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The Talmud (Chulin, 139B) asks a question which, on the surface, sounds 

absurd: 

?המן מן התורה מנין  

“What is the source for Haman in the Torah?”  

 

 The response of the Talmud, however, is even more startling.  The source, 

apparently, is in this week’s Parasha:   המן העץ אשר ציויתיך לבלתי אכל ממנו אכלת ?  

“Did you eat from the one tree from which I commanded you not to eat”?  The Talmud is 

obviously playing on the word “Hamin” which has the same letters in Hebrew as the 

word “Haman”. 

 

 What could the Talmud possibly mean by this strange question and its even 

stranger answer?  Rav Hershel Schachter suggested the following: What was Haman’s 

tragic flaw?  What led to his downfall?  Haman had everything he could possibly have 

needed.  He had achieved everything one could possibly hope for.  The King had made 

him number two in the country.  Everybody kowtowed to him.  He alone was invited by 

Queen Esther to a party at which only the King and the Queen were present.  Moreover, 

at that party, Haman was invited again for the following day to a party exclusively 

attended by the King and Queen.   
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 However, this was apparently not enough for Haman.  As he was removing his 

Persian tuxedo and untying his Shushan bowtie, following the first party, he complained 

to his wife, his family and his closest colleagues that although he has wealth, honor, ten 

sons and now two private parties with the King and Queen    

 . בכל עת אשר אני רואה את מרדכי היהודי יושב בשער המלך, וכל זה איננו שווה לי

“none of this is worth anything to me as long as I see Mordechai the Jew sitting in the 

King’s gate.”  The fact that Mordechai refused to bow down to him became an all 

consuming obsession with Haman.  He could not be satisfied with all that he had; 

instead, he focused on the one thing he didn’t have. 

 The same, of course, was true with Adam.  He was living in paradise.  He had 

every delicacy available to him.  He enjoyed all the pleasures that the Garden of Eden 

could provide.  מכל עץ הגן אכל תאכל.  

“From every tree in the Garden you shall be able to eat.” 

 There was only one tree which was denied to him, the Tree of Knowledge.   And 

it was on that tree that Adam focused and it was about that tree which God asked him, 

using the same letters as make up the name of Haman 

? תהמן העץ אשר ציויתיך לבלתי אכל ממנו אכל  

“Did you eat from the one tree concerning which I told you not to eat from?”   

 This same pattern of thought, Rav Schachter reminds us, was repeated 

thousands of years later in the Torah’s description of the story of the scouts who Moshe  

sent to explore the land.  Their mission was clear 

? היש בה עץ אם אין, השמנה היא עם רזה...,הטובה היא אם רעה...הארץ מה היאוראיתם את   

 



 3

“And you shall see the land as it is.  Is it good or bad, fertile or infertile, tree-lined or 

barren.  One interpretation of the word   אם  is that it doesn’t mean “or” but rather “even 

though”.  According to that interpretation the questions asked by Moshe were as 

follows: “is the land good even though it has some bad spots?  Is the land fertile, even 

though there are infertile areas?  Is the land filled with trees and foliage even though 

there are some barren places?   

 

 The scouts returned with their focus on the negatives.  Shortcomings dominated 

their thinking.  They saw what was missing, what was lacking, what was wrong, what 

was bad, and so they were depressed. 

 

 Caleb and Joshua saw the same land but they focused on the positives.  Their 

report was  עלה נעלה וירשנו אותה כי יכול נוכל לה  

“The land is very good.  We can rise to the occasion and conquer it.”  Because they 

focused on the positives, they had confidence and they had faith.   

 

 What then is the Haman lesson in the Torah, the Adam lesson, the scouts 

lesson? 

 Simply this:  In life there will always be positives and negatives.  It is our 

responsibility to focus on the positive, not the negative.  If we do that we will be happier 

and more productive.   

 We meet people all the time who have positive attributes and negative qualities.  

It is our responsibility to focus on the positives, not the negatives.  If we do that we will 
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like more people and we will have more friends.  If we look at our spouses and focus on 

their positive qualities and not their faults (as we would like them to look at us) our 

marriages will be better.  If we speak to our children about their accomplishments 

instead of their shortcomings we will love them more and they will love us more.  Our 

children will grow up better.  It doesn’t mean that we can’t correct them; we can and we 

should; but our focus should be on the positives 

 

 This lesson has special meaning at this particular time in our lives.  We face a 

world that is in turmoil.  We worry about the present and we are even more concerned 

about the future.  However, as troubling as many things may be, we have so much more 

on the positive side for which to be grateful.  We should focus, not so much on what we 

have lost but what we have and what we have gained over the years and the blessings 

that surround us and that give so much meaning and pleasure to our lives.   

 

 There is a member of this congregation, Morris Weiss, who will celebrate this 

week, please God, his 100th birthday.  I saw him before Yom Tov.  He was lying in bed 

and he had a big smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye that are so much a part of 

his persona.  He was surrounded by his children, Ruth and David Musher.  He said to 

me:  “Rabbi Lookstein you should live to 120 but remember, when you reach 119 – take 

it easy.”   

 

 What an attitude!  It is such an attitude that has a lot to do with his reaching this 

glorious age in his life. 



 5

 Last week, Lillian Jacobs turned 99.  She also has the greatest attitude.  She 

doesn’t let people’s foibles bother her.  They simply roll off her back.  Instead, she is 

grateful for everything she has.  She once told me:  “Haskel, if you ever are trying to 

reach the Almighty, and the line is busy, you should know that I’m on the line, talking to 

Him to thank Him for everything.”  I have no doubt that in addition to having very good 

genes, the secret of Lillian Jacobs’ longevity is related to her focus on her blessings 

instead of on whatever she is missing in life. 

 

? המן מן התורה מנין  

“What is the source for Haman in the Torah?”   

...המן העץ  

It is the focus on the one tree we cannot have, and the lesson that, instead, we should 

count all the beautiful trees that make up our own Garden of Eden. 


