awesome Kiddush Hashem which 
would precipitate a wholehearted, everlasting commitment. 

In reference to Moshe, the Gemara cites the phrase “beshagam hu basar” 
– as he is merely flesh. The word beshagam has the same gematria as Moshe. NOT FOR PRINT
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This implies that despite his corporeality, Moshe had so greatly elevated him-
self spiritually that he could ascend to the Heavens and retrieve the Torah.  

The people who could bring about a second and renewed commitment 
to Torah were Haman, Esther and Mordechai. It took Mordechai’s wisdom 
and leadership, Esther’s mesiras nefesh and Haman’s threat of extermination 
to bring about the Kabbalas Hatorah of Purim. As a matter of fact, only 
Haman could have truly motivated Bnai Yisrael to do teshuvah. The Gemara 
in Megillah (14a) states “Greater was the removal of the ring (from the hand 
of Achashveirosh and its transfer to Haman) than the forty-eight proph-
ets and seven prophetesses who prophesied to Yisrael. All of them did not 
cause them to repent and the removal of the ring caused them to repent.” In 
this respect Haman was the “hero” of the day who facilitated this renewed 
Kabbalas Hatorah. (Indeed, Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky (Emes L’Yaakov, 
Bereishis 27:40) asserts that it was due to the great Kiddush Hashem that 
Haman caused, that he merited having descendants who studied Torah in 
Bnai Brak (Sanhedrin 96b)). 

Now we can also understand the puzzling Gemara in Megillah (7b): 
“One is obligated to imbibe on Purim until he does not know the distinction 
between ‘Cursed is Haman’ and ‘Blessed is Mordechai.’” It means that one 
must achieve a state where his love of Hashem and His Torah are so passion-
ate that he appreciates not only the role of Mordechai and Esther, but also the 
indispensable role of Haman – “the enemy of the Jews” – in bringing about 
the new, unmitigated Kabbalas Hatorah.
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I Just Don’t Know 

The Sefer Hachinuch enumerates all 613 Mitzvos, offering a reason for 
each Mitzvah and listing some of its pertinent halachos. In Mitzvah 397 

– Mitzvas Parah Adumah – he writes: “Although I have endeavored to write 
reasons according to pshat for previous Mitzvos …regarding this Mitzvah my 
hands are weak. I am afraid to open my mouth at all about it, for I see where 
Chazal spoke of the depth of its secret, asserting that Shlomo Hamelech 
understood the reason for all of the Mitzvos except this one – declaring, ‘I 
thought that I could be wise but it is beyond me’” (Koheles 7:23).

Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky wonders why indeed did the Chinuch refrain 
from offering an explanation for Parah Adumah? Did the Chinuch think that 
the explanations he offered for all the other Mitzvos were actually the defini-
tive reason? We know that the halachos for any Mitzvah are not determined 
by any rational explanation since their true purpose is sublime. The reasons 
given by the Chinuch or any other authority are merely to enhance our appre-
ciation of the Mitzvos or to present an ethical message. If so, why not offer a 
reason or explanation for Parah Adumah?

Rav Yaakov answers that the Chinuch deduced from Chazal that Hashem 
wanted the reason for Parah Adumah to remain esoteric. For us to offer expla-
nations defeats this essential intention that Hashem had when He gave us this 
Mitzvah.

I believe there could be another message here. Rav Shamshon Raphael 
Hirsch wrote two letters to Rabbi Pinchos M. E. Wechsler who, ostensibly, 
was preoccupied with explaining difficult Aggadic passages. These letters 
were translated by Yehoshua Leiman and published in Light Magazine and 

Parshas Parah
פרשת פרה
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republished by Neve Yerushalayim in 1994. The following is a quote from one 
of these letters:

I wish to add one more point – in my opinion an essential rule for every person 
who teaches our holy Torah, whether Tanach or Halacha or Aggadah. That is: Get 
into the habit of saying, “I don’t know.” It is not within a teacher’s power – nor is 
it his obligation – to know everything and to resolve every difficulty. Even Chazal 
left a number of matters unresolved, all the more so lesser people like ourselves. 
Let us admit unashamedly before our pupils, “This is something we do not know.”

We must be extremely cautious not to create a forced explanation for a verse 
or a statement in Aggadah or a statement in the Talmud simply in order to cover 
our ignorance. When we admit that we do not know, our pupils learn to humble 
themselves before the wisdom of Chazal and all the more so before the statements 
of G-d and the expressions of His holy spirit.

Rav Hirsch points out that there are many disputes in hashkafah between 
the Rambam and the Ramban. Who was right? Says Rav Hirsch, “I don’t 
know.”

Perhaps this is indeed what Shlomo Hamelech was teaching us: “I am the 
smartest of all men, but there are things which I don’t know.” Likewise the 
Chinuch restates this message. It is a message that all of us should absorb. A 
little humility and common sense will allow us lesser scholars to admit, “I 
don’t know.” This just might be the message – not the reason – of the Parah 
Adumah. I don’t know. 
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All About The Moon 

It almost seems as if Klal Yisrael has an infatuation with the moon. First 
there is the celebration of Rosh Chodesh, the new moon, which by the 

way, happens to be a very special Yom Tov for women.  Then there is Rosh 
Chodesh bentching – a prayer for our welfare in anticipation of the upcom-
ing Rosh Chodesh. Then there is Kiddush Levanah – a prayer recited at night 
when the moon has waxed sufficiently to shed its light on the earth.

