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‘As a Man Thinketh’

The Transformative
Power of our Thoughts

Rabbi Doron Perez

Executive Chairman, World Mizrachi

ne of the most beautifully writ-
ten and stirring books that I
have read is that of the brilliant
author and philosophical writer,
James Allen in his book, As a Man Thinketh.

Written at the turn of the 20th century, it
became one of the inspirational classics in
the realm of personal growth. It focuses on
arguably the greatest asset that we have
as human beings - the transformative
power of our thoughts. Allen argues so
articulately and persuasively that noth-
ing impacts on our lives and shapes our
personal destiny, more than our thoughts
- how we see ourselves and how we see
the world.

Of the many beautiful paragraphs in the
book, I shall quote but one.

“Man is made or unmade by himself;
in the armory of thought he forges the
weapons by which he destroys himself;
he also fashions the tools with which he
builds for himself heavenly mansions of
joy and strength and peace. By the right
choice and true applications of thought,
man ascends to Divine Perfection; by the
abuse and wrong application of thought,
he descends below the level of the beast.
Between these two extremes are all the
grades of character, and man is their
maker and master.”

With these words, Allen echoes the pro-
found insight of arguably the greatest

American psychologist, Professor William
James. He said that if he was to sum up
his key learning after 50 years of experi-
ence in the realm of the human psyche,
he would say this - “people by and large
become what they think of themselves”.

Our attitude to life and our perceptions of
our experiences creates our own reality;
just as “seeing is believing”, so too “believ-
ing is seeing.” What we believe about our-
selves and the world we live in, becomes
reality itself.

The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

Our perceptions indeed greatly influence
our behaviors, decisions, and interactions
with the world. One of the key mech-
anisms through which thoughts shape
reality is the fascinating psychological
phenomenon of the self-fulfilling prophecy.
This phenomenon occurs when an individ-
ual holds a certain belief or expectation
about a situation, which in turn leads
them to behave in ways that ultimately
bring about their predicted outcome.
For example, if someone believes they
are going to fail at a certain task, their
negative thoughts about the task at hand
often lead them to be less motivated to
succeed, therefore putting in less effort
and resulting in a higher likelihood of
failure. On the other hand, a person with
a positive “can do” attitude will approach
the same task with greater enthusiasm
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and determination, significantly increas-
ing their chances of success.

Moreover, the relationship between
thoughts and emotions is integral to
understanding how thoughts create real-
ity. Our thoughts can trigger emotional
responses, which in turn influence our
behavior and the way we perceive events.
For instance, if someone consistently
dwells on negative thoughts patterns,
they are more likely to experience feelings
of frustration and anxiety; sadness and
anger, which then colors their perception
of the world around them. Conversely, cul-
tivating positive thoughts leads to a more
optimistic outlook and a greater sense of
positivity and hopefulness.

Neuroplasticity and King Solomon

Neuroscience has shown considerable
evidence on the connection between our
thoughts and our reality. Neuroplasticity,
the brain’s ability to reorganize itself by
forming new neural connections, sug-
gests that repeated patterns of thought
can physically alter the structure of the
brain over time. This means that consis-
tently focusing on positive or negative
thoughts can create neural pathways that
influence how we perceive and respond to
the world. In essence, our brains become
wired to reinforce the reality that aligns
with our predominant thoughts.

The ideas developed in Allen’s book, As a
Man Thinketh, seem to be inspired by the
wisest of all men, King Solomon in his
book Mishlei - Proverbs, where he states:

“Do not eat the food of a stingy begrudging
host and do not desire his delicacies. For
as he thinks in his heart, so is he. ‘Eat
and drink, he says to you but his heart is
not with you.” (Mishlei 23:6-7).

These verses clearly state that indeed
what a person thinks is indeed their real-
ity. If a host does not really want you to
eat and is offering you food begrudgingly
and even spitefully, this may very well
have impacted how they have prepared
the food and it is better to refrain from
partaking.

If You Think You Live in a World of
Curse - You Do!

One of the most clear and compelling
examples of both the remarkable power
of thought as well as its decisive spiritual
value is an incredible verse in this week’s
parasha. In the middle of the horrific
nn:n - the lengthy rebuke and curses if
Bnei Yisrael don’t keep the Torah, there
emerges a critical verse as to the source of
the curses - a total game changer in terms
of the real root of the curses.

“And all these curses will befall you, and
will pursue you and overtake you until
they destroy you because you did not
obey the Lord your G-d, to keep his com-
mandments and his statutes which He
commanded you. And they shall be for
you as a sign and a wonder, and upon your
seed forever. Because you did not serve the
Lord your G-d with happiness and with
gladness of heart, when you had an abun-
dance of everything.” (Devarim 28:45-48)

It would have made more sense to have a
full stop after the words “Because you did
not serve the Lord, your G-d.” After all, the
opening verse to the curses clearly states
that the reason the curses transpire is
when we don't serve G-d - not obeying the
Torah and not observing the command-
ments (Devarim 28:15). Yet the verse here
clearly adds another component as to the
reason the curses happen - only if we do
not serve G-d with an attitude of happi-
ness and a feeling of abundant blessing!

This changes everything.

It is not the lack of fulfilling the mitzvot
alone which is the root of the curses. It
turns out that serving G-d devoid of any
feeling of happiness and hope, joy and
blessing is indeed not really service of G-d
according to Judaism. It is foreign to the
DNA of Torah Judaism and Jewish life.

To put it differently - if we think that we
live in a world of curse, then we do. No
amount of objective blessing in our lives
can convince a person with a mindset
of curse that indeed they are blessed. If
they view the world through a lens of
curse, Y1 1’V - a negative and critical

eye, all they will see is a mirror reflec-
tion of what they believe. On the other
hand, if one views the world and people
through a prism of an n210 1y, a positive
perspective, they will have an attitude of
gratitude, see graciousness around them
and constantly judge others favorably. If
we believe we are blessed, then we truly
are. If we believe that we live in a world
of blessing, then we do.

This requires great mindfulness and
self-awareness. It requires paying great
attention to our thought patterns, mental
conditioning and the subconscious voices
in our head. We need to carefully think
about the way we think and ought to
analyze our emotional default positions,
childhood wounds, and defense mecha-
nisms. This can only happen through deep
self reflection and proactively choosing to
engage in constructive and wholesome
thought analysis. Meditative prayer, seek-
ing mentorship, cognitive therapy and
gratitude practices can all contribute to
rewiring our thought patterns and sub-
sequently influencing our reality.

Conclusion

In short, our thoughts significantly create
our reality through our mental attitudes,
beliefs and perceptions. Whether through
the self-fulfilling prophecy, the interplay
between thoughts and emotions, or the
neural plasticity of the brain, it is clear
that our thoughts have tangible effects on
our lives. While this transformative idea
is not a magical formula for controlling
external events, it highlights the absolute
free choice we have, as challenging as it
is, to choose our thoughts and cultivate
a positive and constructive mindset to
navigate challenges and lead a more ful-
filling life.

This critical verse at the heart of the bless-
ings and the curses couldn’t be clearer
- whether we live in a world of blessing
or curse, depends first and foremost on
what type of world we think we live in.
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PERSONAL GROWTH

All For The Good

Rabbi Reuven Taragin

G-d Intends The Good

osef Hatzaddik found himself in a
terrible situation. Sold into slavery
by his own brothers, he had every
reason to feel wronged. Surpris-
ingly, when he was finally reunited with
his brothers in Parshat Vayigash, he told
them they were not responsible for where
he was. Though they initiated the process
by selling him as a slave, it was Hashem
who had put him in a position of power.!
In Parshat Vayechi, Yosef added that, al-
though his brothers had bad intentions,
Hashem designed a positive outcome.?
Yosef"s positive outlook teaches us an im-
portant lesson. Everything we experience
is ultimately for the good — even things
that seem bad and even things done to us
by other people. Though we might have
viewed Yosef’s miraculous rise from pris-
on to viceroy as uniquely providential,
Nachum Ish Gamzu and (his talmid) Rebbi
Akiva teach us that all occurrences are (from
Hashem and) for the good.?
Even suffering intended to punish us ul-
timately has a positive outcome. The Sifri
encourages one suffering to reflect upon
the great reward yisurin earn us in the next
world.* Nachum Ish Gamzu and Rebbe Aki-
va add that yisurin have a positive outcome
in this world as well.
This teaching should help us maintain our
simchat ha'’chayim (happiness with life). The
Torah emphasizes the importance of being
happy.® The Ba’al HaTanya® explains that
our happiness should be based upon our
realization that nothing bad comes from
Above. We should celebrate the fact that
everything we experience will ultimately
benefit us.

How It Is For the Good

So what good does suffering bring? Chazal
give a few examples.

Relatively minor inconveniences often save
us from danger. Rebbi Akiva told a story of
how the death of his donkey and chicken
and the extinguishing of his candle saved
him from marauders who would otherwise
have noticed (and killed) him. Most people

Educational Director, World Mizrachi
Dean of Overseas Students, Yeshivat Hakotel

would have been upset with the deaths and
extinguishing of the candle. Rebbi Akiva re-
sponded right away that it must be for the
good, and, indeed, it turned out that way.”
Chazal give another example of this phe-
nomenon: someone who misses a boat that
ends up sinking.® The person is initially up-
set when he “misses the boat,” but is appre-
ciative later when he hears about it sinking.’
The appearance of tzaraat on the walls
of homes in Eretz Yisrael is an additional
model. The Torah presents this tzara'at pos-
itively'® because it helped the Jews discov-
er the treasure that the Emori people had
hidden in the walls of their homes." The
tzaraat is a major inconvenience but well
worth it. The Lubavitcher Rebbe®? sees
this as exemplifying a broader phenome-
non: suffering reveals the “treasures” hid-
den deep within ourselves and the world
around us.

The death of Boaz’s wife at the beginning of
Megillat Rut is an excellent example of this
phenomenon. The city of Beit Lechem was
in an uproar.”® The wife of Boaz, the city’s
leader, had just passed away.* Naturally,
people were saddened and mournful. What
they did not realize is that Hashem arranged
for this to happen so Boaz could marry Rut
(who arrived in Beit Lechem that very day)
and begin the line that would eventually
lead to the birth of Dovid HaMelech.”

The Ramchal® elaborates that we need
to realize that growth pangs are the only
way to grow. This is why the gemara”
teaches that we achieve the most import-
ant objectives — Torah, Eretz Yisrael, and
Olam Haba — through yisurin. We can
only achieve these goals through person-
al growth, which occurs only once we are
forced out of our comfort zone.'®

The downs of life are ways of reaching
heights higher than where we were before.
This is how the Seforno® explains the deep-
er meaning of Hashem’s words to Yaakov
Avinu when he was forced to move to Mitz-
rayim: “Anochi eireid imcha Mitzraimah, v’Ano-
chi a’alcha gam aloh (I will go down with you
to Mitzrayim, and I will surely bring you
up).”” Hashem emphasizes (a'alchagamaloh)

o

Scan here to join
Rabbi Taragin’s
daily Divrei Torah
WhatsApp group

the aliyah that Yaakov’s descendants will
experience after leaving Mitzrayim to teach
him (and us) that his yeridah will eventually
bring him to a higher level.” This is true for
us and all of our yeridot (downs) as well.

How We Can See It

Obviously, seeing and appreciating the
eventual good while suffering is hard. Even
Yaakov Avinu struggled with this. When
Yosef, disguised as the Egyptian viceroy,
harassed his family, Yaakov described the
situation as “bad.”” Even once Yosef re-
vealed his true identity and resolved the
crisis, Yaakov still summarized his life as
“bad.” When Pharaoh asked him how old
he was, Yaakov responded that he had
lived 130 “few and bad” years.”® Though
the family had been reunited under Yosef’s
royal care, Yaakov still felt the pain of the
suffering caused by Eisav, Lavan, Shechem,
and his sons.?*

The medrash® tells us that Yaakov’s life was
cut short as punishment for his words.
The Baalei HaTosfot explain that Ya’akov
should have used his past experiences to
strengthen his faith. Remembering how
Hashem had saved him from Eisav and
Lavan and how Dina was returned to him
should have helped him realize that the
difficulties with the “Egyptian viceroy”
would also be for the best. We, too, should
use our past experiences to inspire confi-
dence in the future.

