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 Modim anachnu Lach – מודים אנחנו לך שאתה הוא אלקינו
she’ata Hu Elokeinu. We gratefully thank You. For it is You. 
Who are Hashem, our G-d.  
 The Bircas Hodaah, Thanksgiving blessing, begins 
with our acknowledgement of Hashem’s greatness and our 
relationship to Him. We then continue with specifics – the 
particulars for which we are thankful to Him. The actual 
meaning of modim/nodeh is to confess or acknowledge a fact. 
We “confess” our indebtedness to Hashem, as we recount the 
many reasons for which we are grateful. But, as Horav Shimon 
Schwab, zl, observes, is it possible to even begin to 
encapsulate the immense gratitude that we have to Hashem? 
Furthermore, is it possible to repay Him? Thus, while we are 
unable to properly offer our gratitude, we begin by praising 
Him. The Rav adds that since we owe Him so much for which 
we are unable to ever express ourselves appropriately, we 
offer praise to Him whenever the opportunity presents itself. 
This is the source/reason for the custom of responding to 
inquiries concerning one’s health with “Baruch Hashem, 
Thank G-d, I am well.” We must never forget that whatever 
condition we are in, it is always, Baruch Hashem. This is one 
of the fundamentals of chinuch ha’banim, educating our 
children: to inculcate them with the notion that everything 
comes from Hashem. We must constantly reiterate this verity 
to them.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

פתש" במדבר פרשת   Parashas Bamidbar 
 וידבר ד' אל משה במדבר סיני

Hashem spoke to Moshe in the wilderness of Sinai. (1:1) 
 The Midrash teaches, “The Torah was given through 
three media: fire, water and wilderness.” The defining 
characteristic of Klal Yisrael throughout the ages has been 
their extraordinary ability to be moser nefesh, to self-
sacrifice, for the Torah and their faith. Our People went to the 
executioner’s scaffold, the fires of the auto de fe, and the gas 
chambers with their faith and commitment intact. Whenever 
the tyrants gave them the choice of their religion or their life, 
the decision was always their religion. This unique power of 
commitment was highlighted during these – and other – 
challenging incidents in the history of our people.  
 Avraham Avinu was flung into a fiery furnace, due 
to the threat that he presented to the prevailing pagan belief. 
By his very action of self-sacrifice, our Patriarch infused our 
nation with the DNA of mesiras nefesh. To dispel the notion 
that mesiras nefesh was an individual proclivity, with only a 
select few that were committed enough to act – our nation 
demonstrated its commitment by the waters of the Red Sea. 
We now have fire and water. What about enduring 
commitment? Veritably, we have proven our readiness 
during the singular demand on our lives. Are we ready, 
however, to live a life of self-sacrifice – day in and day out? 
The answer to this question came during our forty-year trek 
in the wilderness, in a desert fraught with danger. Fire, water 
and wilderness demonstrated our spiritual mettle. Zocharti 
lach chesed ne’urayich, “I remembered for you the kindness 
of your youth… following after Me, in the wilderness, in an 
unsown/unchartered land” (Yirmiyahu 2:2). Horav Meir 
Shapiro, zl, posits that these three nisyonos – trials of fire, 
water and wilderness – each representing its own unique 
form of mesiras nefesh, served as the catalysts for Klal Yisrael 
to receive the Torah as a kinyan olam, eternal acquisition, 
whereby the Torah is ours forever.  
 Yet, not all of us are prepared to accept challenge – 
especially when it involves our children. The Chidushei 
Ha’Rim, zl, was wont to say, “I see a olam hafuch, upside 
down world. The Talmud (Niddah 16b) teaches that prior to 
one’s birth, it has already been Heavenly decreed whether he 
will be wealthy or poor. Concerning his spiritual proclivity – 
whether he will be righteous or wicked – it is not decreed, 
since yiraas Shomayim, fear of Heaven, is not Heavenly 
mandated. Yet, parents seem to worry regarding their son’s 
parnassah, livelihood (which is Heavenly-designated), and 
ignore their son’s spiritual advancement (expressing little to 
no concern regarding his spiritual direction in life).” 
 A good school makes a difference; a great rebbe can 
change a child’s spiritual trajectory. At the end of the day, 