It doesn’t stop there. There is Adar, the month which was overturned from 
anguish to joy. Halacha dictates that Adar is a fortuitous month for pursuing 
litigation with a gentile, due to the awesome victory of the Jews over their 
enemies in the month of Adar. And there is the sad month of Av. And don’t 
forget Chodesh Ha’aviv – the Month of Springtime and our historical exodus 
from Mitzrayim. We don’t just observe the dates of fortune or misfortune, 
we observe the entire month of each event. Each month has its own specific 
characteristics which define its identity and make it predisposed to certain 
events. Thus it is not surprising to read in the Haggadah, “Perhaps we should 
begin [reciting the Haggadah] from Rosh Chodesh,” since indeed the whole 
month is one of celebration.  

Chazal tell us (Sukkah 29a) that Bnai Yisrael calculate their calendar by 
the moon and the gentile nations calculate by the sun. The sun is consistent 
in its appearance. Each day, each month and each year, we see the same sun 
– perhaps a little more to the south, a little more to the north, but it always 
looks the same. The moon, on the other hand, waxes in the first half of the 
month and wanes in the second half of the month. 

The moon symbolizes the alternating situations of good fortune and 
adversity. The Jewish Nation may be afflicted, persecuted, or enslaved, but 

Parshas Hachodesh
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ultimately we are sure to wax and prosper again. This has been the case 
throughout our history and has been most evident in the past century with 
the awesome decimation of the Holocaust and our miraculous rebirth after 
the war. The other nations, however, may continue to shine for centuries like 
the brilliant sun, but they ultimately disintegrate when their time comes.

There is another nation that also determines their calendar by the moon 
– the nation of Yishmael. They also wax and wane. However, there is a major 
distinction between them and us. Our calendar calculates the months by the 
moon but intercalates them with the cycle of the sun. In that way we are able 
to combine the long term consistency of the sun with the capacity for renewal 
of the moon. 

The Gemara in Rosh Hashanah (11a) states, “In Nissan we were redeemed 
and in Nissan we will ultimately be redeemed.” Nissan is a month of redemp-
tion – a month of physical and spiritual renewal. Just as nature begins to come 
alive and blossom, so too there is the opportunity for Bnai Yisrael to renew 
themselves in their relationship with Hashem. Just as over 3,000 years ago 
the month of aviv – springtime – heralded our redemption, so too each year 
the opportunity for redemption presents itself again. Perhaps if we too renew 
ourselves, this time it will happen.  
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True Greatness

The Shabbos before Pesach is referred to as Shabbos Hagadol – the Great 
Shabbos. The most famous reason for this title is the one given by the 

Tur Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 430). It was on the tenth of Nissan, 
which was Shabbos, that Bnai Yisrael took lambs to be prepared for sacrifice 
as the Korban Pesach on Erev Pesach. Despite the fact that the Egyptians 
witnessed Bnai Yisrael taking their gods to be slaughtered, miraculously they 
took no action and did not even protest. Thus each year we commemorate 
this wondrous event on the Shabbos before Pesach.

Rav Meir Tzvi Bergman suggests a new approach. He demonstrates that 
the word gadol – great – refers specifically to greatness in chesed.

When Moshe Rabbeinu prayed to Hashem to be allowed to enter Eretz 
Yisrael he said, “You have begun to show your servant gadlecha – your great-
ness” (Devarim 3:24). Rashi explains that Hashem’s greatness refers to His 
attribute of bestowing goodness. Similarly we declare in Birkas Hamazon, 
“Uvetuvcha hagadol – And through Your great goodness we have never lacked 
and may we never lack forever… Baavur Shemo Hagadol – For the sake of 
His Great Name that He is G-d Who nourishes and sustains all.”

The woman who invited Elisha Hanavi to be her guest, and even con-
structed a small room for him to stay in, is referred to as an “isha gedolah – a 
great woman.” Her great level of hachnasas orchim and chesed earned her this 
title. In the same way, Avraham Avinu who was the pillar of chesed is referred 
to as “hagadol shebe’anakim – the great man among giants.”

Greatness is the capacity to reach beyond oneself. To be bigger than just 
the one you are. This idea is implied in the closing pasuk of Megillas Esther. 

Shabbos Hagadol
שבת הגדול
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“For Mordechai Hayehudi was the viceroy to King Achashveirosh and gadol 
– great – among the Jews… he sought the good of his people and spoke for 
the welfare of all its progeny.”  Rav Bergman suggests that this is why the sun 
is referred to as the ma’or hagadol – the great light – since it provides light for 
others, while the moon is called the ma’or hakatan – the small light – since it 
merely reflects the light of the sun.

But what does all this have to do with Shabbos Hagadol? Rav Tzaddok 
Hakohein explains that the redemption from Mitzrayim was a phenomenal 
chesed since Bnai Yisrael had sunk to such a low spiritual level, even worship-
ping Avodah Zarah. It was the kedushah of Shabbos, which is the source for 
all abundance in the world, from which Hashem drew the chesed necessary to 
bring about the redemption. 

Rav Bergman notes that the Haftorah of Shabbos Hagadol dwells on 
the theme of chesed, discussing the Mitzvah of tithing to provide sustenance 
for the Kohanim and Leviim serving in the Bais Hamikdash. Also, as this 
Shabbos immediately precedes Pesach, it marks the final call for donations 
to Kimcha Depischa or Maos Chittim to provide Pesach provisions for those 
in need.