Often, our reflection upon our past experi-
ences focuses on the suffering and difficul-
ties. Instead, we should focus on the happy
endings. The Torah compares Hashem’s
disciplinary tactics to those of a father be-
cause a father comforts his son after need-
ing to discipline him.

This is why Dovid HaMelech proclaimed
that he was comforted by Hashem’s shevet
(rod) and mishan (support). Though Hash-
em (like a shepherd) sometimes needs to
use the stick as a rod, the fact that he also
uses the stick to support us reminds us of
His love for us. The comfort and support re-
mind us that the suffering emanates from
Hashem, our loving Father.

Continued on page 9
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HAFTARAH - PARSHANUT ON THE PARSHA

The Consolation of Contrast

he Tur (OC, 428) teaches: “From

(parashat) Bereishit until the 17th

of Tammuz the haftora follows the

theme of the parasha; from then
onwards (the theme of the haftora is) according
to the date and the events (related to it): there
are three (haftarot) of rebuke, then seven of
comfort... the seven of comfort are ‘Nachamu’
for parashat Va'etchanan, ‘Va-tomer Tzion’ for
parashat Ekev, ‘Aniya so’eret’ for Re’eh, ‘Anokhi’
for Shoftim, ‘Roni akara’ for Ki Tetze, ‘kumi
uri’ for Ki Tavo, and ‘sos asis’ for Nitzavim....”
Though the haftarot read from the 17th of
Tammuz until the end of the year were
chosen on the basis of their connection
with the events of that period: the three
haftarot of rebuke for the period between
the 17th of Tammuz and Tish’a B’Av, fol-
lowed by seven of comfort for the seven
shabbatot after Tish’a B’Av, we may still
reflect upon the relationship between
the selected prophecy and the parashat
hashavua.

Parashat Ki-Tavo contains the tochacha -
the rebuke and punishment for failure to
observe Torah; the nation will be afflicted
by agricultural diseases, invasion and
subjugation by foreign nations, and ulti-
mately exiled from the Land of Israel. The
haftarah selection for this week (Yesha-
yahu 60:1-22) describes Yeshayahu'’s
vision of Am Yisrael’s future deliverance
and redemption - a remarkable antidote
to the harsh message of the parasha.
The ultimate redemption envisioned by
Yeshayahu will reverse the awful calam-
ities presented in the tochacha, thereby
consoling the nation through contrasting
themes of the parasha.

A close comparison reveals how several
of the “curses” in the parasha are trans-
formed to blessings in the haftarah:

Rabbanit Shani Taragin
Educational Director, World Mizrachi

(1) The parasha describes how “the
stranger among you will rise upon you
higher and higher, while you descend
lower and lower” (Devarim 28:43),
and depicts the enemy as “a brazen
nation, who will show no favor to old
or young” (28:50). The haftarah high-
lights how “foreigners shall build your
walls and their kings will serve you...
The nation and kingdom which will
not serve you will be destroyed..The
children of those who tortured you
will come bent over submissively to
you” (Yeshayahu 60:10,12,14).

(2) The parasha replete with rebuke
ends with the final curse: “And the
Lord will bring you back to Egypt in
ships, through the way about which
I had said to you, You will never see
it again. And there, you will seek to
be sold to your enemies for slaves
and handmaids, but there will be no
buyer. (Devarim 28:68) Moshe Rab-
benu implores of Am Yisrael - “You
have seen all that the Lord did before
your very eyes in the land of Egypt, to
Pharaoh, to all his servants, and to all
his land; the great trials which your
very eyes beheld and those great signs
and wonders.” (Devarim 29:1-2)

The prophecy of the haftarah opens
with a description reminiscent of
the prelude of our exodus from Egypt
during the plague of darkness, when
all the people of Israel had light in their
homes: “For darkness may cover the earth,
and clouds shroud nations, but over you,
the Lord will be shining, His glory manifest
over you.” (60:2) In contrast, however,
the nations described in our prophecy
will agree and even want to help the
Israelites at the time of their redemp-
tion. Regarding the exodus from Egypt,
the Torah emphasizes that Hashem

HAMIZRACHI PARSHA WEEKLY
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hardened the hearts of Egypt and the
heart of Pharaoh so they would not
agree to free Am Yisrael from slavery.
Yeshayahu, thereby proclaims that
Hashem who can harden the hearts
of the nations to fight Israel, can also
set in their hearts love for Israel and a
desire to help them - the opposite of
Israel’s deliverance from Egypt.

(3) A close analysis of the texts also

underscores a literary connection: The
parasha contains the threat that “Since
(tachat) you did not serve Hashem your
G-d with happiness...instead you will
serve your enemies” (Devarim 28:47-
48). This is deliberately echoed by
Yeshayahu - “Instead (tachat) of being
abandoned and hated...I will make you
the pride of the world” (60:15)

(4) One of the primary motifs of the

haftarah is the theme of darkness and
light: “Arise, shine, for your light has come,
and the glory of the Lord has shone upon
you. For behold, darkness shall cover the
earth, and a gross darkness the kingdoms,
and the Lord shall shine upon you, and His
glory shall appear over you. And nations
shall go by your light and kings by the bril-
liance of your shine.” (Yeshayahu 60:1-3)
“You shall no longer have the sun for light
by day, and for brightness, the moon shall
not give you light, but the Lord shall be to
you for an everlasting light, and your G-d
for your glory. Your sun shall no longer set,
neither shall your moon be gathered in, for
the Lord shall be to you for an everlasting
light, and the days of your mourning shall be
completed.” (60:19-20) Whereas the para-
sha focuses on the “darkness” of exile,
the haftarah is a deliberate consolation,
assuring us that the darkness will be
transformed into the light of salvation.
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Halachic Q&A

Rabbi Yosef Zvi Rimon

Question: We baked potatoes in dairy
cream together with onions, and after-
wards realized that the onions were
cut with a clean meat knife. What is
the status of the potatoes and oven?

Answer: There is room to be lenient re-
garding both the potatoes and the oven,
as we can assume that the meat of the
knife was batel b’shishim. If the knife was
aino ben yomo, (not used in the last 24
hours) it is even better.

Question: Is there an issue of kilayim
when planting different types of beans
(white, red and dotted) together?

Answer: If they are all beans, and the
only difference is the color, then there
is no issue of kilayim, and they may be
planted together.

Question: I am staying in an Airbnb
which has a small vineyard. I asked the
owner if I could harvest grapes, and he
responded that he had already taken
what he wanted and wasn’t sure if any-
thing was left. Are the grapes deemed
“hefker” as a result of what he said?
Also, can I take grapes without sepa-
rating ma’aser?

Answer: It is not considered hefker, as
only you are permitted to eat and seem-
ingly not anyone else. You can take a
grape and eat it, and then take anoth-
er grape and eat it, without separating
ma’aser as you are in a courtyard. This
would be true even if it was your own
courtyard. If you were in an orchard, you
could eat an even greater amount.

Question: Is there a problem with rent-
ing an Airbnb for two nights if there is
no mezuzah?

Answer: One who rents a house in chutz
la'aretz is exempt from mezuzah for 30
days. One who rents a house in Eretz Yis-
rael is obligated in mezuzah immediately.
Based on this, in Eretz Yisrael, you would
need to bring a mezuzah, affix it to the
doorpost (even just with tape) without
a bracha, and stipulate that you are plac-
ing it there until the end of your trip, at
which point you will take it down. If one
is stuck, there is room to be lenient, but
the ideal is certainly to have a mezuzah.

Question: May one go to a wedding on
the night of a yahrzeit?

Answer: Some Asheknazim have the
custom not to attend weddings on the
night of a yahrzeit (Rama YD 391:3, Shach
and Pitchei Tehsuva ibid). Others are
lenient, excluding the first yahrzeit (Le-
vush, Aruch Hashulchan). According to
all Ashkenazic rulings, one may attend
other forms of seudat mitzvah. In prac-
tice, if it is a wedding which is important
for you to be at, you may go. If it is less
important to you, you may go for the ch-
uppah.

Most Sephardim do not attend weddings
on a yahrzeit and do not attend other
seudot mitzvah (Tzror Hachaim). Others
are lenient, excluding the first year (Cha-
zon Ovadya).

Head, Mizrachi Rabbinic Council | Rabbi of the Gush Etzion Regional Council
Rosh Yeshivah, Jerusalem College of Technology | Founder and Chairman, Sulamot and La'Ofek

Question: If there are exactly ten men
for a minyan on a Monday/Thursday
and one person needs to leave early,
what is the better option: heicha ke-
dusha and skip tachanun in order to
have enough time for kriyat haTorah,
or regular chazarat hashatz and tacha-
nun, but miss kriyat haTorah? Does it
make a difference if there is a Kohen
present (in which case doing heichi
kedusah would mean missing Birkat
Kohanim)?

Answer: It would seem best to daven in
full fashion until you get stuck. However,
in practice, it would be better to do the
other option in order to ensure we do not
become accustomed to missing kriyat ha-
Torah even when there is no other option.

Therefore, I would recommend doing
heicha kedusha and skipping long tachnun,
going straight to “vayomer david el gad” of
tachanun. If you are even more rushed,
you can skip “shomer yisrael” as well. Af-
ter that, say chetzi kadish, read from the
Torah, and then whoever needs to leave
can leave. It would be best for everyone
to complete the parts they skipped over
if they can afterwards.

® Compiled by Yaakov Panitch.
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Elevating Every Moment of Our Lives

3 Sivan Rahav Meir and Yedidya Meir
¥ World Mizrachi Scholars-in-Residence

he 18th of Elul will be the birthday

of the Ba’al Shem Tov, founder

of the Hasidic movement. Here

is a brief prescription of his for
elevating every thought, word, and action
every day of our lives.

This week’s Torah portion, Ki Tavo,
describes the ceremony of the first fruits:
A farmer goes out to his orchard, sees the
first ripe fruit and, instead of taking a bite,
puts the fruit in a basket and takes it with
him to Jerusalem in a festive procession.

The Ba’al Shem Tov explained that all our
beginnings, all the initial moments of our
endeavors, all the first fruits in our lives
deserve special attention and elevation.

He called upon us to elevate our daily
“first fruits,” the moments upon awaken-
ing each day, in the following manner: “It
is essential to pay attention to the firsts of
each day: the first thought, the first word
spoken, the first action.”

Do we awaken with a positive or a nega-
tive thought? What is the first sentence
that leaves our mouth, a complaint or a
compliment? And what is the first thing
that we do? Is it an action that will pull
everything we do during the day in the
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direction of goodness and kindness? The
first fruits ceremony is not just ancient
history. It is something we can replicate
again and again, each morning, every day
of our lives.

Can little, undramatic acts, without a
crowd to witness them, have lasting
meaning? Lior Frishman, chairman of
the Rehovot Religious Council, told me
the following story:

“Once in the month of Elul, Simcha Hako-
hen Kook, zt”], the esteemed Chief Rabbi
of Rehovot, conveyed to me his wish to
say a few words of inspiration before the
next day’s Selichot (prayers for divine for-
giveness) in one of the city’s Sephardic
synagogues. I asked if I could drive him
there and he agreed.

At 4:15 the next morning I waited for him
outside his home. He requested that I first
take him to the mikveh on Shoftim Street.
He immersed in the mikveh and then we
drove to the Sephardic synagogue. We
arrived there at 4:45, entered the syna-
gogue, and saw . . . the gabai (synagogue
manager) but no one else. That was it:
me, the rabbi, and the gabai. The gabai’s
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face turned as white as a sheet. He did
not know what to do with himself. How
embarrassing. Here he had invited the
city’s chief rabbi, troubled him to get up
before dawn, but apparently had not suf-
ficiently publicized his appearance and
therefore no one had come. What was
there to do?