 Chazal (Pirkei Avos 5:22) teach: Le’fum tzaara agra, 
“According to the effort/pain is the reward.” We expend great 
effort to achieve a goal – and we succeed beyond our dreams. 
Our greatest source of enjoyment (and conversation) is to 
recount our early struggles, the toil, the pain, the sleepless 
nights, etc. We realize now how crucial to our success was 
every bit of the pain that went into realizing our dream. 
Indeed, when one is in the “race,” the “climb,” he does not 
even think about the pain – so focused is he on his goal. The 
one who feels pain, who kvetches about the “time,” “effort,” 
“troubles,” is not focused on his goal, and he will probably fall 
short of achieving anything of enduring value.  
 We live in envy of those who “made it,” but we 
refuse to take the same path they took toward realizing their 
goal. Horav Noach Weinberg, zl, teaches that one of our 
greatest fears – indeed, a fear that we must overcome in 
order to succeed – is the fear of confronting life’s challenges 
and conflicts. We would rather live in denial than wake up to 
reality. The reason for this is quite simple. We refuse to 
entertain the notion that change is necessary if we are to 
succeed. Change often means conceding that we were wrong, 
that what we contended was correct was not, that there 
might be a flaw in our reasoning, that our children are not 
perfect – or worse – we are not perfect. In order to succeed, 
we must be open to suggestion, to sincere advice, to trust 
people: parents, true friends, spouses; to acknowledge that 
there is a problem that we are refusing to confront. 
Regardless of how much accepting the critique will hurt, the 
pain of not listening and falling flat on our face will be much 
worse.  
 Rav Weinberg suggests that changing focus – from 
taking our mind off the challenge and instead focusing on the 
pleasure and satisfaction of success – will ultimately eliminate 
the pain. One has pain only when he thinks about it. If his 
mind is elsewhere, he forgets about the pain. Rav Weinberg 
offers a meaningful analogy. Imagine the members of a 
basketball team running around the court, exerting 
themselves to the limit of their endurance for one purpose: 
to score a shot, to put that ball through the hoop. They must 
be in extreme pain; yet, they do not seem to notice. Why? 
Because the excitement and pleasure of scoring that basket 
supersedes all discomfort. It is all about the game. A great 
game makes up for all the pain.  
 Now, take that same group of players, same 
scenario, but with one item missing: the ball. No ball, no 
basket, no score, no fun. They will play for a few minutes, and 
then they will stop, spent, exhausted. Why? There is no ball, 
no game, no goal, to distract them from the pain.  
 The same idea applies to life. We must keep our eye 
on the goal, the satisfaction, the success. When we focus on 
the positive we forget about the pain. People who tune 
themselves in only to the negative will feel the pain. Those 
who focus on the positive will not notice the pain along the 
way. I guess it all depends on whether we look forward – or 
backward.  
 

however, success or failure often harks back to parental input, 
care, love and spiritual indoctrination. Parents can love their 
child, but, if they themselves are clueless concerning the 
appropriate spiritual direction he should take, then we have a 
serious problem. The following story demonstrates how a 
young couple, from the onset of their marriage, committed 
themselves to the idea that the spiritual ascendance of their 
family would be primary in their lives.  
 Rav Uri Zohar, Shlita, visited a Talmud Torah in Beer 
Sheva. It was in a neighborhood not known for its strong 
affiliation with Torah and mitzvos. This is why he was there: to 
encourage the community to support the Talmud Torah, so that 
their children would grow into bnei Torah and eventually alter 
the direction of their community, which was seriously 
gravitating toward a completely secular lifestyle. Rav Zohar 
noticed a retired gentleman who clearly looked out of place. He 
was attired in clothing that suited a resident of Bnei Brak. 
Furthermore, the parents who might be enrolling their children 
in school were young enough to be his grandchildren. The man 
explained that his son was the principal of the Talmud Torah, 
and he (the father) was here to lend his support with the 
parents.  
 Clearly, Rav Zohar was taken aback by the man and 
his son. The look on his face begged some form of explanation 
from this man. The man was only too happy to tell his story: “My 
livelihood came from the earnings I had from a kiosk that was 
situated in the center of town. My wife and I worked day and 
night to support our four sons and four daughters, all of whom 
are scholars (or married to scholars) who have assumed 
positions in various areas of Jewish educational endeavors 
throughout the Holy Land. We have incredible Torah nachas 
from our children – all because of my wife.  
 “It was the day after our wedding, and I walked into 
the kitchen of our tiny apartment to find my wife weeping 
bitterly. I asked her what was wrong. She replied, ‘My mind is 
aflame with a question: We pray – for what? For a livelihood? 
Everyone knows that what a person earns is determined by 
Hashem. One can work day and night, but he will still earn only 
that which he is destined to earn. Pray for health? While it is 
true that we must hope that we will not become victim to a 
terrible illness, but this, too, is Hashem’s decision. I think that 
the area in which we should place all of our hopes and prayer is 
for our future children’s educational development – that they 
grow up to become bnei Torah.’ 
 “When I heard my wife’s emotional words rendered 
the day following our wedding, I immediately agreed. This has 
become the primary focus of our own lives: our children’s 
education. If you visit my house during the lighting of the 
Shabbos candles, you will see my wife crying copious tears for 