There are three major tzedakah campaigns during the year: Yamim 
Noraim, Matanos La’evyonim on Purim and Maos Chittim. The tzedakah 
that we give before Yom Kippur is “for us” – we hope it will contribute to 
our being signed and sealed for a good year. Matanos La’evyonim is to create 
solidarity and achdus among Jews. Maos Chittim is pure chesed – so that “all 
that are hungry may come and eat.” Shabbos Hagadol thus personifies the 
middah of greatness which is pure chesed. 
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Zeman Cheiruseinu 

Pesach is zeman cheiruseinu – the season of our freedom. There are many 
rituals of the Seder which are meant to demonstrate cheirus. They include 

drinking four cups of wine, reclining and dipping vegetables. In truth, it is 
difficult to understand what these activities have to do with being free. If I 
were to free my slave, would he sit down to a meal, drink wine, recline and 
dip his vegetables? 

To appreciate the significance of these rituals we need to understand the 
real meaning of cheirus. The word cheirus is derived from “chori” – which 
means nobility. Cheirus is much more than mere freedom from bondage; it is 
the acquisition of an identity of distinction. We attained true cheirus when we 
became “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”. 

The Hebrew term for the mere liberation from bondage is chofshi. This 
means, “You’re free to go, and you’re on your own.” Indeed, the Emancipation 
Proclamation accomplished precisely this. It set the slaves free but did not 
bestow upon them the dignity necessary for them to achieve equal rights. The 
chains were removed, but they were still perceived by white men as being a 
lower class. They may have deserved cheirus, but all they achieved was to be 
chofshi. 

Only Hashem can bestow cheirus. This is precisely what is meant by the 
four expressions of redemption: I will take you out, I will save you, I will 
redeem you, and I will take you to me as a people. Being chofshi was accom-
plished by the first three steps, but cheirus – distinction and nobility – was 
only accomplished by the fourth.  

Pesach
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This explanation sheds light on the Mishnah in Avos (6:2): “[The Torah] 
says, ‘The Luchos are G-d’s handiwork, and the script was G-d’s script, cha-
rus (engraved) on the Luchos.’ Do not read [the word] as charus, but cheirus, 
for there is no true ben chorin except for he who engages in learning Torah.” 
There may be freedom without Torah, but cheirus derives only from learning 
Torah and total commitment to its ideals.  

Conversely, we find the Gemara in Shabbos (30a) describing chofshi. “It is 
written (Psalms 88:6), ‘Amid the dead who are free – chofshi.’ When a person 
dies he becomes chofshi from Torah and Mitzvos.” He has lost his purpose and 
his distinction. 

When we sit down at the Seder table we are not commemorating our 
becoming chofshi, we are celebrating cheirus – the acquisition of dignity and a 
well defined identity. The protocol of nobility calls for a banquet with rituals 
that include fine wine, vegetable dips and reclining in a royal fashion. This is 
how we celebrate zeman cheiruseinu.

Ask Me A Question

Rav Chaim Soloveitchik asks, “How is this night of Pesach different from all 
other nights?” On every night of the year there is a Mitzvah to remember the 
Exodus from Mitzrayim. In what way is the Mitzvah to recite the Haggadah 
on Pesach night different?

One difference that Rav Chaim describes is the requirement to follow 
a question and answer format. This not only defines the procedure for the 
Seder, but it is also the framework of all productive chinuch – education.

A question puts the student into the center of the discussion. It creates an 
interactive experience. The answer is not merely a monologue but a response 
to something the student feels he needs to know. In this way the student is 
more likely to properly digest and retain the information.

A question also helps to define the topic of discussion and set its param-
eters. It demands a response that is clear and accurate. In this way the ques-
tion enlightens the teacher as well as the student. Rebbi Chanina declared, NOT FOR PRINT
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“I have learned much from my teachers, even more from my colleagues, and 
more from my students than from anyone else.”

After Reish Lakish passed away, his teacher Rebbi Yochanan was incon-
solable. Although his students attempted to ease his pain by extolling his 
lectures, Rebbi Yochanan exclaimed, “Are you like Reish Lakish? Whenever I 
would say anything, he would ask twenty-four questions, I would give twenty-
four answers, and the topic was clarified.”

Indeed, the question-answer format strengthens the relationship between 
teacher and student. Through a sincere desire to arrive at a clear and true 
explanation, a sense of mutual respect and admiration develops. The Gemara 
in Maseches Kiddushin (30b) asserts that although the discussion may 
become heated and even contentious, at the conclusion there will be only love. 

There is, however, one type of question which does not deserve an answer. 
That is the rhetorical question, for in truth it is not really a question; it is 
a statement. That is the question of the rasha, the wicked son. It is a wise 
father or teacher who can distinguish the rhetorical question from the genu-
ine one. Sometimes it is the choice of words. Sometimes it is the tone of 
voice. However, Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz insists that in reality, it takes a true 
discernment of the personality or the agenda of the asker. Thus, although the 
questions in the Haggadah of the wise son and the wicked son are extremely 
similar, the father knows who is who.

Whether at the Seder, in the classroom or during the daily interactions 
of parents and children, learning and spiritual growth take place in an 
atmosphere which encourages and welcomes sincere and thought-provoking 
questions. 

Who Is Wise?

The Torah refers to four sons: one who is wise – a chacham, one who is wicked 
– a rasha, one who is simple and one who does not know how to ask. Chazal 
understood by the Torah’s repeated reference to relating the Haggadah to 
one’s son, that one answer would not suit every type of son. They saw the 
need to distinguish between four types of personalities.NOT FOR PRINT
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I believe that if we look a little more closely we will find that the distinc-
tion is not merely between different persons but also between different types 
of questions. Thus it is possible that one person may, on different occasions, 
ask each of these four types of questions. Or to put it another way, we may all 
be a composite of these four types of personalities.