Clearly, each of us would have preferred
to see a synagogue full of people, but
Rabbi Kook just smiled and said: ‘Gentle-
men, let’s learn together. It will be a true
delight to make the two of you my Torah
study partners.’ I will never forget those
moments. And then he added: ‘Listen well,
do not be disappointed. It’s worth it for me
to make the effort to get up before dawn
and to come here to the synagogue even if
I can open the heart of even one Jew. And
look, there are two Jews here with me.’

Since then, fifteen years have passed. I
am reminded of this story every year in
the month of Elul. We are accustomed
to speaking of Elul in terms of dramatic
deeds and grandiose changes, promising
ourselves the world. But every little act
of ours is important. Even a class for two
before dawn.”
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ou will grope in the after-
noon like a blind man
gropes in the darkness...”
(Devarim 28:29).

This week’s parsha lists the blessings and
curses which can befall us, depending on
whether we listen to the word of Hashem
or not. The curse that we will “grope
around in the afternoon like a blind man
gropes in the darkness” is difficult to
understand.

What difference does it make to a blind
man whether it is light or dark? The verse
should simply have stated: “You will grope
like a blind man”. What is so significant
about groping “like a blind man gropes in
the darkness”?

The Gemara quotes Rebbi Yossi who states
that this verse troubled him all of his life
until the following story occurred to him:

Rabbi of Ohel Moshe Synagogue, Herzliya Pituach

“Once [ was walking in the darkness of
nighttime and I saw a blind person who
was walking along the road with a torch
in his hand. I said to him, ‘My son, why
do you need this torch?’ He said to me, ‘As
long as the torch is in my hand, people can
see me and save me from ditches, thorns
and briers.” (Megilla 24b)

A blind man in the night faces a double
challenge, for not only can he not see, but
others cannot see him in order to help
him. We can now understand the severity
of the curse that not only will you grope
like a blind man, but “like a blind man
gropes in the darkness.”

We are all “blind” to a certain extent, in
that there are many fields in which we are
all somewhat ignorant and there are times
when all of us need to ask for help. Just as
a lawyer may be blind when it comes to
medicine, a doctor may be blind when it

HAMIZRACHI PARSHA WEEKLY
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comes to law. Such blindness is not nec-
essarily a curse, for the doctor can help
the lawyer and the lawyer can help the
doctor. It is only a curse if the doctor or
the lawyer fail to ask each other for help.

Rather than walking around like blind
men in the night, we should learn from
Rebbi Yossi’s story and hold out our
torches when we are in trouble and need
help. We should never be too proud or
embarrassed to ask for help, for everybody
is blind in some ways. There is nobody
alive who does not need at times to seek
assistance from a professional, friend, or
even a total stranger.

By holding out our torches and learning
to help each other, may we only lead lives
of blessings.

Shabbat Shalom!

Continued from page 4

Looking back at Jewish history, we see that
periods of suffering were always followed
by periods of success and growth. The mid-
dle of the twentieth century is an excellent
example. The Jewish people emerged from
the Holocaust in a desperate state. A third
of our people and our most substantial reli-
gious centers were destroyed. Hashem com-
forted us with the miraculous founding of
the State of Israel, which has fostered our
people's physical and spiritual rejuvenation.
The gemara depicts Hashem as the greatest
artist. Though the canvas looks like a jum-
ble of colors during the painting process,
eventually a beautiful picture emerges.
Hashem similarly paints our lives. We go
through difficult periods during which it
is often hard to see the good. In retrospect,
we realize that these periods were part of
our growth process.

May we develop the vision needed to see
the end while still working through the
process, and the faith needed to know that
the end will be for the best.

® Written up by Joshua Pomerantz

Ju—

. Sefer Bereishit 45:5-8.

. Ibid 50:20.

3. In fact, Nachum Ish Gamzu received this
unique nickname because he would respond to
negative experiences by saying that “this also
(gam zu) is for the good (Masechet Ta’anit 21a).
Rebbi Akiva used to teach that “everything the
Merciful One does is for the good (Masechet
Berachot 60b).

4, Sifri, Ha’azinu 5. See also Sifri, Vaetchanan 7
which explains that yisurin (suffering) confer
mechila for sins.

. See, for example, Sefer Devarim 28:47.

6. Sefer HaTanya, Iggeret Hakodesh, Perek 11

7. See Ben Yehoyada (Berachot 60b) who explains
that it turned out that way because Rebbi Akiva
expressed the belief that it would be for the
best!

8. Talmud Bavli, Niddah 31a. See also Medrash
Tehillim 136.

9. There are many contemporary stories of
people who were delayed in a way that caused
them to miss a plane that ended up crashing.

10. Sefer Vayikra 14:34. See Vaiykra Rabbah 17:1

and 6. The medrash seems to build off the

Torah’s usage of the word v'natati which

sounds like a gift.
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Vayikra Rabbah (ibid). Note that the medrash
describes the tzaraat as “besorah (good news).”
The Ramban (Vayikra 26:16) uses the same
phrase in reference to Eretz Yisrael lying
fallow during our exile. Though seemingly
bad, this was good news for the Jewish people
because it kept others from settling our land
and was a sign of the land’s continued rela-
tionship with us.

Likutei Sichot, Tazria.

Rut 1:19

Rashi on Rut 1:19

Rashbam, Bava Batra 91a

Da’at Tevunot 146.

Talmud Bavli, Masechet Berachot 5a.

See Derech Hashem of the Ramchal for a
number of additional models of understanding
how suffering can be for the good.

Seforno on Bereishit 46:4

Bereishit 46:4

See also Sefat Emet (5634, Vayigash, D”H
Bamedrash).

Sefer Bereishit 43:6.

Ibid, 47:9.

See Chovat Halevavot (Sha’ar Sheini, Sha’ar
Habechina) who presents different reasons
why people find recognizing the good that
Hashem does for us hard.

Bereishit Rabbah 95:9. See also 91:10.
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We Are What We Remember

R
; Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l
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ne reason religion has survived

in the modern world despite

four centuries of secularisa-

tion is that it answers the three
questions every reflective human being
will ask at some time in their life: Who
am I? Why am I here? How then shall I
live?

These cannot be answered by the four
great institutions of the modern West:
science, technology, the market econ-
omy, and the liberal democratic state.
Science tells us how, but not why. Tech-
nology gives us power, but cannot tell us
how to use that power. The market gives
us choices, but does not tell us which
choices to make. The liberal democratic
state - as a matter of principle - holds
back from endorsing any particular way
of life. The result is that contemporary
culture sets before us an almost infinite
range of possibilities, but does not tell us
who we are, why we are here, and how
we should live.

Yet these are fundamental questions.
Moses’ first question to G-d, in their
first encounter at the Burning Bush was
“Who am I?” (Ex. 3:11). The plain sense of
the verse is that it was a rhetorical ques-
tion: Who am I to undertake the extraor-
dinary task of leading an entire people
to freedom? But beneath the plain sense
was a genuine question of identity. Mo-
ses had been brought up by an Egyptian
princess, the daughter of Pharaoh. When
he rescued Jethro’s daughters from the
local Midianite shepherds, they went
back and told their father, “An Egyptian
man delivered us.” Moses looked and
spoke like an Egyptian.

He then married Zipporah, one of Je-
thro’s daughters, and spent decades as

a Midianite shepherd. The chronology
is not entirely clear but since he was a
relatively young man when he went to
Midian and was eighty years old when
he started leading the Israelites, he spent
most of his adult life with his Midianite
father-in-law, tending his sheep. So when
he asked G-d, “Who am I?” beneath the
surface there was a real question. Am I
an Egyptian, a Midianite, or a Jew?

By upbringing he was an Egyptian, by
experience he was a Midianite. Yet what
proved decisive was his ancestry. He was
a descendant of Abraham, the child of
Amram and Yocheved. When he asked
G-d his second question, “Who are you?”
G-d first told him, “I will be what I will
be” (Ex. 3:14). But then He gave him a sec-
ond answer:

Say to the Israelites, ‘The Lord, the G-d
of your fathers - the G-d of Abraham, the
G-d of Isaac and the G-d of Jacob - has
sent me to you.’ This is My name for-
ever, the name you shall call Me from
generation to generation. (Ex. 3:15)

Here too there is a double sense. On the
surface G-d was telling Moses what to
tell the Israelites when they asked, “Who
sent you to us?” But at a deeper level
the Torah is telling us about the nature
of identity. The answer to the question,
“Who am I?” is not simply a matter of
where I was born, where I spent my
childhood or my adult life, or of which
country I am a citizen. Nor is it answered
in terms of what I do for a living, or what
are my interests and passions. These
things are about where I am and what I
am but not who I am.

G-d’s answer - I am the G-d of your fa-
thers - suggests some fundamental
propositions. First, identity runs through

10

genealogy. It is a matter of who my par-
ents were, who their parents were and
so on. This is not always true. There are
adopted children. There are children
who make a conscious break from their
parents. But for most of us, identity lies
in uncovering the story of our ancestors,
which, in the case of Jews, given the un-
paralleled dislocations of Jewish life, is
almost always a tale of journeys, cour-
age, suffering or escapes from suffering,
and sheer endurance.

Second, the genealogy itself tells a story.
Immediately after telling Moses to tell
the people he had been sent by the G-d
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, G-d con-
tinued:

Go, assemble the elders of Israel and
say to them, ‘The Lord, the G-d of your
fathers - the G-d of Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob - appeared to me and said: I
have watched over you and have seen
what has been done to you in Egypt.
And I have promised to bring you up out
of your misery in Egypt into the land
of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites,
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites - a
land flowing with milk and honey’
(Ex. 3:16-17)

It was not simply that G-d was the G-d of
their ancestors. He was also the G-d who
made certain promises: that He would
bring them from slavery to freedom,
from exile to the Promised Land. The Is-
raelites were part of a narrative extend-
ed over time. They were part of an unfin-
ished story, and G-d was about to write
the next chapter.

What is more, when G-d told Moses that
He was the G-d of the Israelites’ ances-
tors, He added, “This is My eternal name,
this is how I am to be recalled [zichri]
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from generation to generation.” G-d was
here saying that He is beyond time - “This
is My eternal name” - but when it comes
to human understanding, He lives within
time, “from generation to generation.”
The way He does this is through the
handing on of memory: “This is how [ am
to be recalled.” Identity is not just a mat-
ter of who my parents were. It is also a
matter of what they remembered and hand-
ed on to me. Personal identity is shaped
by individual memory. Group identity is
formed by collective memory.!

All of this is by way of prelude to a re-
markable law in today’s parsha. It tells us
that first-fruits were to be taken to “the
place G-d chooses,” i.e., Jerusalem. They
were to be handed to the priest, and each
was to make the following declaration:

“My father was a wandering Aramean,
and he went down into Egypt with
a few people and lived there and be-
came a great, powerful and populous
nation. The Egyptians mistreated us
and made us suffer, subjecting us to
harsh labour. Then we cried out to the
Lord, the G-d of our ancestors, and the
Lord heard our voice and saw our suf-
fering, our harsh labour and our dis-
tress. The Lord then brought us out of
Egypt with a strong hand and an out-
stretched arm, with great fearsome-
ness and with signs and wonders. He
brought us to this place and gave us
this land flowing with milk and hon-
ey. I am now bringing the first-fruits
of the soil that You, Lord, have given
me.” (Deut. 26:5-10)

We know this passage because, at least
since Second Temple times it has been a
central part of the Haggadah, the story
we tell at the Seder table. But note that
it was originally to be said on bringing
first-fruits, which was not on Pesach.
Usually it was done on Shavuot.

What makes this law remarkable is this:
We would expect, when celebrating the
soil and its produce, to speak of the G-d
of nature. But this text is not about nature.
It is about history. It is about a distant an-
cestor, a “wandering Aramean”. It is the

o

Jews have told the story
of who we are for longer
and more devotedly than
any other people on the
face of the earth.

story of our ancestors. It is a narrative
explaining why I am here, and why the
people to whom I belong is what it is and
where it is. There was nothing remotely
like this in the ancient world, and there
is nothing quite like it today. As Yosef
Hayim Yerushalmi said in his classic
book Zakhor,? Jews were the first people to
see G-d in history, the first to see an overarch-
ing meaning in history, and the first to make
memory a religious duty.

