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We still have several months to Pesach, but we are already laining and learning the Parshiyos

about Yetzias Mitzrayim. To be sure, there are two separate mitzvos to remember the exodus. One is only on

Pesach, the other is every single day of the year. Rav Yechezkel Levenstein zt”l (Ohr Yechezkel 7:289)

demonstrates that one of the major lessons to be remembered daily from the story of Yetzias Mitzrayim may be

gleaned from this week’s Sedra. He quotes the Alter of Kelm (Bais Kelm, page 93) that Paroh had ample

opportunity from the very beginning to realize that Hashem is not only the Creator of the universe, but that His

hashgacha --- active running of the world – is manifest if we only take the trouble to notice.

Paroh’s response to Moshe and Aharon’s demand that he let Klal Yisrael go free is the arrogant

rejection “who is Hashem that I should listen to His voice?” Now, Paroh should have immediately taken note

that something strange and powerful was happening in Egypt for the very first time. Paroh was the despot and

absolute dictator of the vast Egyptian empire, which was the major force in the Middle East, indeed the world at

that time. We can imagine that there were countless public officials and politicians under him and guarding his

palace. No outsider was allowed access, let alone free and uninhibited entry to the Pharaoh. Yet, all of a sudden

Moshe and Aharon virtually walk in, with no visible struggle or effort. This alone should have convinced Paroh

that there was a force at work which was beyond and above him. However, this is the first and ikar – main (Reb

Chatzkel) – lesson of Yetzias Mitzrayim, that when someone is so brazen as to ignore the obvious, Hashem

“gives him enough rope” for a tremendous and resounding downfall.

Where do we see this hanhagah in the parsha? We know that when Moshe Rabbeinu presented

the first of his signs that Hashem sent him and has the power to redeem His people, Paroh is sarcastic. He trots

out the kindergarten children who seem to be capable of rendering the same signs with their knowledge of

witchcraft. We must wonder: why indeed did Hashem allow what should have been a definitive proof of His

existence and power to be imitated so easily? Does this not border on a form of chilul Hashem, G-d forbid?

However, the Alter (1:4) explains that this was the punishment for paroh’s lack of contemplation of the ongoing

miracle of Moshe and Aharon’s constant entry into the king’s palace at will. Hashem hardened his heart,

allowing even deeper stubbornness so that he would have an even greater downfall, resulting in an even greater

Kiddush Hashem to be remembered for all time. This follows the eternal rule that “for one who wishes  defile

himself, the door is opened for his destruction” (Yumah 38b).

We might add that there is another rule that “whichever way a person wishes to go, that is the

way to which he is led” (Makos 10b). The Klausenberger Rebbe zt”l (Shefa Chaim, Bereishis, Vayeira, page 55)

even applies this to our own selves, in an apparently innocent situation. He quotes the Gemara that “three people

who are eating and do not say Divrei Torah are considered to be eating from the idolatrous food of those who

worship the dead.” How can they have gone so fast from eating a kosher meal to idolatry? The answer, as the

Alter taught us, is a lack of contemplation of their obligation at any given moment. We, too, must take to heart

the great lessons of Yetzias Mitzrayim which are unfolding before us every Shabbos of Sefer Shemos.

A GUTTEN SHABBOS AND A GUTTEN CHODESH
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In honor of bentching Rosh Chodesh Shevat and the upcoming Tu B’shvat,

this week we will discuss the Halachos of Baal Tashchis and the preservation of fruit trees

Question: I know that one is prohibited from chopping down a fruit tree. What about cutting down a few branches?

Answer: First of all, the destruction of a fruit tree is an extremely serious d’oreisa (Biblical) prohibition. The Torah

(Devarim 20:19) states that “when you wage war…do not destroy its trees.” Some Poskim (Doveiv Meisharim 2:42)

hold that this includes even one branch from a fruit tree. However, most Poskim (see Darchei Teshuvah 116:51;

Mishnah Lemelech, Hilchos Issurei Mizbeach 7:3; Aruch Hashulchan Yoreh Deah 116:13; Rav Elyashiv and Rav

Wosner quoted in Eitz Hasadeh 1, note 15) hold that one may do so either to help fulfill a mitzvah (such as if those

branches are hanging over the Succah) or to prune the tree to help it grow better.

Question: What if its fruit is wormy or too bitter to eat?

Answer: It is forbidden to cut down such fruit trees as well (Darchei Teshuva, ibid.). Rav Shmuel Wosner (Shevet

Halevi 5:95) rules that the prohibited fruit trees are only those upon whose fruit we would make a borei pri ha’etz.

However, it seems from these Poskim that it is forbidden to chop down even these trees.

Question: May we cut down a fruit tree that has not yet borne fruit?

Answer: No (Darchei Teshuvah 116:51) but it is permissible to chop down a fruit tree which no longer bears fruit if it

is causing any trouble or may hurt someone because of its fragile nature (Shulchan Aruch Hagraz Hilchos Shemiras

guf venefesh 15).

Question: I have heard that it is actually dangerous to chop down a fruit tree. Is this true?

Answer: Yes. This is actually an open Gemara in several places (Bava Kama 91b; Bava Basra 26a). The Gemara

relates that a young person from a prominent home died l”a because he chopped down a fruit tree. Because of this and

other sources (see tzava’as Rebbe Yehudah Hachosid in Sefer Chassidim, no. 45) our sages warned that even if there

is apparently permission to chop down a fruit tree, one should be extremely careful not to do so unless it is absolutely

necessary. Some examples of when Poskim (Binyan Tzion 1:61; Shevet Halevi 5:95) would allow this are:

1). If the tree is ruining or weakening other nearby trees. 2). If the wood of the tree is more valuable than its fruit

(Doveiv Meisharim1:134). 3). If one needs to build a home on the site of the tree, but not just for yard or garden space

(Taz, Yoreh Deah 116:6). However, some Poskim (Chasam Sofer Yoreh Deah 102) do not accept this hetter at all.

Some Poskim limit this hetter to building a Shul or Mikvah. 4). If the tree is darkening the windows of the house or

bringing bugs into the house and this situation cannot be alleviated by trimming the tree. Even with all of these lenient

conditions, many Poskim strongly recommend that either a gentile be asked to chop down the tree, sell the tree with

its surrounding area to a gentile before chopping it down, transplant the tree elsewhere or, best of all, wait until it

withers and dies on its own before chopping it down (Minchas Shlomo 2:97:3; She’ilas Yaavetz 1:76; Shevet Halevi

6:112:4).

Question: Is wasting other things a d’oreisa prohibition or d’rabbanan?

Answer: The Rambam (Hilchos Melachim 6:10) holds that any wasting but trees is a d’rabbanan but Tosfos (Avodah

Zarah 11a and Bava Metzia 32b hold that all wasting is a d’oreisa. However, for a mitzvah, such as breaking the glass

at a chupah or ripping tzitzis to replace them, it is permissible (Mishnah Berurah 560:9; 15:3).
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