Therefore, at the end of the day, we are not only concerned with knowing 
how to answer each type of questioner. We also need to look at ourselves and 
determine what types of questions we are asking. Let us focus on the question 
typified by the wise son and the question typified by the wicked son. They 
are two opposites.

We tend to think of a chacham as a wise person who has accumulated 
a wealth of knowledge, or as an individual with a brilliant mind. However 
Chazal define a chacham for us: “Who is a chacham? One who learns from 
everyone” (Avos 4:1). A chacham is one who cherishes wisdom and thirsts to 
acquire it. Shlomo Hamelech, the wisest of all men, was granted great wisdom 
because he asked of Hashem, “May You grant Your servant a listening heart” 
(Melachim 3:9). The key to wisdom is to listen to what others have to say. 
(Naturally if you keep asking questions in your thirst for knowledge you will 
probably become a wise and learned person.)

Thus the chacham in the Haggadah is not answering a question, he is 
asking one. The rasha on the other hand doesn’t ask questions; he makes 
declarations. “And it shall be when your children will say to you, ‘What is 
this service to you’” (Shemos 12:26). This is, at best, a rhetorical question: 
“What’s it to you?”

The Gra asserts that we do not even answer the rasha. Listen to the answer 
in the Haggadah. “It is because of this that Hashem did [this] for me when 
I left Mitzrayim – for me and not for him. If he would have been there, he 
would not have been redeemed.” If we are speaking to the rasha, the pronoun 
should have been in second person, “for me and not for you, had you been 
there…” The Gra explains that we are really talking to the one who does 
not know how to ask. We are telling him, “Don’t listen to him – the rasha.”  
Indeed the very same pasuk cited in the response to the rasha is quoted in our 
remarks to the one who doesn’t ask, because there is really only one response 
and it is not to the rasha. You don’t answer the rasha because his mind is 
already made up.  NOT FOR PRINT
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We can learn from the four sons not only how to answer questions but 
also how to ask them. We should analyze how we formulate our questions. 
If they are presented as a sincere search for knowledge – for the truth, then 
indeed we are already chachamim – who cherish wisdom and seek to learn 
from everyone.

A Postscript To Pesach – You Can Take It 
With You 

On Pesach we read in Shir Hashirim (7:2), “How lovely are your footsteps in 
the sandals.” The Gemara (Chagigah 5a) states that this refers to the feet of 
Bnai Yisrael when they went up to the Bais Hamikdash on the three Regalim 
– the pilgrimage festivals. Rav Shimon Schwab asks how this pasuk could 
be referring to Bnai Yisrael ascending the Temple Mount. The Mishnah 
(Berachos 44a) states that one is not permitted to ascend the Temple Mount 
wearing shoes.

Rav Schwab answers that the Gemara is actually referring to the return of 
Bnai Yisrael to their homes after the conclusion of the Yom Tov. The Mitzvah 
to visit the Bais Hamikdash is really not complete until they return home 
bringing with them the spiritual growth which they achieved over the Festival. 
He bases this assertion on the tefillah in the Mussaf Shemoneh Esrei: “Restore 
the Kohanim to their service and the Leviim to their song and music; and 
restore Yisrael to their dwellings.” This last clause appears to be out of place. 
What is the connection between Bnai Yisrael returning to their homes and 
the service of the Kohanim and Leviim?

We must conclude that returning home is a critical part of the service of 
every Yom Tov. It is not sufficient to merely attend the celebration at the Bais 
Hamikdash, we must take it home with us. What did we learn? How did we 
grow? How will this inspiration continue to reverberate in our daily lives? 
When we put our shoes on again upon descending from Hashem’s mountain, 
we must find ways to bring the kedushah of the Bais Hamikdash and the Yom 
Tov home with us. A Yom Tov may be a time of a spiritual high but we must 
be able to integrate its lofty influence into our daily lives.NOT FOR PRINT
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This message holds true for us today although we no longer have the Bais 
Hamikdash. How can we take the Yom Tov and its inspiration with us?

Perhaps one approach lies in the Mitzvah of counting the days of the 
Omer. This Mitzvah reminds us that the Exodus from Mitzrayim was not 
an end in and of itself. Hashem told Moshe Rabbeinu, “When you take the 
people out of Mitzrayim, you will serve Hashem on this mountain” (Shemos 
3:12). Bnai Yisrael were redeemed from Mitzrayim in anticipation of receiving 
the Torah on Har Sinai. Thus they began counting the forty-nine days lead-
ing up to this climactic event.

When we view each Yom Tov as a stepping stone toward the next mile-
stone, we will be ever conscious that we must take with us what we achieved 
on our last Yom Tov, so that we can build upon it. If we follow this approach, 
no two Yamim Tovim of Pesach or Sukkos will be the same. Each one will 
find us on a higher plateau than the previous one. The “footsteps home” from 
each Yom Tov are merely the beginning of the next leg of our spiritual jour-
ney; a journey that lasts 120 years.

Sefiras Ha’omer teaches us that we really can take it with us.
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The Students Of Rebbi Akiva

The period of Sefirah is not only a time of counting the Omer, bridging 
Shavuos with Pesach, it is also a time of mourning for the students of Rebbi 
Akiva. The Gemara in Yevamos (62b) recounts, “Rebbi Akiva had 12,000 
pairs of students, and they all died because they did not display honor to each 
other. It was taught that they all died between Pesach and Shavuos. And the 
world was desolate until Rebbi Akiva came to the Rabbis in the south – R’ 
Meir, R’ Yehudah, R’ Yosi, R’ Shimon, and R’ Elazar ben Shamua – and 
taught them; and they established the Torah at that time.”