That is why Jewish identity has proven to
be the most tenacious the world has ever
known: the only identity ever sustained
by a minority dispersed throughout the
world for two thousand years, one that
eventually led Jews back to the land and
state of Israel, turning Hebrew, the lan-
guage of the Bible, into a living speech
again after a lapse of many centuries in
which it was used only for poetry and
prayer. We are what we remember, and
the first-fruits declaration was a way of
ensuring that Jews would never forget.

In the past few years, a spate of books
has appeared in the United States ask-
ing whether the American story is still
being told, still being taught to children,
still framing a story that speaks to all its
citizens, reminding successive genera-
tions of the battles that had to be fought
for there to be a “new birth of freedom”,
and the virtues needed for liberty to be
sustained.® The sense of crisis in each of
these works is palpable, and though the
authors come from very different posi-
tions in the political spectrum, their the-
sis is roughly the same: If you forget the
story, you will lose your identity. There

is such a thing as a national equivalent
of Alzheimer’s. Who we are depends on
what we remember, and in the case of
the contemporary West, a failure of col-
lective memory poses a real and present
danger to the future of liberty.

Jews have told the story of who we are
for longer and more devotedly than any
other people on the face of the earth.
That is what makes Jewish identity so
rich and resonant. In an age in which
computer and smartphone memories
have grown so fast, from kilobytes to
megabytes to gigabytes, while human
memories have become so foreshort-
ened, there is an important Jewish mes-
sage to humanity as a whole. You can’t
delegate memory to machines. You have
to renew it regularly and teach it to the
next generation. Winston Churchill said:
“The longer you can look back, the fur-
ther you can see forward.” Or to put it
slightly differently: Those who tell the
story of their past have already begun to
build their children’s future.

AROUND THE SHABBAT TABLE:
*  Why is story-telling important?

*  How do you know the Jewish story?
Who told it to you?

« Inwhich ways does the Torah seek to
ensure that the Jewish story is never
forgotten?

—_

. The classic works on group memory and iden-
tity are Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory,
University of Chicago Press, 1992, and Jacques le
Goff, History and Memory, Columbia University
Press, 1992.

2. Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History
and Jewish Memory. University of Washington
Press, 1982. See also Lionel Kochan, The Jew and
His History, London, Macmillan, 1977.

3. Among the most important of these are Charles
Murray, Coming Apart, Crown, 2013; Robert
Putnam, Our Kids, Simon and Shuster, 2015; Os
Guinness, A Free People’s Suicide, IVP, 2012; Eric
Metaxas, If You Can Keep It, Viking, 2016; and Yuval
Levin, The Fractured Republic, Basic Books, 2016.

4. Chris Wrigley, Winston Churchill: a biographical
companion, Santa Barbara, 2002, xxiv.
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Hakaras Hatov

ou shall come to whoever will

be the Kohen in those days, and

you shall say to him, “I declare

today to Hashem, your G-d, that
I have come to the Land that Hashem
swore to our forefathers to give us.” (De-
varim 26:3)

The parsha of Arami Oved Avi that follows
this passuk was recited by a farmer when
he brought his bikkurim to the Beis HaMik-
dash. Rashi, quoting the Sifrei, explains
that by acknowledging to the Kohen that
Hashem has fulfilled His promise, the
farmer demonstrates that he is not kafuy
tovah, “unappreciative.” Similarly, the
Targum Yonasan interprets the word
"nTaN as X1 7N - “I acknowledge,” since
as the farmer makes this declaration of
thanks, he acknowledges the goodness
that Hashem has bestowed upon him.

That is why Chazal established that the
mitzvah of sippur yetzi'as Mitzrayim should
be fulfilled specifically through the rec-
itation of the parsha of Arami Oved Avi -
because this parsha is the parsha of ha-
karas hatov. Rav Soloveitchik explained,
based on the Rambam’s presentation of
the mitzvah in Sefer HaMitzvos, that sip-
pur yetzi'as Mitzrayim does not merely en-
tail relating the story of yetzi'as Mitzrayim
and the ikarei emunah that we learn from
it. It should also be an expression of our
gratitude towards HaKadosh Baruch Hu
for redeeming us.

The Chovos HaLevavos views hakaras ha-
tov as a basis of all of our avodas Hashem.
HaKadosh Baruch Hu is a annon p - “a
G-d Who conceals Himself” (Yeshayah
45:15), so much so that there are many
people who deny His existence. Because
He is invisible, it is very easy for someone
not to be mindful of the Ribbono shel
Olam. One of the ways that one may keep
Hashem in the forefront of his mind is to

Rabbi Hershel Schachter
Rosh Yeshivah, Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary of Yeshiva University

develop within himself the middah tovah
of hakaras hatov.

By recognizing the great debt of grati-
tude we owe Hashem, we strengthen our
emunas Hashem. That is why there are
so many mitzvos that are related to the
theme of thanksgiving - to strengthen
our awareness of the need for hakaras
hatov.

Rav Soloveitchik noted that there is an
inherent difficulty in expressing grati-
tude to others. One can advance a logical
argument that would obviate the need to
express hakaras hatov in most situations.
For example, the recipient of a gift need
not thank his benefactor, since the recip-
ient has obviously provided some favor
or advantage to the benefactor that led
to the beneficence.

This type of calculation may be applied
to nearly all interpersonal relationships.
A wife performs many acts of kindness
for her husband, but if he benefits her
in return, he may reason that he has
no need to thank her. An employee may
claim that he has no need to express
gratitude to his employer, since the em-
ployer also profits significantly from
their arrangement. He thinks, “Where
could he find such a good employee for
the salary I receive?” Of course, the wife
and the employer may argue similarly
in the opposite direction. In short, using
this logic, one may conclude that he real-
ly does not need to thank anyone, since
no one really performed true chessed for
him; anyone who benefits him is merely
recompensing a reciprocal act! Every-
thing is merely a quid pro quo.

The Rav noted that a Gemara in Bava
Kamma (92b) serves to dispel this mis-
taken notion. The Gemara quotes the
popular adage: “The wine is the master’s,
but the appreciation goes to the one who

poured it.” In other words, even though
only the ba'al habayis truly deserves our
hakaras hatov for providing the wine, it
is proper etiquette to thank the wine
steward when he pours the wine for us.
There is an important reason for this: If
we withhold thanking the wine steward
who directly benefits us, we will eventu-
ally be ungrateful to the ba’al habayis as
well.

The Rav went further, applying this rule
vis-a-vis hakaras hatov towards HaKadosh
Baruch Hu. He noted that in the berachah
of Nishmas, Nusach Ashkenaz includes
the phrase, mnawnn 2112 Ynnn - “[G-d]
Who is extolled through most of the
praises.” This nusach is in line with a
statement of Rebbi Yochanan, cited in
the Gemara in Berachos (59b), that dis-
cusses the proper berachah to recite over
rain. Rebbi Yochanan suggests a nusach
that is an abbreviated form of the Nish-
mas tefillah, concluding with the phrase,
MXTINN 217 “T AnR 2 - “Blessed are
You, Hashem, with most thanksgivings.”
The Gemara immediately asks, “Most
thanksgivings, and not ‘all thanksgiv-
ings’?”

Rather, answers Rava, one should say, -
mxTinn Ypn “the G-d of thanksgivings.”
Rav Papa concludes that since there is a
machlokes as to how to end the berachah,
we should use both phrases: mxTnn 217
myTIAN Ypm - “most thanksgivings and
G-d of thanksgivings.” The Gemara never
resolves Rava’s question, however. Do we
not owe Hashem all thanks?

Rav Soloveitchik suggested the following
explanation of the phrase mxTinn 217. We
must be careful to thank Hashem and
recognize His beneficence, but only for
most of the favors He does for us - not
for all of them. Despite the reality that
hakaras hatov is truly relevant only to-

Continued on next page
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Learning From Every Letter
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n his sefer Tamei Dikra, Rav Chaim

Kanievsky ZT”L explains a general

rule that applies throughout the

Torah. He explains that, as we know,
there are certain words that are some-
times spelled using their complete spell-
ing and sometimes with their incomplete
spelling. Though the meaning of the word
does not change, Rav Chaim explains that
the message that is meant to be conveyed
to us changes based on whether or not
there is a vav included in the spelling or
not.

For example, the word bachor can be
written either 1131 or 152 without there
being a change in the meaning. We find
a beautiful example of this in parshas Ki
Teitzei. We find there that in the parsha
the word yovel is used a total of 14 times.
Of the times it is used, 6 are in its complete
form (521) and 8 times in the incomplete
form (927). What are we supposed to learn
from the Torah'’s use of the different forms
of this word? Says Rav Chaim based on
the Gemara in Erchin (12B) that Am Yis-
rael has experienced a total of 14 different
Yovels. This lasted until the galus of the
time tribes in which most of Am Yisrael
was then living outside of Eretz Yisrael
and the observance of Yovel became ire-
levant. The Baal HaTurim explains that

the 14 times Yovel is said was a hint to the
number of times that Am Yisrael would
partake in throughout their time in
Eretz Yisrael. Rav Chaim explains that of
these 14 times, 6 of them was when the
Beis HaMikdash stood reflecting both our
completeness as a nation and the 6 times
that this word was written in its complete
form versus 8 times when it was lacking
a letter similarly to how were lacking the
Beis HaMikdash.

Where do we find this in our parsha this
week? We seem to find that the rule that
applied in Parshas Ki Teitzei comes in the
opposite direction here. The pasuk tells us
regarding the brachos (blessings) we will
receive from Hashem (28:2) 32 - and
they will reach you. This word here is
written in a different manner than when
discussing the klalos (curses) in (28:15) 111
2w nyxn nivYspnHa 325y - and these
curses will come and they will reach you.
We saw previously by the word bachor that
the complete spelling represented Am
Yisrael being complete and therefore was
used to express positive circumstances.
Why is it that in our parsha the full spell-
ing of the word is brought by the klalos as
opposed to the brachos?

Rav Yissachar Dov Rubin ZT”L writes in
his sefer Talelei Oros. He explains based

on Chazal that a person deserving (chas
v’shalom) of punishment receives it in this
world as opposed to receiving it in Olam
Haba, yet one who is worthy of receiving
great amounts of reward from Hashem
does not receive it in this world. As hard
as it may be for us, we need to appreciate
what waits for us in the world to come
even if it means feeling the lack of reward
and bracha now. The ultimate reward we
can receive is not that fulfilling our phys-
ical needs but rather spiritual when we
will be separated from this world.

That is the explanation of the Talelei Oros
on these pesukim - some of the reward we
are deserving of will be given to us B'Olam
Hazeh, the klalos on the other hand are
given in this world so that one can have
a clean slate when their time comes to go
to Olam Haba without any such curses still
waiting to be brought upon them.

We can learn from here not just a very
powerful vort, but how much we are able
to learn from every single letter included
(or not included) in the Torah and the
unbelievable wisdom that Chazal, to be
able to bring out such foundational les-
sons from this.

® Edited by Zac Winkler.

Continued from previous page

wards HaKadosh Baruch Hu, neverthe-
less, Hashem wants us to reserve feel-
ings of thanksgiving for human beings
as well. If we neglect thanking other
people, it will not be long before we deny
the need to thank Hashem.

Thus, we must be makir tov to our em-
ployers, workers, and spouses, despite
the calculations mentioned above. If we
lack hakaras hatov towards these people,
we will come to be ungrateful for all of
the goodness that Hashem does for us as

well. According to the Midrashim cited,
this will, in turn, inevitably lead to a lack
of emunah in Hashem.