 
 

Sponsored 
 לעילוי נשמת

 ר' אלתר חיים דוד בן ר' מנחם שמואל ז"ל 
 נפ' כ"ח אייר תשס"ז

 ת.נ.צ.ב.ה.
 נדבת

 מנחם שמואל ורויזע דבורה סלומון
  

   

 

Visit us at: 
http://www.hac1.org 

Va’ani Tefillah 

 



Peninim is published weekly by Peninim Publications in conjunction with the Hebrew Academy of Cleveland, 1860 S. Taylor Rd. Cleveland, Ohio 44118 
©All rights reserved – prepared and edited by Rabbi L. Scheinbaum 
For a yearly subscription or Parsha sponsorship, please contact: 
In Cleveland – Rabbi L. Scheinbaum (216) 321-5838 Ext. 165 
Outside of North America – E. Goldberg +972 2-569 5185 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

her children – even today, after they are all married and 
successful!”  
 Rav Zohar concluded his story. A simple couple – 
who were far from simple – unless one considers sincerity to 
be simple. Our prayers should not commence suddenly when 
something goes wrong, but, from the moment of marriage, 
this should be the goal upon which we place our initial and 
principal focus.  
 

 כל יצאי צבא בישראל תפקדו אתם לצבאתם
Everyone who goes out to the legion in Yisrael – you 

shall count them according to their legions. (1:3) 
 The men appeared to have been counted as 
soldiers. The minimum age to serve as a soldier in the army 
(Jewish) – the legion – was twenty years old, since people 
achieve their physical maturity by then. Men older than sixty 
were no longer counted; they were past the age of military 
service. The Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh teaches that 
(miraculously) every Jew between the ages of twenty to sixty 
was physically able to serve as a soldier. The Kli Yakar says 
that each Jew was not only physically fit for Army service, but 
he was also spiritually fit to serve in the Heavenly tzavah, 
tzvah marom, the group of ministering angels who serve 
Hashem. Indeed, we find the terms commonly associated 
with military service used freely concerning Am Yisrael: tzvah; 
machane, camp; pikudim; each and every Jew without 
physical or spiritual flaw prepared to serve Hashem as a 
soldier, in both the physical and spiritual realms. 
 Anyone acquainted with the military understands 
that in every one of its six branches (American), teamwork is 
critical to any successful operation. Teamwork is based upon 
leadership and mutual respect for each member of a team. At 
times, an operation requires the services and input of 
members of varied branches all working in harmony for the 
greater good. The United States Army recognizes seven 
values that all soldiers must internalize: loyalty, duty, respect, 
selfless service, honor, integrity and personal courage. While 
all of the above are critical for the success of a military unit, I 
would like to focus on the third value – respect – and how it 
affects the Jewish People who have been inducted into the 
ligyono shel Melech, the legion of the King – Hashem 
Yisborach.  
 “The Army values reinforce that all people have 
dignity and worth and must be treated with respect. The 
Nation (United States) was founded on the ideal that all are 
created equal. In the Army, each is judged by the content of 
their character. Army leaders should consistently foster a 
climate that treats everyone with dignity and respect...” 
These words are not taken from a mussar sefer, but from the 
Army’s manual – a book written by non-Jews, by and large for 
a non-Jewish audience. Everyone recognizes that for a group 
to function as one unit, it is crucial that all members of that 
group treat everyone with dignity and respect. The reason for 
this is simple: We are all human beings; we are all in this 
together; why should one person hold sway over another?  
 Furthermore, in an Army unit, everyone makes his 
own unique contribution to the success and welfare of all 
involved in an operation. It could be an operation involving 
infantry that suddenly goes bad. Paratroopers come to the 
rescue, backed up by Air Force, etc. Likewise, all Jews work 
together b’achdus, in harmony and unity, each one occupied 
in his personal or communal act of service. Some learn Torah; 