There are those who understand that the sin of Rebbi Akiva’s students was 
bein adam lechaveiro – between man and his fellow man. They suggest that 
there was some degree of sinas chinam or contempt for one another. I believe 
that this is clearly not the intent of our Gemara. The sin was one of omis-
sion – a lack of honor. The sin was bein adam lamakom – between man and 
Hashem – a lack of the proper degree of Kavod HaTorah. 

Since these students were to be the future transmitters of the Oral Torah, 
they were held to a higher standard of Kavod Hatorah. In order to receive the 
Torah transmitted from the previous generation, there must be respect for the 
proponents of this Torah. Their credentials as faithful transmitters of Torah 
are only as good as the esteem in which they are held. Not only does the 
Torah set a high standard of honor for rabbeim, it also sets a high standard of 
respect for fellow scholars.

The students of Rebbi Akiva held that their colleagues were to be respected 
as equals. Indeed, this is the opinion of Rebbi Eliezer, the mentor of Rebbi 
Akiva. He declared, “Let your colleague’s honor be as dear to you as your 

Sefirah
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own” (Avos 2:10). Your colleague is no less than you and no more than you. 
Just don’t violate his honor.

I believe that this opinion was accepted by Rebbi Akiva and taught to 
his students. However, we find that Rebbi Akiva recanted. Indeed, one’s col-
league deserves more honor than oneself. Rebbi Elazar ben Shamua, one of 
the five new students of Rebbi Akiva taught, “Let your student’s honor be as 
dear to you as your own, and your colleague’s honor as great as the fear of 
your rebbi, and your fear for your rebbi as great as the fear of Heaven” (Avos 
4:12). From where did Rebbi Elazar ben Shamua gain this approach? Says the 
Gra: he learned it from Rebbi Akiva. 

The Gemara in Pesachim states that Rebbi Shimon Ha’Amsoni would 
extrapolate halachos from the Torah’s use of the word “es”. When he got to 
the pasuk “Es Hashem Elokecha tira – You shall fear Hashem your G-d,” he 
abandoned his approach. Why? Because how could one compare anything to 
the fear of Hashem! Until Rebbi Akiva came and taught that the “es” in this 
pasuk refers to the fear of one’s rebbi. The fear of your rebbi should be like the 
fear of Heaven. With this new approach everyone moved up a rung. The col-
league is to be honored like a rebbi and the student like a colleague.

The students of Rebbi Akiva died between Pesach and Shavuos because 
this is the time to prepare for receiving and transmitting the Torah. Their 
deficiency in Kavod Hatorah made them unworthy of this mission.

The days of Sefiras Ha’omer should be utilized to reaffirm our commit-
ment not only to our Mesorah but also to Kavod Hatorah which is a vital 
prerequisite for this Mesorah.
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Toras Chesed

There is a remarkable Medrash regarding Megillas Rus, which we read on 
Shavuos, cited by the Yalkut Shimoni: Rabbi Ze’ira said, “This Megillah 

does not contain [laws of] tumah and taharah nor [laws of] the permissible 
and the forbidden. So why was it written? To teach you the reward of those 
who perform chesed.” One could ask that aside from the exceptional role 
model of chesed provided by Rus, we also learn about the process and prereq-
uisites of geirus -conversion. Why is chesed the critical theme?

The answer can be found in the incident related in the Gemara (Shabbos 
31a) regarding the gentile who approached Shammai and Hillel. He 
demanded, “Convert me on the condition that you teach me the entire Torah 
while I stand on one foot.” Shammai rejected him out of hand. But Hillel 
told him, “What is objectionable to you, do not do to your friend. This is the 
entire Torah, the rest is commentary. Go and learn.”

Rashi explains what Hillel meant. The “friend” referred to is Hashem 
Who is our friend. Do not do what Hashem objects to, just as you 
would not want others to do what you resent. In a second explanation, Rashi 
states that many of the mitzvos, such as stealing and adultery, violate the 
expectations of others; thus, you must refrain from these prohibitions. This 
explanation is difficult since most Mitzvos are bein adam lamakom, not bein 
adam lechaveiro.

Perhaps, both explanations of Rashi are predicated on the same concept. 
In order to accept the commandments of Hashem one must be able to see 
beyond himself. He must realize that just as he has wishes, so do others. He 
must be prepared to forgo his own wishes in deference to others. Therefore, 
he needs to embrace all mitzvos bein adam lechaveiro. From this he will 

Shavuos
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come to acknowledge that he cannot violate the wishes of his ultimate friend 
– Hashem.

Rav Elchonon Wasserman (Kovetz Maamarim) states that the greatest 
deterrent to believing in Hashem and accepting His Mitzvos is the resistance 
to forfeiting our own desires in deference to Hashem. Once we get beyond 
that, we can commit ourselves completely to Torah and Mitzvos. This was the 
approach suggested by Hillel.

This was indeed the path which Rus followed, culminating in her dec-
laration: “Your people are my people and your G-d is my G-d.” Rus gave up 
everything for the sake of Naomi. She left her homeland, forfeited an oppor-
tunity to become a princess and went to live a life of poverty. Why? So that 
she could support and care for her mother-in-law. The “reward” of such chesed 
is arriving at the recognition of Hashem, the embracing of His Torah and all 
that comes with it.