® Adapted from Rav Schachter on the Parsha II.
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Telling the Story of the Jewish People

Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein
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torytelling is what makes us

human. Interpreting events and

constructing narratives about

what happens to us in our lives
is something we all do. Things happen
to us - the basic, factual elements of a
story - but as humans, we have unique
perspectives that shape how a story is
relayed, that give shape and meaning to
the experiences we go through.

And this, perhaps, is why our sages refer
to the human being as the medaber, “the
speaker.” Animals also communicate with
one another through sounds and gestures,
but it is human beings alone who con-
struct narratives and interpret events.

We see a stark illustration of how central
constructing narratives is to Jewish iden-
tity in this week’s Torah portion. Ki Tavo
opens with the requirement of a farmer
to bring his first fruits to the Temple and
make a declaration, in the presence of the
Kohanim, dedicating the first fruits of his
field to G-d. The wording of that declara-
tion is precisely spelled out by the Torah
and includes a significant word: higaditi
- translated as “And I have told...” The
farmer is telling a story.

What story is this farmer telling? There
are the objective facts, the physical events,
which led him to this point in time. He
ploughed and planted and irrigated and
harvested, and reaped produce from his
land. But, there is also a narrative running
parallel to these events. There is metaphys-
ical shape and meaning to be found nestled
in these physical details because bringing
the first fruits to the Temple and dedicat-
ing them to G-d is a gesture of gratitude to
the Creator. In acknowledging G-d’s bless-
ings - G-d's crucial role in bringing all of
those processes quite literally to fruition
- the farmer is situating his agricultural
endeavours within the context of a much

grander narrative, a narrative that frames
his entire farming experience in the con-
text of spiritual meaning, connection to
G-d, and deep appreciation.

In fact, this narrative of the farmer
extends further - connecting his own
individual experience to a national nar-
rative, situating his own farming efforts
within the context of the Jewish people
and land of Israel as a whole. As part of his
declaration, the farmer tells the story of
how G-d gave the Jewish people the land
of Israel, but also how Jewish history is
intertwined with our relationship with
G-d, and how he brought us into being as
nation through redeeming us from the
slavery of Egypt. The farmer’s declaration
traces the story of how the Jewish people
land up in Egypt, how we were afflicted
by the Egyptians, how we called out to
G-d, and how He answered our cries and
redeemed us with signs and wonders.
And so from this mitzvah, we learn how
to narrate the story of Jewish identity - a
story rooted in the historical facts of the
Egyptian slavery, our redemption from
that slavery, the Divine mission we were
given, and the gift of the land of Israel.

Narratives are important because they
frame the context and the meaning of our
lives. This particular narrative - the story
of the foundational episode of Jewish
history - is important because it frames
context and meaning of Jewish history.

The Torah itself is a framework for under-
standing the mission and meaning of our
lives. Why is the mitzvah of learning Torah
so important? Why is it referred to by our
sages as the gateway to all of the other
mitzvot? Why is it that our sages declare
that the merit of learning Torah is equal
to the merit of all the mitzvot combined?
It could be because, through the mitzvah of
learning Torah, we understand the story
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of our lives and the context and the mean-
ing of all of the mitzvot. Through Torah
learning, we discover the framework to
understand the purpose and meaning of
our lives. It also gives us the insight to
understand the mitzvot we do. The mitzvot
are not simply actions that we have to
perform. With every mitzvah, there is an
accompanying narrative. Only through
learning Torah can we understand, for
example, that Shabbos is not only about
what we can or can't do on a particular
day of the week, but it’s about a day that
reminds us of the fact that G-d created the
world and He took us out of Egypt and we
owe our allegiance to Him.

When we learn Torah, we understand
that every person is created in G-d’s image
and that requires of us to treat everyone
with sensitivity, with kindness, with com-
passion, with dignity, and with respect.
So many of the mitzvot relate to how we
treat one another and the ethics of these
interpersonal relationships. These are
not just actions. There is a narrative that
surrounds it, a narrative of understand-
ing and meaning of what it means to be
a human being.

This idea of constructing narratives also
touches on the essence of leadership. One
of the words for a leader in the Torah is
nagid (Samuel 2:5:2). The Radak says nagid
comes from the Hebrew word neged,
which means “facing” - the idea is that
people face the leader, looking towards
them for guidance, support and direction.
But, perhaps there's another meaning of
nagid, based on the word higaditi from
our parsha, “to tell the story.” One of the
responsibilities of leadership is to provide
the narrative and tell the overarching
story of our lives; to frame the times we
live in and place them within a wider,
meaningful context.

Continued on next page
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The Significance of the
Progression of Moshe’s Speech
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B/

efer Devarim is Moshe’s final speech

to Bnei Yisrael (it begins just 36 days

prior to his death). At first glance,

the significance of the order of his
message may not be apparent. Rav Shlomo
Aviner in his Sefer Tal Hermon (on Parshat
Ki Tavo) offers an interesting insight into
the structure of the message being relayed
by Moshe Rabbeinu.

We need to keep in mind that Moshe is
addressing a group of people that served
as slaves (or descendants of slaves), who
have no experience with the basics nec-
essary when considering establishing a
society. The first three parshiyot focus
on Emunah (faith). Devarim primarily
focuses on the faith of the nation in God
during the 40 year journey in the desert.
Va'etchanan focuses on providing a deeper
understanding of faith (10 command-
ments and shema) and Ekev - the general
value of mitzvot and one’s actions. This is
followed by the next three parshiyot, Re’eh
which focuses on national and communal
laws, Shoftim, on judicial law, and Ki Tetze
- relating primarily to laws of war. After
all of these preparatory items, we are now
ready to enter the land of Israel.

Parshat Ki Tavo addresses the laws of bik-
kurim - offering one’s first fruits in Jeru-
salem, which was to occur after we set-
tled the land of Israel. The parsha begins
with the word “n*m” - which connotes

happiness. The Gra explains that the word
i isin the past and by inserting a letter
“1” at the beginning of the word, it trans-
forms the word to a future tense.

When we enter Israel, we and the land
experience happiness. When Am Yisrael
is not present in the land of Israel, it is
not fertile. When the nation is in exile,
the land does not bear fruit. Now that
we have returned, the land is once again
blossoming and fertile. There is a special
connection between the Jewish nation
and the land of Israel.

Yet the happiness we feel is not complete
unless we share it with others. That is
why following bikkurim we are instructed
to share the wealth with shevet Levi, essen-
tially the educators whose lives are ded-
icated to serving on behalf of the nation
and who were not granted a portion of
land. The Rambam declares that to expe-
rience true simcha on yom tov, one needs to
share what he has with the less fortunate,
as he states:

225 (1D 07127) Y7aRNY 27N MW Y2IR RKINWN
n Yax ,075YnRN 07IYn IRW DY NIndRY mnty
NWRI 17221 KN MW 92181 1980 mnYT Yynw
NNNW 1T 17X W1 * Y1 071V NPwN1 578N 117K
nnraw mobn ,0"an") 10779 NNNW XYX 111¥n

(n2:1 919,20 DY

When a person eats and drinks [in celebration
of a holiday], he is obligated to feed converts,

orphans, widows, and others who are destitute
and poor. In contrast, a person who locks the
gates of his courtyard and eats and drinks with
his children and his wife, without feeding the
poor and the embittered, is [not indulging in]
rejoicing associated with a mitzvah, but rather
the rejoicing of his gut.

Once we have our foothold in Israel and
take care of the less fortunate, we ought to
internalize our very essence and purpose.
Following the commandments connected
to ma'asrot, we are told to serve as an Am
Segula - to set an example of moral and
ethical behavior for all of the nations of
the world.

Rav Aviner skillfully explains the progres-
sion of Moshe’s speech from the beginning
of Devarim until Ki Tavo, highlighting the
foundations upon which each message
evolves. As the Yamin Noraim approach,
we should take a moment to reflect and
internalize these messages as well. We
ought to strengthen our emunah and
perfect our performance of mitzvot. We
should appreciate our connection to
Eretz Yisrael which was gifted to us once
again in our generation, and do our part
to enhance the lives of those less fortu-
nate. Finally, we need to do our utmost
to set the example of what it means to be
a moral and ethical person - that is part
of the Am Segula!

Continued from previous page

Each of us can be a nagid. Each of us is
called on to play leadership roles in one
way or another. Some people have official
positions within society, but everyone is
involved in influencing and leading the
people around them in some way. We play
leadership roles in our families, among
our friends, in our communities, in our

business or other kinds of organisations,
and in society in general. Parents, espe-
cially, are leaders, who frame the meaning
and values of their children's lives. Provid-
ing the narrative for life is one of the most
sacred dimensions of parenting. Whether
it’'s among our children, our peers, our
communities, or our places of work, each
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of us has the opportunity to create the
narrative, to frame experiences, to provide
shape, meaning and context to our own
lives and the lives of those around us -
to lead by example and inspire virtue in
others. The story is ours to tell.
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Lessons from Bikkurim

Michal Horowitz
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arshas Ki Savo, begins with the

mitzvah of Bikkurim, the first

fruits of the shivas ha’minim

(blessed produce species of Eretz
Yisrael) (Devarim 8:8) that the landowner
brings, in a celebratory procession, up
to the Beis HaMikdash, preferably from
Shavuos through Succos (Devarim 26:1-
11).

The first fruits were given to the kohanim
who were on duty at that time. They di-
vided the produce among themselves to
be eaten within the walls of the holy city
of Jerusalem. The kohen took the fruit
and returned the expensive containers
(brought by the rich people) to the own-
ers. In the case of a reed or grass basket
(brought by the poor people), both the
first fruits and the basket were given to
the kohanim. After sleeping in Jerusalem
overnight, the farmer was free to return
home.

This beautiful mitzvah, which is an ex-
pression of hakaras ha'tov to Hashem for
the Holy Land and its bounty, is so funda-
mental and important that the Medrash
teaches that for Bikkurim, the whole
world was created! (Medrash Bereishis
Rabbah 1:4).

When the farmer offered the fruits as
a gift to the kohen, he recited a special
passage, known as the Mikreh Bikkurim
(Devarim 26:5-10). Much of the passage
is familiar to us, as it makes up a signifi-
cant portion of the Maggid section of the
Haggadah shel Pesach.

The passage begins with the history of
Yaakov Avinu working for Lavan, who
wanted to destroy him, then Yaakov and
his family descending to Egypt. It recalls
the Egyptian enslavement, the subse-
quent redemption, and our arrival to the
Land flowing with milk and honey.

In the passage, the landowner says:
NTIY 7Y AN YN 078D 1R W
nwp, and the Egyptians mistreated us, and
they afflicted us, and they placed upon us
hard work (26:6). How can we explain the
words, B1¥nA AR W, and what do
they come to teach us?

As with any study of lashon ha’kodesh,
identifying the shoresh (root) of the word
often teaches us much about the mes-
sage of the Torah.

Rabbi Dr. Abraham J. Twerskiz’l explains,
“While the concept of the term 1y is in-
deed ‘mistreated, the literal translation of
the word is ‘made bad’ (from the shoresh
v1). Furthermore, if the meaning of the
verse is that the Egyptians did bad to us,
the correct Hebrew expression is 119 11",
they did bad to us, rather than 1nN 177,
lit., they made us bad. The more accurate
translation of this verse, therefore, is
‘the Egyptians made us bad, i.e., they
corrupted us.

“Interestingly, another possible transla-
tion of 17" is derived from the word ‘v1,
friend’, in which case, the phrase would
read, ‘they befriended us.

“The two meanings of the word 17’1 may
thus coincide. The Egyptians corrupted
us both with their cruelty, which caused
us to lose our sensitivity for one another,
and on the other hand, by befriending
us. We became degenerate by associating
with them.

“It is said that those who do not learn
from history are doomed to repeat it.
Psychology has elucidated a defense
mechanism of ‘identification with the
aggressor, wherein the victim adopts
characteristics of his abuser. One would
think that a child who was abused by
a parent would resolve that he would
never harm his children the way he was
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harmed. Research has shown this not
to be true. Sadly, parents who suffered
abuse during their childhood may repeat
the pattern with their own children.