others perform chesed, acts of lovingkindness; still others are 
engaged in prayer, etc. One thing is for certain: Every Jew is 
invaluable. To denigrate a Jew is tantamount to casting 
aspersion on Heavenly angels.   
 The following story of Hershel the Shoemaker 
(related by Horav Lazar Brodie) should give us all reason to 
pause and ask ourselves if we are ever guilty of treating 
people who appear to be “different” inappropriately. In a 
small village in Poland (circa mid to end of eighteenth 
century), there lived a (seemingly) simple Jew – unerudite, 
could not read or write, poverty-stricken, physically 
misshapen (facial countenance). For all public intent and 
purposes, he seemed (and was considered to be) mentally 
challenged. He spoke to no one (people thought he was 
unable to speak), mumbling incoherently to himself all day. 
He would sit on the outside steps leading into the shul all day 
repairing shoes. He had his little box with a shoe form on it, a 
hammer and nails, and would earn his meager living by 
repairing whatever shoes people gave him. His name was Tzvi 
Hirsch, and the members of the community had nicknamed 
him, “Hershel the Shoemaker.” Sadly, he was the brunt of 
everyone’s jokes, from scholar to children. A day did not pass 
that someone who entered the shul did not in some manner 
denigrate him. Hershel never responded – always accepting 
the ridicule with grace, as he continued mumbling to himself 
and banging his hammer onto the shoes.  
 No one lives forever, and Hershel, too, was called to 
his eternal rest. The community’s rav ran to the shack which 
Hershel called home to search for any form of identification 
that might align Hershel with a member of the community to 
whom he might be related. While he might not have had 
anyone who cared for him during his lifetime, but, in death, 
who knows – someone might care. Perhaps he might locate 
Hershel’s will. He searched all over, and all he found were an 
old broken bed, one chair and a makeshift table. In the corner 
of the room he discovered an old wooden box filled with 
written papers. Upon careful perusal, he realized that these 
were Hershel’s divrei Torah, original thoughts that he had 
written, covering all areas of the Torah.  

Hershel was far from a simple shoemaker. He was 
an outstanding talmid chacham, Torah scholar, who had 
concealed his identity beneath the façade of derangement. In 
a second container (within the box), he found a Tallis and 
Tefillin together with a Siddur whose pages were tear-
drenched from years of fervent prayer. From within the pages 
of the Siddur there fell out an envelope containing a note that 
clearly was penned years earlier: “To my dear friend, the 
righteous, pious, Rav Tzvi Hersh, Shlita… wishing you much 
success and good fortune… Yisrael Besht (acronym for the 
holy Baal Shem Tov, zl). Apparently, Hershel the nondescript 
shoemaker, was actually a holy rabbi, close confidante of the 
Baal Shem Tov, who was on a mission. He was most certainly 
one of the lamed vav, 36 righteous Jews, upon whose merit 
the world was maintained.  
 The people were clueless as to Hershel’s true 
identity. He did such an amazing job of covering it up. It was 
difficult to even gather a minyan, quorum of ten men, for his 
funeral. “Why should I close my store for the funeral of a 
bumbling shoemaker?” was a common response. “That is why 
we have a Chevra Kaddisha, Sacred Burial Society (to attend 
to the needs of the deceased).” The rav arranged for a minyan 
and saw to it that Hershel was buried in the portion of the 

cemetery reserved for the most righteous Jews. He recited 
Kaddish, since no one else did.   
 At the conclusion of the shivah, seven-day 
mourning period, (which was “observed” even though no one 
sat shivah), Hershel (his soul) appeared to the rav in a dream 
and said, “A terrible decree has been declared against the 
Jewish community. I warn you to inform everyone to escape 
immediately before it is too late.” The rav immediately 
convened everyone in the shul and informed them of his 
Heavenly message. Those who did not outright laugh – 
smiled. Others simply ignored the rav, claiming that he had 
become personally involved with Hershel, thus, his cognitive 
abilities, which were usually quite lucid, had become 
impaired.  
 The rav left town that morning – together with his 
family. He pleaded with the members of the community to 
listen. They did not. That afternoon, the maniacal Cossacks 
entered the village and brutally slaughtered all of its Jewish 
citizens. It now became clear to the rav that Rav Hershel had 
been the z’chus, merit, for the Jewish community’s survival 
these past years.  
 We can derive a powerful lesson from this story, 
which I preface with a thought from Horav Sholom Arush, 
Shlita, “G-d alone knows what a soul must accomplish in this 
world, and thereby places each soul in a circumstance which 
is conducive to performing its mission on earth.” Some people 
appear to be “different” – standing out in a crowd; just do not 
seem to “fit in.” It might be their personality, their 
countenance, mannerisms, physical hygiene, clothes they 
wear. They could be, for various reasons, victims of economic 
hardship. So many variables blend together to create a person 
whom we just wonder about. Yet, Hashem certainly has a 
mission for this person. Who knows? One day we might 
benefit from him/her. We are all soldiers on a mission 
designed by Heaven. We need one another.  
 