I believe that this is the path that Avraham Avinu followed. “Grant truth 
to Yaakov and chesed to Avraham” (Micha 7:20). While Yaakov’s Avodas 
Hashem was predicated on his fidelity to truth, Avraham’s was based on his 
middah of chesed: The capacity to give up what one has, for the sake of another. 
The first ger, Avraham, paved the way for the famous Moabite giyores, Rus.

This could be what the Gemara in Sotah (14a) means. “The Torah starts 
with gemilus chasadim and ends with gemilus chasadim.” In Parshas Bereishis 
we read that Hashem made clothing for Adam and Chava, and in Parshas 
Vezos Haberachah we read that Hashem Himself buried Moshe. Indeed, 
the concept of chesed is the foundation of Torah and a true motivation to 
Kabbalas Hatorah.

Matan Torah I and II

Every Yom Tov has its theme and its avodah – the spiritual journey and 
growth which it calls for. The theme of Sukkos is the Time of our Joy. 
Its avodah is Bitachon – fostering a recognition that our property and our 
security are entirely in the hands of Hashem. This is the key to happiness. NOT FOR PRINT
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The theme of Pesach is Freedom. Its avodah is to search for and destroy the 
spiritual chametz which is manifest in our negative middos.

The theme of Shavuos is Zeman Matan Toraseinu – the Time of the Giving 
of the Torah. But what is its avodah? You may suggest Naaseh Venishmah, 
an unwavering acceptance of Mitzvos. However, I would argue that it cannot 
be that. 

Consider the famous Mishnah in Maseches Taanis (26b) which concludes 
with a quote from Shir Hashirim (3:11) “Go forth and gaze, daughters of 
Tzion, upon the King Shlomo (Hashem) adorned with the crown which His 
nation made for Him on the day of His wedding…this refers to the giving of 
the Torah.” Rashi explains that the day the Torah was given is Yom Kippur 
when the second Luchos were given.

The initial status that Shavuos possessed was shattered with the smash-
ing of the first Luchos. The Medrash Rabbah (41:1) helps us understand 
what changed. “It was appropriate for our ancestors to proclaim, ‘Naaseh 
Venishmah.’ Was it appropriate for them to declare (about the Golden Calf) 
‘This is your G-d, O Israel’?” The sin of the Golden Calf canceled our decla-
ration of Naaseh Venishmah. After this cataclysmic event it remains for all of 
us to reaffirm our own Naaseh Venishmah on Yom Kippur, the new Matan 
Torah. What then is our avodah on Shavuos, the original Matan Torah? 

I believe the answer can be found in the Mechiltah (Shemos 41:1). “An 
analogy: A king entered a city. His subjects cried out, ‘Make laws and decrees 
for us.’ To which he responded, ‘First accept my sovereignty and then I will 
make decrees.’ Thus Hashem first declared, ‘I am Hashem your G-d Who 
took you out of Mitzrayim. First accept My sovereignty, then accept My 
Mitzvos.’”

While our unmitigated acceptance of Mitzvos was nullified by the sin of 
the Golden Calf, our acceptance of His sovereignty was not abrogated. As the 
Ramban explains, the Golden Calf was intended to replace Moshe Rabbeinu, 
not Hashem. Bnai Yisrael were seeking a new avenue to connect with Hashem 
in the absence of Moshe.

From this vantage point we can gain a new approach to the avodah of 
Shavuos. It is to accept the absolute sovereignty of Hashem. It is more a mat-
ter of perspective than a course of action. It is to recognize with absolute NOT FOR PRINT
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clarity that Hashem as the Creator and our Redeemer has the authority to 
tell us what to do in every aspect of our lives. We have no raison d’etre 
other than His service. (This is not to be confused with the avodah of Rosh 
Hashanah which is to proclaim His sovereignty over the human race and 
to beseech Him to reign supreme over the entire universe.) While we may 
yet lack the total commitment to Mitzvos expressed in Naaseh Venishmah, 
this will be our avodah of teshuvah on Yom Kippur. On Shavuos, however, 
we reaffirm the sovereignty expressed by the declaration on Sinai: “I am 
Hashem your G-d.”

A Vital Prerequisite

“They journeyed from Rephidim and they came to the Wilderness of Sinai 
and they encamped in the Wilderness; and Yisrael encamped there, opposite 
the mountain” (Shemos 19:2). Rashi observes that while the other verbs in 
this pasuk are in the plural form, the last verb, vayichan –encamped – is sin-
gular. This implies that when they encamped at Har Sinai they were united 
“like one person, with one heart.”

The Ohr Hachaim Hakadosh asserts that this unity was a precondition 
for receiving the Torah. Chazal put it this way: “Since Yisrael have despised 
dissension, embraced peace and have become one encampment, it is the 
appropriate time to give them My Torah” (Derech Eretz Zuta). Rav Chaim 
Shmuelevitz explains that the reason this unity was so crucial was because the 
Torah was not given to individuals but to the nation as a whole. Our mission 
in this world to serve Hashem can only be fulfilled as an entire nation.

“Love your fellow as yourself.” “Rebbi Akiva said, ‘This is a great principle 
of the Torah.’” It is only because of this principle that we have the Torah. 
‘Love your fellow as yourself ’ is the prerequisite for our receiving the Torah. 
Indeed, the unity which was achieved at Har Sinai must be preserved along 
with the Torah.