“nnN WM, lit., they made us bad. Alshich
(R. Moshe Alshich, b.1508 in the Otto-
man Empire, Turkey, d. 1593, Tzfas, bur-
ied in the Old Cemetery, Tzfas) explains
that the abuse suffered by the Israelites
in Egypt caused them to be insensitive
to one another” (Twerski on Chumash,
p.416-417).

Thisisthefirstinterpretation of1anx1yan,
they made us bad. The mistreatment and
abuse one suffers, tragically, may be per-
petuated by the victim himself. In this
case, the Egyptian enslavement was so
brutal, so ongoing, and so painful, that
the slaves themselves became cruel and
insensitive to the plight and suffering of
their brethren.

As for the second interpretation of 11m
10X, based on the root word for friend,
how do we explain that the Egyptians
‘befriended us’?

Continues R’ Dr. Twerski, “The second
source of corruption is perhaps even
more dangerous than the first. We are
profoundly influenced by our friends
and our environment. So much so, that
the Rambam writes that a person who
lives in a corrupt community must relo-
cate, and if one cannot find a community
that is wholesome and pure, one should
live in the wilderness rather than be sub-
ject to a corrupt environment!

“In the decades since the horrors of the
Holocaust, statistics show that Judaism
has lost more than six million souls due to
intermarriage and assimilation. Assimi-
lation among ‘friends’ is a greater threat
to Jewish survival than the open brutali-
ty of our enemies.

Continued on page 18
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The Finale -
Moshe’s Concluding Remarks

n this day, G-d commands
you to observe these
chukim u'mishpatim...
G-d has affirmed this day
that you are His “am segula” (treasured
nation) and He will set you high above all
nations that you shall be, as He promised,
an “am kadosh” (a holy nation)...” (see
26:16-19)

¢

Moshe concludes the main speech by reit-
erating the primary purpose for keeping
these mitzvot - in order that Am Yisrael
become an am kadosh - a holy nation,
worthy to represent G-d.

Moshe’s concluding remarks also include
a striking parallel to G-d’s original charge
to Bnei Yisrael at Har Sinai. Recall that
when Bnei Yisrael first arrive at Har Sinai,
G-d summons Moshe to the mountain and
proposes a special covenant with Bnei
Yisrael:

“And now, if you will listen to my
voice and keep my covenant, then
you shall become for Me a “segula”
amongst all the nations... and you shall
be for me a kingdom of priests and an
“am kadosh”...” (Shmot 19:5-6)

This proposal, which actually forms the
prelude to the Ten Commandments,
explains the primary purpose of Matan
Torah - that Am Yisrael become a goy
kadosh to represent G-d.

Now, at the conclusion of the main speech,
in which Moshe Rabeinu repeats those
mitzvot which were originally given at
Har Sinai, we find this very same theme
repeated:

“And G-d has affirmed this day that you
are, as He promised you [at Har Sinai!],
His am segula who shall observe all

Rabbi Menachem Leibtag
Tanach Study Center | Yeshivat Har Etzion

of His commandments, and that He
will set you, in fame and renown and
glory, high above all the nations that
He has made; and that you shall be,
as He promised [at Har Sinai!] an am
kadosh...” (26:18-19)

Moshe’s concluding remarks are quite
appropriate, for the purpose of the mitz-
vot, which he has just completed teach-
ing Bnei Yisrael, are to help Bnei Yisrael
become a segula and an am kadosh; just
as He had originally promised them at
Har Sinai!

Moshe’s concluding remarks also beauti-
fully tie together the two main sections
of the main speech. The mitzvah section,
whose primary topic is “ahavat Hashem”,
opened with the commandment to love
G-d - “bchol Ivavcha uvchol nafshecha” -
with all one’s heart and with all one’s soul.
Now, at the conclusion of the chukim
wmishpatim section, Moshe explains how
these two sections relate to each other:

“The Lord your G-d commands you this
day to keep these chukim u'mishpatim;
observe them faithfully - “b’chol I'vav-
cha uw'v'chol naf’shecha” - with all your
heart and with all your soul...” (26:16)

The numerous specific mitzvot which
arerecorded in the chukim u'mishpatim
section must be kept with the proper atti-
tude, as explained in the mitzvah section.

The above thematic and textual parallel to
“Ma’amad Har Sinai” at the conclusion of
the main speech continues in the parsha
which follows immediately afterward:

“Moshe and the elders charged the
people, saying: Observe everything that
I command you today... for when you
cross the Jordan, you must erect large

stones and coat them with plaster [in
order that] you shall write on them all
the words of this Torah [the mitzvot of
Sefer Dvarim]... erect these stones on
Har Eival... And you shall build there
amizbayach... (note parallel to Shmot
20:22), and you shall offer upon it olot
and shlamim...” (Devarim 27:1-8)

An almost identical ceremony took place
some forty years earlier at Ma'amad Har
Sinai, immediately after Moshe teaches
Bnei Yisrael the laws which G-d gave him
after the Ten Commandments:

“And Moshe came [down from Har
Sinai] and told the people all of G-d’s
commandments and the mishpatim...
Moshe then wrote down all of G-d’s
commandments. Then, he woke up
early in the morning and built a miz-
bayach at the foot of the mountain and
erected twelve large stones... and they
offered olot and shlamim...” (Shmot
24:3-8)

Likewise, there is a “tochacha” which is
to be read at that ceremony on Har Eival
(see Devarim 27:11-28:69), just as there was
a “tochacha” which was read at Har Sinai
(Vayikra 26:3-46, see also 25:1).

Thus, this ceremony which Bnei Yis-
rael must perform on Har Eival, which
includes writing down and teaching the
mitzvot of Sefer Devarim, building a miz-
bayach, and offering olot and shlamim,
parallels the covenantal ceremony
which took place at Ma’amad Har Sinai
when Bnei Yisrael proclaimed “na’aseh
v'nishma.” (see Shmot 24:3-11)

The reason for this parallel is quite simple:
Because this generation (which is about to
enter the Land and fulfill these mitzvot)
was not present at the original ceremony,

Continued on page 23
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Reading the Curses -
Opportunity to Achieve Atonement

Rabbi Eli Mansour

arashat Ki-Tavo is famous for the
section known as the “Tocheha,”
which describes the Kelalot
(curses), the horrific calamities
that threaten to befall Bene Yisrael if we
forsake G-d’s commands. A similar section
appears earlier in Parashat Behukotai,
toward the end of the Book of Vayikra.

The Gemara notes a number of differences
between the two sections. One difference
is that the curses in Parashat Behukotai
were dictated by G-d, whereas the curses
here in Parashat Ki-Tavo were initiated by
Moshe. Of course, G-d agreed with every
letter, and it was thus all included in the
Torah. But the curses in this Parasha were
originally said by Moshe, and not by the
Almighty.

At first glance, it seems very strange
that Moshe would compose such horrific
curses. Moshe Rabbenu was always our
nation’s greatest advocate, interceding to
G-d on our behalf and trying to secure a
favorable judgment for us. It seems “out
of character” for Moshe to warn of such
dreadful and frightening catastrophes.

To understand Moshe’s intent in formu-
lating these curses, let us first consider
another comment of the Gemara. The
Gemara teaches that Ezra, the leader of
the Jewish people at the beginning of
the Second Temple era, instituted that

Edmond J Safra Synagogue, Brooklyn

the curses of Parashat Ki-Tavo should be
read every year in the final week or two
of the year, before Rosh Hashanah. The
reason, the Gemara explains, is “Tichleh
Shana U’kelaloteha” - “the year should end
along with its curses.” We read the curses
when the year ends to express our hope
that just as the year is coming to an end,
the curses that threaten us should like-
wise come to an end.

How does reading the curses help us
ensure that they will end?

We might compare reading the curses to
other forms of reading and study, such
as studying about the Korbanot, the sac-
rifices brought in the Bet Ha'mikdash.
Even without a Mikdash, when we cannot
offer Korbanot, we can still gain access to
the power and effects of the sacrifices
by learning about them. This is why we
include the Korbanot section in our daily
prayer service. By learning about the sac-
rifices, we are considered as though we
have actually offered them, and we thus
gain the advantages of sacrifices despite
our inability to place animals upon the
altar. This applies to the Kelalot, as well.
When we study the dreadful curses in
this Parasha, we are considered to have
actually experienced them - even though
we have not actually gone through this
suffering. Reading and learning the Kelalot
is thus very beneficial for us, as it helps

us avoid having to actually endure them.
Even if, Heaven forbid, we are deserving
of suffering, we can study this section in
lieu of punishment.

This is why Ezra had us read the Kelalot
right before Rosh Hashanah. As we stand
in judgment before G-d, we can tell Him
that even if we have sinned and failed, we
should be considered as having already
endured punishment, since we’ve read
and studied the curses of Parashat
Ki-Tavo. This is why many great Sadikim
listen very intently to the reading of the
Kelalot, keenly aware of just how powerful
and beneficial this study is.

And this might be why Moshe Rabbenu
wrote these Kelalot in the first place. He
was not trying to curse us, but to the
contrary, to help us avoid calamity. He
gave us this section for us to carefully
read and study, so that we can be regarded
as having endured this suffering and
thereby earn atonement. The section
of the Tocheha offers us the remarkable
opportunity to achieve atonement for our
sins without having to experience calam-
ity and hardship. It is thus an invaluable
asset, and an expression of immense love
on the part of Moshe Rabbenu, who gave
us this section to learn and probe as a
means of averting calamity.

Continued from page 16

“The holiness and purity of Jewish mor-
als, and way of life, has been eroded and
corrupted by the permissiveness and
immorality that prevails in western civ-
ilization. King David bewails this state
of being and cries, ‘ﬂrg?n 0721 127y

Di"Yyn - they mingled with the nations and
learned their ways’ (Tehillim 106:35). That
historical tragedy is unfortunately with
us today as well.

“We must be on guard in both realms,
not to allow our ethics and morals to
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be destroyed by either interpretation of
110X 177, neither their abuse, nor their
overtures of friendship,” (Twerski on
Chumash, p.417) so that we may ensure
the wholesomeness and integrity, kind-
ness, holiness and purity of Am Yisrael.



INSPIRATION HAMIZRACHI PARSHA WEEKLY

PARSHAT KI TAVO 5783 - 2023

Every Man will be a King

Rabbi Moshe Weinberger
Congregation Aish Kodesh, Woodmere

he customs of the Jewish people
are very holy, and we say the fol-
lowing tefillah over the head of a
fish or sheep on Rosh Hashanah
night: “May it be Your will that we should
be the head and not the tail.” But how
we can pray for this when the Mishna
says in Avos (4:15), “Be a tail to lions and
not a head to foxes.” This is understood
to teach that one should be humble, not
always running to be the “head,” the most
important role in whatever he involves
himself. Indeed, there is tremendous
grace and charm in one who makes him-
self the “tail” by conducting himself in a
humble way. As the pasuk (Mishlei 3:34)
says, “|G-d] gives grace to the humble.”

Our parsha is filled with blessings. And
to the extent some psukim in the parsha
appear to be the opposite of blessings, it is
only because we do not know how to read
them properly. One passuk (Devarim 28:13)
seems to “side” with the Rosh Hashanah
custom: “And Hashem will make you the
head and not the tail. You shall be only
above and you will not be below when you
listen to the mitzvos of Hashem your G-d
which I command you today, to observe
and do.” Targum Yonasan, in his inter-
pretive Aramaic translation of the phrase
“the head and not the tail,” renders the
phrase: “Hashem will make you kings and
not simple people.”

Indeed, the passuk (Shmos 19:6) says, “You
shall be to Me a kingdom of kohanim and a
holy nation.” But what does it mean that
every Jew can be a king? As we will quote
below, the Ibn Ezra explains this beauti-
fully in his commentary on parshas Nasso.
It must be noted that the Ibn Ezra himself
suffered from profound poverty and suf-
fered throughout his life. Nevertheless,
he was a great talmid chacham and paytan
and the Rambam even refers to him as a
chassid, a pious individual. Because of his

constant lack of success at anything he
attempted to do in order to improve his
situation, he once wrote, tongue in cheek,
“If I became a candle-maker, the sun
would never set and if I began making
burial shrouds, people would stop dying.”