 ואלה תולדות אהרן ומשה... נדב ואביהו אלעזר ואיתמר
These are the offspring of Aharon and Moshe… Nadav 

and Avihu, Elazar and Isamar. (3:1,2) 
 Rashi notes that the pasuk begins by informing us 
who the offspring of Moshe Rabbeinu and Aharon HaKohen 
were, but, in the end, only states the names of Aharon’s sons. 
What happened to Moshe’s sons? Rashi quotes the Talmud 
Sanhedrin 19a, asserting that the Torah is teaching us that 
Aharon’s sons were considered Moshe’s sons, because 
Moshe was their Rebbe: “Whoever teaches his friend’s son 
Torah, it is considered as if he caused his birth.” In other 
words, the individual who catalyzes a person’s spiritual 
development is likewise a partner in his physical life. Simply, 
we might say that a life without the spirit, a life that is totally 
physical, devoid of spirituality, is no life. It is mere existence.  
 In his Gur Aryeh commentary, the Maharal wonders 
why the Torah emphasizes Aharon’s sons more so than any 
other Jew. After all, Moshe was the Rabban shel kol Yisrael – 
every Jew’s Rebbe. He explains that while Moshe certainly 
taught all Jews, he spent extra time and expended greater 
devotion to teaching Aharon’s sons. This teaches us that the 
rebbe who is massur b’lev v’nefesh, devoted heart and soul to 
the student, to the point that he spends his own time, going 
beyond the “clock,” he is the one who can view his talmidim, 
students, as sons.  

 Horav Ben Tzion Abba Shaul, zl, was the 
consummate mechanech, educator. A gaon, brilliant scholar, 
to whom Torah study was life itself, he viewed his whole 
purpose in living for harbotzas Torah, the dissemination of 
Torah knowledge. His students meant everything to him. In 
1968, his students arranged a seven-day trip to Netanya. It 
was not termed a vacation; rather, it was a rejuvenation 
period, during which they would of course learn, but in a 
more relaxed venue. Rav Ben Tzion asked them, “Is everyone 
going on the trip?” (If they were all going to leave, he could 
maintain a relaxed schedule and have more time for personal 
Torah study.) One student raised his hand, “I must remain 
behind for personal reasons.” (Apparently, his mother would 
be home alone, which made the student uncomfortable.) “If 
this is the case,” Rav Ben Tzion declared, “then I will give my 
regular daily (three-hour) shiur, lecture. If one student 
remains, then I will teach!” During the next seven-days, when 
the Rosh Yeshivah could have spent time at home learning, he 
instead maintained his regular schedule to study with one 
student. This is what is meant by devotion to one’s students. 
He saw every one of his talmidim as banim, sons.  
 

כל פקודי הלוים ... כל זכר מבן חדש ומעלה שנים 
 ועשרים אלף

All the countings of the Leviim… every male from one 
month of age and up, were twenty-two thousand. (3:39) 
 The Ramban asks why Shevet Levi, the tribe most 
dedicated to serving Hashem in the Mishkan and later in the 
Bais HaMikdash, the tribe synonymous with Torah study and 
consummate devotion to the spiritual realm of Judaism, 
numbered far fewer in the census than any of the other tribes. 
Why should not Hashem’s devotees be as equally blessed as 
the rest of the nation?  
 Ramban explains that Shevet Levi had not been 
enslaved. In Egypt, they were permitted to study Torah 
unabated. During this time, while Shevet Levi was sitting in 
the bais hamedrash, their brothers were out in the field, 
being beaten by the Egyptian taskmasters, as they forced 
them to perform back-breaking labor. The Egyptians sought 
to break the Jews’ will, to destroy their enthusiasm for life. By 
embittering them, the Egyptians hoped that their members 
would commensurately decrease. Hashem said, “No”. For 
every bit of suffering – their numbers would increase 
exponentially. Hashem pays us all back relative to our “input” 
– suffering.  
 Indeed – whether collectively as a nation or 
individually, we Jews suffer, but we ultimately gain from it. In 
the secular world, this is a well-known cliché: “no pain – no 
gain”. It is no different in the spiritual world. Hashem tests us, 
because He knows that we are able to pass. If we pass or fail 
is up to us. If we fail, we should not give up. We just did not 
perform according to our capacity. Horav Chaim Pinchas 
Scheinberg, zl, teaches, “Serving the Almighty properly 
involves constant challenges, which demands consistency and 
persistence to achieve success… Only fools give up hope.” 
Why do we often give up? Because we do not have faith in 
ourselves to succeed. The Sifrei Chassidus teach that just as 
one must believe in Hashem, he must also believe in himself. 
Obviously, Hashem believes in him – otherwise, he would not 
have tested him. We all have the capacity to overcome evil, 
to rise above challenge, to make ourselves great again! 