We find a similar concept expressed by the Maharal. He explains that the 
first Bais Hamikdash was given to us in the merit of Avraham, Yitzchok and 
Yaakov. When Bnai Yisrael violated the three cardinal sins – which were the NOT FOR PRINT
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antithesis of what the Patriarchs stood for – we lost the Bais Hamikdash. The 
second Bais Hamikdash stood in the merit of Klal Yisrael – the entire nation. 
When sinas chinam – baseless hatred – destroyed the fabric of Klal Yisrael we 
lost that Bais Hamikdash too, because if there is no unity there is no Klal 
Yisrael.

Perhaps we can apply this concept to another area. It is brought in the 
Siddur of the Baal Hatanya that before davening one should declare that he 
accepts the Mitzvah to love his fellow Jew. Why is this Mitzvah so critical 
to our prayers? Chazal tell us that in order for prayers which lack perfect 
kavanah to be accepted, we must daven as part of the tzibbur. That is why all 
our prayers are in the plural – even Tefillas Haderech which is recited when 
embarking on a journey.  Although one may be traveling by himself, he must 
still recite the prayer for his safety in the plural form. When we pray as a 
member of the Klal we can invoke the merit of the Klal – but only if we are 
part of a united Klal.

The Gemara in Shabbos (88a) states that Bnai Yisrael accepted the Torah 
once again at the time of Achashveirosh in an even more perfect manner. Rav 
Chaim suggests that at that time the unity of Klal Yisrael was even greater 
than the unity at Har Sinai. When Bnai Yisrael were threatened with anni-
hilation they were totally united. Perhaps it was this very intense solidarity 
which created the unity necessary to merit the building of the second Bais 
Hamikdash shortly thereafter.

Bnai Yisrael bond together in good times and in bad. Let us pray that it 
will be the good times which usher in the era of Mashiach bimheira beyameinu!
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Collective Mourning

Tisha B’Av is our national day of mourning. We do not merely mourn for 
the destruction of the Bais Hamikdash. The Mishnah in Taanis (26b) 

records five tragedies that occurred on the Ninth of Av: It was decreed that 
our ancestors in the desert would not enter Eretz Yisrael, the first and second 
Bais Hamikdash were destroyed, the city of Beitar was captured and the site 
of the Bais Hamikdash was plowed under (the fulfillment of the tragic proph-
ecy of Uriah). Another major tragedy which occurred on the Ninth of Av was 
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492.

However, when we examine the Kinnos recited on Tisha B’Av, we find 
three piyutim that discuss tragic events that did not occur on Tisha B’Av. The 
murder of the Ten Martyrs, the pogroms during the Crusades of the tenth 
and eleventh century and the burning of thousands of holy Jewish books in 
Paris in 1242. How did these events find their way into Tisha B’Av?

This issue is addressed in the Kinnah which recounts the slaughter of 
thousands of Jews in three illustrious Jewish communities – Speyer, Worms 
and Mayence in the Rhineland – during the Crusades of 1096. “We cannot 
add a new day of commemoration of destruction and conflagration…Instead 
today I will arouse my sorrowful wailing and I will eulogize and cry with a 
bitter soul.”

But the question remains. Why do they belong on Tisha B’Av?

Perhaps the answer can be found in Maseches Taanis (29a) where the 
Gemara discusses the reaction of Bnai Yisrael to the discouraging report of 
the Meraglim – spies: “And the people cried on that night” (Bamidbar 14:1). 
Said Rebbi Yochanan, “That night was the Ninth of Av. Hakadosh Baruch 

 Tisha B’av
תשעה באב
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Hu said to them, ‘You cried a crying for naught, and I will establish for you a 
crying for generations.’”

Why must this day be a day of crying? To explain this we must under-
stand the underpinnings of the sin of the Meraglim. Their refusal – and ulti-
mately the refusal of Klal Yisrael – to enter the Promised Land was not merely 
due to the fear of powerful Canaanite kings. They knew that if they would be 
worthy, Hashem could and would provide miracles for them. But they had to 
be worthy; they had to maintain an elevated level of kedushah and closeness 
to Hashem. So they balked and they cried. They cried because they refused 
to rise to the occasion and to be worthy of Eretz Yisrael. Not merely worthy 
of Eretz Yisrael but worthy of the imminent Redemption and Messianic era 
that would have ensued upon their conquest of Eretz Yisrael. (See Malbim 
ibid 14:21.)

So Hashem decreed that every generation that drops the ball and fails to 
live up to its calling will have what to cry about – on the day designated for 
crying. Indeed, the proverbial ball is in our court. Every tragedy, whether 
it occurs on the Ninth of Av or not, has its prototype in the primordial 
Tisha B’Av.

In generations that were worthy – such as was the case during the second 
Bais Hamikdash – they did not fast on Tisha B’Av. But for us – we must keep 
Tisha B’Av because “every generation in which the Bais Hamikdash was not 
rebuilt, it is considered as if it was destroyed in their days.” May we all be 
inspired to fulfill our mission whereby the Bais Hamikdash will be rebuilt 
and Tisha B’Av will no longer be a day of tears but a day of jubilation.
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Our National Anthem

The observance and experience of Tisha B’Av serve to make us cogni-
zant of our national pain: the pain of the loss of the Bais Hamikdash, 

the pain of our galus, the pain of hundreds of years of anti-semitism and 
persecution. As the feelings of mourning ebb away, the emotions of longing 
and anticipation take their place. We are reminded of the Rambam’s twelfth 
principle of faith and we recall the daily affirmation: “I believe with complete 
faith in the coming of Mashiach and even though he may tarry, I will await 
each day for his coming.” The Gemara in Shabbos (31a) informs us that the 
fourth question which we are asked upon our departure from this world is, 
“Did you anticipate the Salvation [of Mashiach]?”