The Ibn Ezra explains why the Torah calls
one who makes a Nazir vow (to refrain
from drinking wine or cutting his hair)
a Nazir - 713, which literally means
“crown.” The passuk makes this explicit
when it says (Bamidbar 6:7) about the
Nazir, “for the crown [1r1] of his G-d is on
his head.” He says, “Know that all people
are slaves to the desires of the world. But
a true king who has the crown of kingship
on his head is anyone who is free from
these desires.” It is therefore appropriate
and fitting to call a Jew who is not a slave
to his desires a “king.”

Perhaps that is what Targum Yonasan
means when he translates “the head and
not the tail” as “kings and not simple
people.” In order to be masters of our
own destiny and not slaves to our baser
instincts, we must do as the passuk in our
parsha continues, “to observe [11nwY] and
do,” which implies that we must guard
(nmw) ourselves by setting up boundaries
to ensure that we do not become enslaved
to the illusory pleasures, values and pri-
orities of this world.

We merit to be Hashem’s bride by acting
as His betrothed. When He said, “Behold
you are betrothed [nwTipn] to me,” we
recognize that the intimacy of our rela-
tionship means that we must be separated
like hekdesh from the things of this world.
By freeing ourselves from being enslaved
to our desires, we enable ourselves to
connect to G-d as kings, as masters of our
own lives. By doing so in advance of Rosh
Hashanah, we not only coronate Hashem
as King, but we make ourselves kings as

well - not simple people. By doing so, we
will merit “only above and not be below.”

This is what it means to be a Jew. From
the time a young man becomes a bar mitz-
vah, he is called a bachur - 11na. The Tosa-
fos Yom Tov in the tenth perek of Nedarim
quotes the Maharal that because the word
for bachur has the same letters as “one
who chooses - 1M31,” we know that the
essence of being a young man in Yiddish-
keit is that he must make choices. He must
be a master of his own destiny. He must
choose to be a king and not a slave to his
desires, above and not below, a head and
not a tail.

This Rosh Hashanah, may we merit to
coronate not only Hashem but also our-
selves as kings. By letting Hashem guide
our choices so that we are not enslaved
by the desires, values, and priorities of
this world, may we merit to see the world
in which “Hashem will be King over the
entire earth; on that day Hashem will be
One and His name will be One” (Zecharia
14:9).
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Contributing Your Verse
to the Play of Life

Rabbi YY Jacobson
TheYeshiva.net

ne of the most “green” and

organic commandments in the

Torah is the mitzvah of Bikurim,

the “First Fruits,” in the opening
of this week’s portion (Ki Savo.)

If you lived in the biblical Land of Israel,
and your orchard grew any of the spe-
cial fruits with which the Land was
blessed—grapes, figs, pomegranates,
olives or dates—you were commanded
by the Torah to select the first-ripened
fruits, place them in a basket, bring them
to the Holy Temple, and present them to
the kohen, the priest, as a gift,

Today, Bikurim are gone with the destruc-
tion of Temple. What is the closest thing
we have left?

The Midrash says: “Moses saw that the
Temple would eventually be destroyed,
and Bikurim aborted, therefore he estab-
lished prayer three times a day.” Just as
Bikurim are the first and freshest fruit of
my harvest, prayer is the first and freshest
moment of my day.

But the comparison runs far deeper. On
the surface, there is nothing more routine
and potentially more boring than daily
prayers. The same prayers day in and day
out, the same words, the same boring con-
gregation, the same monotonous rabbi,
and the same people sleeping during the
sermon.

Comes the Torah and tells us that we
can view it in a very different way. Your
prayers may be like the fruit basket of
an impoverished farmer or like the fruit
basket of a wealthy farmer. That does
not matter; what matters is that it is
yours. When you are real with G-d, when
you speak your heart, your truth, your

feelings, when you show up with your
voice, then all of the angels in all of the
worlds become silent to listen to your
daily declaration in the Temple.

What matters most is that you speak it
in your authentic voice. And then your
prayers, too, just like Bikurim, become a
momentous opportunity.

The Baal Shem Tov once shared this fol-
lowing allegorical story:

Once upon a time, the lion grew furious
with all of the other jungle animals. Since
the lion is “the king of animal life,” and
is most powerful and dominant, his ire
evoked deep fright in the hearts of the
other animals.

“What should we do?” murmured all the
animals at an emergency meeting. “If the
lion lets out his anger, we are all done.”

“No worries,” came the voice of the fox,
known as the wiliest of animals. “In the
reservoirs of my brain are stored 300
stories, anecdotes and vignettes. When
I present them to the lion, his mood will
be transformed.”

A wave of joy rushed through all the ani-
mals as they embarked on a march toward
the lion’s home in the jungle, where the
fox would placate him and restore the
friendly relationship between the lion
and his subjects.

During the journey through the jungle
pathways, the fox suddenly turns to one
of his animal friends and says, “You know,
I forgot 100 of my entertaining stories.”

Rumors of the fox’s lapse of memory
spread immediately. Many animals were
overtaken by profound trepidation, but
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soon came the calming voice of Mr. Bear.
“No worries,” he said. “Two hundred
vignettes of a brilliant fox are more than
enough to get that arrogant lion rolling in
laughter and delight.

“They will suffice to do the job,” agreed Mr.
Wolf. A little while later, as the extraor-
dinarily large entourage of animals was
nearing the lion, Mr. Fox suddenly turned
to another colleague. “I have forgotten
another 100 of my anecdotes,” lamented
the fox. “They simply slipped my mind.”

The animals’ fear became stronger, but
soon enough came the reassuring voice
of Mr. Deer. “No worries,” he proclaimed,
“One hundred fox stories will suffice to
capture the imagination of our simple
king.”

“Yes, 100 jokes will assuage the lion,”
agreed Mr. Tiger. A few moments later,
all of the hundreds of thousands of ani-
mals were at the lion’s den. The lion rose
to his full might and glory, casting a fierce
gaze at all of his subjects, sending a shiver
through their veins.

As the moment of truth arrived, all of the
animals looked up with beseeching eyes
to their bright representative the fox, to
approach the lion and accomplish the
great mission of reconciliation. At that
very moment, the fox turned to the ani-
mals and said, “I am sorry, but I forgot my
last 100 stories. I have nothing left to say
to the king.”

The animals went into hysteria. “You are
a vicious liar,” they cried. “You deceived
us. What are we to do now?”

“My job,” responded the fox calmly, “was
to persuade you to take the journey from

Continued on page 22
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Ki Savo: “Turn to Hashem”

Rabbi Judah Mischel

Executive Director, Camp HASC; Mashpiah, OU-NCSY

av Yitzchak Zilber, zt’l, legend-

ary champion of Russian Jewry,

was a humble talmid chacham

and teacher whose incredible
self sacrifice and dedication inspired
and strengthened generations of Jews.
Having been imprisoned in gulags of the
former Soviet Union, he escaped to Tash-
kent and later arrived in Eretz Yisrael,
where he continued his efforts in teach-
ing Torah around the clock. Rav Yosef
Shalom Elyashiv, zt'l, referred to him as
“one of the Lamed Vav Tzadikim,” one of the
hidden righteous people whose presence
supports the entire world. Thousands of
Russian olim to the Holy Land sought his
counsel and Torah instruction.

One of Rav Zilber’s early students shared
an anecdote and memory of the first
time he went to the Kotel haMaaravi to
daven. He felt incredibly privileged to
walk among a group of new immigrants
accompanied by their rav, after years of
yearning to make aliyah and live in Eretz
Yisrael; he had finally made it!

When they first saw the Holy Wall, they
shed a tear of awe, and then, kissing the
holy stones, they felt the sweetness of
homecoming. When a Mincha minyan
commenced, they happily joined. But
within a few seconds, instead of feeling
inspired and connected, the student
began to feel unsettled and frustrated,
and tense in his stomach. “This is my
first time here,” he whispered to his
Rav during the chazan’s repetition. “And
everyone around me is davening beau-
tifully, with all their hearts, but I have
no idea how to join them! Everything is
moving so fast and I can barely even read
Hebrew!”

Rav Yitzchok placed his arm around his
student’s shoulder, and spoke into his
ear: “I hear, I hear! There isn’t much I
can do for you other than this....” The rav

turned his body around to face the Ko-
tel, and continued: “Whatever is in your
heart — joy, pain, confusion, heart-bro-
kenness, feelings of distance — tell Him
about it! Speak to Hashem! Tell the Rib-
bono Shel Olam your story, in your own
words, at your own pace.”

Our sedra contains the pesukim recited
when bringing bikurim, first fruits, to the
Beis haMikdash. One is to stand before
Hashem in gratitude and tell Him the sto-
ry of our journey that brought one to this
moment. One describes the beginning of
our people, our exile and redemption
from Mitzrayim; one recounts the long
and difficult road to “the Land flowing
with milk and honey,” and to Yerusha-
layim. This recital is a ‘vidui’ of sorts, a
‘confession’ and acknowledgement of
the past, and symbolically presenting to
Hashem everything in one’s mind and
heart. Through reflecting on the story,
one is to appreciate the process, includ-
ing the challenges, complaints and hard-
ships along the way. This moving section
of our parshah is included as part of the
Haggadah liturgy, forming an essential
element of Seder Night: “My father was
a fugitive Aramean....”

Finally, one acknowledges the ‘fruits’ of
his labor, effort and faith, and recognizes
that everything really comes from Hashem:

APIA TR N 777103 WK 21007523 AN
“You shall rejoice with all the good that
Hashem has given you and your house-

hold.” (26:11)

Honoring the travails of exile, struggle
and process as part of our redemption
story enhances the sweetness of our de-
liverance and the abundance we have
been given. And presenting to Hash-
em our personal spiritual narrative in
such a beautiful way cultivates a deeper
sense of connection and closeness to the
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Ribbono shel Olam. Even our exiles and
challenges were for the good; we finally
made it!

Later on, our sedra lists the numerous
blessings promised as a reward for fol-
lowing Hashem’s will and living a life of
Torah. Among them:

ANINYM NIV 7172

Blessed will be your tana, ‘basket’, and
your kneading bowl. (28:5)

While visiting the holy tzion of Reb Sha-
yaleh, zy’a, in Kerestir, Hungary, my
wife and I had a wonderful conversation
over coffee and kokosh cake with Rav
Buxbaum, the generous inn-keeper and
mashgiach. During this shmues, he shared
the following teaching in the name of
the tzadik Rebbe Mordechai of Nadvorna.

Every day we bring all sorts of taanot,
complaints, before Hashem. Some of
them we bring out into the open and
present them to Him in a tana, ‘basket.
Other complaints we hold inside, leav-
ing them unspoken, kneading them over
and over, tying knots inside the ‘knead-
ing bow!’ of our stomach. Thus, the To-
rah blesses us: 320 7172 — ‘May your
ta'anot be blessed and resolved through
presenting them to Me so beautifully
and openly. And may 3n7XWm, even the
lumps of dough, the challenges that you
are still laboring on in your inner ‘knead-
ing bowl’ be blessed and smoothed out
— by turning to me and speaking to Me
about them!”

Let us take the opportunities we have
to turn to Hashem and confess our grat-
itude and our gripes — and share with
Him everything that is on our mind, in
our heart and even deep down in our
stomach. And may be blessed to arrive
in Yerushalayim with the fruits of our
labor to rejoice in all the good Hashem
has granted us!
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Elul — Month of Relationships

Mrs. Shira Smiles

International lecturer and curriculum developer

he Sefat Emet teaches that the

essence of the month of Elul is

understanding the interplay of

the word ‘lo’ as expressed in the
verse in Tehillim, “Hu asanu v’lo anachnu.
He created us and we are His.” ‘Lo’ can be
translated interchangeably as ‘to Him’ or
‘we are nothing.’ We have the ability to
attach ourselves to Hashem to the extent
that we nullify ourselves. This is encoded
within the word Elul - spelled lamed, aleph,
lamed, vav.