Although the thirteen principles of the Rambam are all requirements of 
Emunah – intellectual conviction, the twelfth one seems to require an emo-
tion – yearning. Perhaps what it really is, is an attitude. An attitude that 
things are not right – indeed they are very wrong. The state of affairs is not 
tolerable. But what really is our primary concern? What is it that we want 
Mashiach to “fix”? 

Perhaps we can put forth three reasons to eagerly await the coming of the 
Mashiach. The first is for physical well-being. There are wars in this world. 
People are killing each other. The threat of physical annihilation looms over 
the entire human race. Illness, poverty and suffering are the lot of millions of 
people. Mashiach will fix all that.

The second is on a spiritual level. We are all aware that our relationship 
with Hashem is not what it could or should be. We live in a world which is 
filled with darkness and illusions which make it so difficult for us to know 
what is right; and temptations and distractions which make it difficult to do 

Shabbos Nachamu
שבת נחמו
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what is right. We feel disconnected from Hashem, unable to cleave to Him 
with unmitigated devotion. As the Ramban writes (Sefer Hageulah), “We 
anticipate it with the hope that we will achieve a closeness to G-d when we 
are together with His Mikdash, Kohanim and prophets…in the chosen land 
with the Shechinah dwelling amongst us.” (See “Fundamentals and Faith” by 
Rav Yaakov Weinberg for a further elucidation of this concept.)

The third reason to long for Mashiach is because the world we live in 
today represents an awesome chilul Hashem. All forms of wickedness and per-
version run rampant. Anti-semitism is on the rise worldwide. The very world 
which should declare Hashem’s glory and sing His praises defies His will and 
defiles His name. “Shechinta Begalusa – the Shechinah is in galus!” This is the 
greatest tragedy. This should cause our hearts to ache and our souls to yearn. 
This is the ultimate reason to long for Mashiach.

On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we pray, “Reign over the entire 
world in Your glory… Let everything that has been made know that You 
are its Maker… and let everything proclaim, ‘Hashem, the G-d of Israel is 
King and His kingship rules over everything!’” This is the goal and climax of 
all creation.

If I had to vote for a Jewish National Anthem, I would pick “Aleinu”. In 
it we declare thrice daily, “We await You, Hashem our G-d, to see soon Your 
mighty splendor… Then all humanity will call upon Your Name, to turn all 
the earth’s wicked toward You. All the world’s inhabitants… will all accept 
upon themselves the yoke of Your kingship… Hashem will reign forever!” 
Amein! 

Understanding the Consolation

This Shabbos is called Shabbos Nachamu on which we read the Haftorah 
which begins “Nachamu, Nachamu Ami” – Be consoled, be consoled my 
people. This Haftorah is the first of the seven Haftorahs of consolation (Sheva 
D’nechemta). After mourning the great tragedy of the churban – the destruc-
tion of the Bais Hamikdash – and all the ensuing tzaros of our difficult his-
tory, we begin the process of consolation. NOT FOR PRINT
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This ritual of consolation is very difficult to comprehend. Why should we 
be consoled? The Bais Hamikdash has not been rebuilt and our bitter galus 
still continues. What is even more strange is that the observances of mourn-
ing begin to diminish on Tisha B’Av itself. After chatzos – midday – we no 
longer sit on the floor and the paroches is replaced on the Aron Kodesh. What 
has changed on Tisha B’Av itself to warrant the beginning of a period of 
consolation? 

The Shulchan Aruch states (Orach Chaim 559:4) that we do not recite 
Tachanun on Tisha B’Av since the day is referred to as a mo’ed – usually 
translated as a “festival”. Why is Tisha B’Av, the most tragic day on the 
Jewish calendar, called a mo’ed? The Telsher Rav, as quoted by his talmid 
Rav Mordechai Gifter, explained that the word mo’ed really means a 
meeting, such as Ohel Mo’ed – the place where Hashem met with Moshe 
Rabbeinu. Thus a mo’ed on the calendar refers to a time of meeting with 
Hashem. Some holidays are joyous times of meeting with Hashem and some 
are times of meeting for judgment. Tisha B’Av is the ultimate time of meet-
ing for judgment.  

This concept can be appreciated even more deeply with a profound insight 
of Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz. The Gemara (Yoma 54b) states that when the 
gentile aggressors entered the Bais Hamikdash – just before they destroyed 
it – they found the two Keruvim in the Holy of Holies embracing each other. 
The Maharsha asks, “How is this possible, since the Gemara (Bava Basra 99a) 
says that when Bnai Yisrael fulfilled Hashem’s will the Keruvim faced each 
other, and when they did not fulfill Hashem’s will the Keruvim turned away 
from each other?” Rav Chaim answers that although at the time of the chur-
ban Bnai Yisrael were not fulfilling Hashem’s will, the judgment of Hashem 
emanated only from His love of His people. Just as a father punishes his son 
only due to his deep concern and fondness for him, “so does Hashem chastise 
you” (Devarim 8:5). 

Thus, Tisha B’Av, despite its tragic and painful nature, is a day of remark-
able closeness with Hashem. It is a time when we can bond with Him and 
attempt to tap into His love for us. It is with this appreciation that on Tisha 
B’Av itself we begin to move from a state of mourning to a state of anticipa-
tion for the ultimate fondness of Hashem to be expressed through our Final 
Redemption. This is our consolation.  NOT FOR PRINT
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May all the mourners of Tzion be consoled by Hashem with the arrival of 
the Mashiach and the building of the Bais Hamikdash speedily in our time. 

NOT FOR PRINT
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