What does nullifying oneself mean? Rav
Tatz explains that our inner struggles are
linked to the root challenge first faced by
Adam. Adam reasoned that if he would
sin he would bring himself and the world
down from its pure state into a world of
physicality. If he could then stand firm
against temptation, he would achieve
much more than by resisting sin on an
elevated level. However, he was mistaken.
Where there is an illusion of indepen-
dence, where there’s a wrong choice that

contradicts the Divine Will, there is a
death. We all face this challenge. Being
told what to do is a negation of self. Adam
wanted to use his entire being to serve
Hashem. But he failed to realize that the
greatest assertion of free will is giving in
to a Higher Will. Elul is a time to intro-
spect and ask ourselves, how many times
did our will and Hashem’s Will clash? How
many times did we insist on our own will?
It’s a time to work on nullifying the ‘T’ and
committing our will to Hashem.

There’s also the second aspect of ‘lo.” We
belong to Hashem. The Netivot Shalom
writes about the pasuk, “Nachpesa diracheinu,
Let us search our ways.” We must not only
think about our sins but also about our
mitzvot. What is our mindset when we
do mitzvot and learn Torah? Are we just
going through the motions and missing
the essence? When we say a bracha or
daven, do we visualize that we are talking
to the Master of the world? Elul is a pre-
paratory time to analyze our relationship

with Hashem. We must open our eyes to
find Him.

There’s no aspect of life devoid of Hashem.
Whether it’s physical or spiritual needs,
we must turn to Him for help. When we
do this, even for minor things, He becomes
more involved in our lives. The Chazon
Ish told a student that the main thing
to ingrain in a child’s mind is emuna and
hashgacha pratit, recognizing that Hashem
is intimately involved in every aspect of
our life. This is how we develop an emo-
tional bond with Him. The mindset of a
Jew has to be, “V’ani kirvat Elokim li tov. For
me closeness to Hashem is good.”

If we spend Elul focusing on making Hash-
em’s Will our own and on developing a
relationship with Him, we can then stand
before him on Rosh Hashana and crown
Him king.

Continued from page 20

your own nests to the lion’s nest. I have
accomplished my mission. You are here.
Now, let each and every single one of you
discover his own voice and rehabilitate his
own personal relationship with the king.”

This story, concluded the Baal Shem Tov,
illustrates a common problem in institu-
tionalized religion. We come to synagogue
on Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur, or any
other time of the year, and we rely on the
“foxes” - the cantors and the rabbis - to
serve as our representative to the King
of Kings.

“The rabbi’s sermon today was unbeliev-
able,” we often proclaim after services.

“He is really awesome.” Or, “That cantor?
His vibrato just melted my soul.”

These clergy all-too-often become the
“foxes” who know how to get the job done
for us.

Yet, sooner or later, we come to realize
that the foxes, with all due respect, don’t
really have what it takes to address the
king on behalf of you and me. Each of us
must discover his or her own inner voice
and inner passion and spirit, and speak
to G-d with a distinct and unique voice.

Cantors and rabbis during the High Hol-
idays (and the rest of the year) ought to
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view themselves as the Baal Shem Tov’s
foxes: Their function is to persuade and
inspire people to leave their own self-con-
tained domains and embark on a journey
toward something far deeper and more
real. But each and every one of us must
ultimately enter the space of G-d alone.

This, then, is the message we can learn
from the fruit basket gifts. This year on
Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, don’t
rely on any foxes. Speak to G-d directly.
With your own words, with your own
soul. Heart to heart, from your truest
place to His truest place.
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The Chesed of Chasidism

>

s

his week, Chai Elul (the 18th of

Elul), we speak again about the

Baal Shem Tov who did not begin

the “Kol Nidrei” prayer, even as
the entire community waited. One story
is about there being a crying baby at home
whose mother had gone to pray, another
story describes a Jewish boy who had
discovered his Judaism, came to the syn-
agogue and his heart was broken because
he did not know the words of the prayer,
and so the story appears in many different
variations.

This Chasidic story is not about the igno-
rant child or the crying baby. It is not
even about the Baal Shem Tov himself. It
is about the people who come to the syn-
agogue and their hearts stop. They hold
the machzor in their hands, they can read
well, they have learned everything about
the Day of Judgement, but the books - are
the books of the dead.

Chasidism does not want the death of
the dead, it delays the entire prayer so
that everyone sweats uncomfortably in
their fixed places and asks that the prayer
already begin to beat in them so that the
letters do not die and that is why the Baal
Shem Tov delayed the prayer because “the

Rabbanit Yemima Mizrachi
Popular Torah teacher and author

first Chasidim remained.” Stop the world,
he said, I will ascend...

“For the world has a heart,” wrote the
great-grandson of the Baal Shem Tov,
Rabbi Nachman, and in this week’s
Parashah Moshe writes: “And the Lord has
not given you a mind... Because you would
not serve your G-d... ... in joy and gladness
... 50 G-d will strike you with madness,
blindness and dismay...” The world has a
heart, and every day, says Rabbi Nachman,
one must draw new strength in order not
to let the world die. How can you not die!
Well, with fear. “As you behold, you will
glow,” says the haftarah, “Your heart will
throb and thrill.”

The Baal Shem Tov took the prayer from
those waiting for a few moments, and sud-
denly they were very frightened. It will
not be fear of judgment when you are told,
“Pray!” It will be a wonderful Chasidic fear
that will tell us, “Stop praying. Now we are
not praying. Now you will miss the prayer
that is repeated in the machzor, you will
miss the holidays that discourage you so
much, you will miss it like the ignorant
child who desecrates the holiday and the
whole prayer with his flute, only then will
you realize what joy is in the teshuvah. It’s

about the ancient words, about the reli-
gious ritual, about repentance.”

Contrary to popular belief, the Baal
Shem Tov did not want to pray with
the “broken”, but with the happy!!! He
received them broken, but this is not how
he had imagined them, half-dead Jews...
He knew that a few minutes of waiting for
the prayer to begin, the fear that we have
lost the prayer this year, only these allow
us to suddenly worship G-d with joy and
kindness more than anything else.

This precision is exquisite. The interpre-
tation according to which Chasidism sees
heartbreak as the goal is very Christian.
Baal HaTanya explains heartbreak as a
“fitness lesson,” a lesson that prepares
the heart to understand that prayer is
joy, that serving G-d is joy, that making
a mistake in the covenant is a terrible
sadness, and that keeping that covenant
is so joyful!

There is a big difference between “seclu-
sion” and solitude. The solitude will be
without, it will be sadness, the seclusion
will be with, it will be fellowship, it will
be renewed devotion of youth, love like a
bride and I will marry you in chesed.

Continued from page 17

a new ceremony is required in which the
new generation can re-affirm their com-
mitment to their covenant with G-d.

This ceremony will take place on Har
Eival, where Bnei Yisrael will ‘re-live’ the
experience of Har Sinai by studying the
mitzvot of Sefer Devarim which will guide
them as they establish their new nation.

It is not often in our history that one gen-
eration is given an opportunity to fulfill a
destiny that was originally planned for an
earlier generation. Aware of this potential,
Moshe encourages the new generation
in the desert to rise to the challenge of
setting up an am kadosh in the Promised
Land, as G-d had originally planned for the
generation of their parents.
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Although this challenge by Moshe Rabe-
inu to Am Yisrael is some three thousand
years old, it takes on additional signifi-
cance today, as our own generation has
been given the potential to fulfill this very
same destiny.
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arashat Ki Tavo contains a long

list of curses that the nation will

suffer if they don’t remain loyal to

G-d. One of the prevalent themes
is exile, as predicted here:
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“And as the LORD once delighted in
making you prosperous and many, so will
the LORD now delight in causing you to
perish and in wiping you out; you shall be
torn from the land that you are about to
enter and possess.” (Devarim 28:63)

The word translated here as “you shall
be torn from” is banen. Others translate
it as “you shall be pulled up” or “you shall
be deported.” As Rashi in his commen-
tary on the verse notes, the root noi here
means “uprooting,” as in Mishlei 15:25,

Parsha Riddle

“The Lord will uproot (no*) the house of
the haughty.”

In the hifil form, non, it means “to remove,
put aside, deflect,” and appears as a noun
in the phrase nyTno’n - “distraction” (lit-
erally, “removal of the mind.”)

In the related Semitic language Akkadian,
the cognate verb nishu also means “to
remove.” From there, linguists claim the
root entered Aramaic. This is where we
first encounter the word nno). It originally
meant “excerpt,” which as in English, is
related to “extract” (i.e., “to remove.”) This
is similar to the use of “cut/copy/paste” in
a word processor).

From “excerpt” or “copy,” it came to mean
“text, version.” This sense is captured by
the related word no1, which indicates
the version of a document or the style of

a prayer service (e.g., Nusach Ashkenaz
or Nusach Sefarad.) The word nng3 (in
contrast to ng)) today primarily means
“formula, equation,” in the same way that
“formula” in English derives from “form.”

A cognate root in Hebrew to noa is yoa,
meaning “to travel.” To travel is to (re)
move oneself from one place to another. In
several places in the Tanakh, the root yoa
also means “to uproot,” as in this verse:
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“You uprooted a vine from Egypt.”
(Tehilim 80:9)

But in general, the root Y01 has much more
positive connotations in Biblical Hebrew,
such as in describing the travels of the
nation in the desert. This stands in stark
contrast to the dire prediction of their
uprooting from the land as a punishment.

THIS WEEK in
Jewish History

-
- Sept. 2, 1796: Holland granted equality to its 50,000 Jews.

Sept. 3,1905: Birthday of Nechama Leibowitz, Bible scholar,
beloved teacher, author of popular study guides to
the weekly Torah portion and winner of the Israel

REb Leor BTOh Prize in 1957 for her pioneering literary approach
Mizrachi Melbourne to the Bible.
. A TV Elul1 Yahrzeit of the Maharal of P , Tal ist,
Find a word in Ki Tavo that appears only once ul18, 5369 ahrzeit of the Maharal of Prague, Ta Tt
. (1609): author, philosopher, mathematician, astronomer
in the whole Tanach (a hapax Iegomena). and according to legend, creator of the Golem.
Clue: The word (with different vowels) appears as a Sept.5,1972: At the Olympic Village in Munich, a group of Arab
name of a festival in other places in the Torah. terrorists kidnapped and murdered 11 Israeli
. athletes.
Answer to the Parsha Riddle
*J1 WIOIJ SUOSSI] [RISASS UIBI[ 0] WA} pgldmOJd pue [ezey) pgngl_uul Sept. 6, 2007: The Israeli Air Force destroyed a nuclear reactor in
piom s1y3 jo aduereadde auir) suo snbrun 3y Jey) SIIIM YRWTWS], YeIo], 3L, Deir ez-Zor, Syria.
‘Qm(gf(: }g{ﬁ?a& ;({dnol}‘lﬁm:! 2;;;?:;0?5;[ i ?;;);;;:/D; jfff Eui(f:& LE;; no. Sept. 7,1827: Czar Nicholas I of Russia issued a decree to draft
! PR R 2 4 B BEsRERe Jewish boys at age 12, place them in military schools
(ag9 10udeIag) until 18 and then obligate them to another 25 years
‘(Lacu JO S19139] 0M) JSB[ AN} WIOIJ PIALIIP) cuULy sdnoaS ur uIed] SKem[y 'z -
(qGT 30UDRIag) "Yelo], Surules] Uaym uonualie asopd Aed jsnuwi auQ T
Sept. 8,1949: The Knesset passed Israel’s draft law, making it
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obligatory for every Jewish boy and girl in Israel to

L U]SI[ PUB SATJU}IE o, . s
e d serve in the military forces.
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ULEL g et Bélia N &6l da. DAt waan il (cia) The above is an abridged weekly version of Dust & Stars.
To receive a free comprehensive post every day about the events and
remarkable Jews who have changed the world, please subscribe:
https://dustandstars.substack.com/subscribe
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