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Is There a Bracha (blessing) that Should be Recited on a Hurricane?




ANSWER: Yes. Shulchan Aruch (OC 227:1) writes one may recite either Oseh Maasay Bereishis or Shekocho Ugvuroso Molay Olom for thunder, lightning or “great winds that blow with rage”. 

Common practice is to recite Oseh Maasay Bereishis for lightning (this bracha speaks of the wonders of creation), and Shekocho Ugvuroso Molay Olom for thunder (this bracha refers to the awesome power of Hashem) [Mishna Berura 227:5]. 

The Mishna Berura also writes that the blessing of Shekocho Ugvuroso Molay Olom – “That His power and strength fills the world” is only said on a wind that howls with such intensity that it can be heard across the world (until the horizon) similar to thunder. 

Since we are not proficient in delineating what exactly is a “wind that blows with rage”, we do not recite this blessing. Instead, we recite the blessing of Oseh Maasay Bereishis. 

Although a hurricane would seemingly qualify as “a wind that blows with rage” the custom is to avoid the issue by always reciting Oseh Maasay Bereishis which can be recited on any dangerous gust of wind.
Reprinted from the October 26, 2017 email of the OU Kosher Halachi Yomis.

Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Vayeira 5778
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There are many angels that walk amongst us in this world, unrecognized by others. Angels apparently adopt the coloration of the society into which their mission has taken them. The prophets of Israel describe in vivid detail the description of angels as they appear in heaven’s court. They have wings and many-faceted eyes. They are fiery and swift, fearsome and relentless. But when they are on earth, so to speak, they appear as ordinary members of the society that surrounds them.


That is why in some of the narratives described for us in the Bible they are not immediately recognized as angels. This happens in the case of Yehoshua and with the mother of Shimshon. In this week’s Torah reading, the three angels originally appear as wayfarers, wandering nomads, walking in the midday heat. Only when they enter into the environment of holiness that marked the dwelling place of Avraham and Sarah is their true nature and accurate identity revealed.


Some creatures could enter that tent as Bedouin Arabs and emerge as angels of G-d. In the environment of Avraham and Sarah, what Abraham Lincoln famously called “the better angels within us” emerged and became dominant. It was this ability to truly identify and draw forth the goodness inherent in humankind that made this couple the ancestors of human civilization in its most positive form.


Civilization is the story of human transformation. The many generations from Kayin the killer, to Avraham, the benefactor of all, is the story of this uphill climb in the saga of human development.  


Our ancestors transformed the world. They exposed the falsehoods and superstitions of paganism and idolatry. They established monotheism as the common norm of faith and eternal belief.  They reconnected human beings with their Creator. And they taught all later generations to search for and identify with the angels that the Lord constantly sends to walk amongst us.


By searching for angels we come to respect others and open ourselves to the task of helping our fellow human beings. They taught us that human hospitality is a greater form of G-dly service than meditating in the hope of being in G-d’s presence, so to speak. They inculcated within us the spirit of compassion and goodness that lies at the heart of Jewish values and life.


They taught us to believe in angels no matter how devilish a world we are living in. The amazing survival of the Jewish people over the ages of persecution and discrimination is a triumph not only of will but of attitude. We always believed that tomorrow could and would be better than today and that we would yet walk amongst angels here on earth.


Even in a word dominated by the lifestyle of Sodom, Avraham sought to transform the evildoers rather than destroy them completely. He was always looking for angels. Sometimes that quest was fruitless and Go-’s judgment naturally prevailed. But the greatness of Avraham was in the search and quest itself. 

Reprinted from this week’s website of RabbiWein.com
The Legacy and Lessons of Isaac, a Digger of Wells

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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This week's Torah portion, Vayeira, introduces us to the second of our forefathers, Isaac. It also relates that Isaac was occupied with digging wells.

Abraham and Isaac achieved greatness by paving two distinct paths to spirituality. Abraham traveled from place to place, both within the borders of Israel and in other lands, and caused G-d's name to be known everywhere he went. Through his boundless hospitality, as well as through other means, he caused countless wayfarers to thank G-d for His bounty and goodness. Abraham's basic nature was kindness-- giving and favorably influencing his fellow man.


Isaac, on the other hand, had a totally different approach. He never left the Holy Land and his basic nature was the personification of gevura (strength). Isaac's way of bringing holiness into the world involved elevating the lowly and bringing it closer to G-dliness; Abraham's method was to bring G-dliness down into the lower realms.


This path to spirituality is even apparent in Isaac's preoccupation with digging wells. A well is made when one digs and uncovers the water that was always there, albeit in an unrevealed state. Isaac did not bring the water to the well from an outside source; he merely removed the soil and rocks so that the water could flow forth on its own.


Whereas his father Abraham was primarily occupied with bringing holiness down into this world, Isaac spent his life uncovering the inherent holiness that already existed in the world. Isaac taught others that through their own efforts they could uncover the good and arrive at Divine truth.


From Abraham we learn how to elevate the physical world through studying Torah and performing mitzvot, causing the Divine light to descend and illuminate our surroundings. We also learn from him the obligation to spread the knowledge and appreciation of G-d through our own example and influence on others.


But this in itself is not enough. We must also learn from Isaac how to "dig wells"--how to uncover and reveal that spark of goodness and spirituality which exists within ourselves and every Jew. It is not sufficient to merely teach others about G-dliness; we must also know how to dig under the surface and reveal the "pintele Yid"--the inherent faith in G-d and spark of holiness--which is our birthright.


Even if a Jew seems to be nothing but "dust, clay and stones," that is, his Jewish spark seems to be dormant and hidden underground, we can learn from Isaac not be discouraged--this appearance is merely a camouflage. Under the lifeless surface lies a rich source of running water, of goodness, faith and love of G-d. All we have to do is remove the superficial layer of "clay" to reveal the pure Jewish soul within.


And what can we answer a Jew who cries, "But I've tried! I've dug and I've dug, and I can't seem to uncover my Jewish spark!" We must direct him to the example of Isaac, who persevered in his digging and was not discouraged, even when his wells were deliberately stopped up by his enemies, time and time again. For we are promised success if we, too, persevere and are relentless in our quest for G-dliness.

Reprinted from the Archives of L’Chaim Weekly (Issue #186 – Parshat Veyeira 5752/1991), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rav Avigdor Miller on Ignoring the Holocaust
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QUESTION: The Rav spoke tonight about learning to enjoy this world and to thank Hashem for everything. But in view of the fact that there have been great tragedies in the world, how can we really do that? Shouldn't the mere knowledge of the great Holocaust that our nation experienced in Europe sober us?


ANSWER: That's not a sincere attitude. It's just an excuse to be lazy; It's not sincere at all.


I'll tell you a story. Years ago, I was speaking to a group about the importance of spending their spare time in learning [Torah]. If you have any spare time at all, you should be learning always. 


So this gentleman said, "What about doing chesed for other people? There are needy people, people who need your help; how can you sit and learn?" 


So I said to him, "When you're playing cards, do you ask yourself that question?" When a man is playing cards does he say, "What am I doing here? I have to be helping people." No, never. Only when it comes to learning Torah, then you discover that you have to help people.


Here's a man who tells me, "Why are there so many Yeshiva men? They should be out on the streets doing kindness, not sitting on the benches in the beis midrash." 


So I said to him, "Look outside, look out the window on Ocean Parkway. You see men sitting on the benches playing chess. All day long sitting and doing nothing. Now, did you ever tell them that they shouldn't be sitting on benches on Ocean Parkway, that they should be out on the streets doing chesed? 


“No, it never even crossed your mind. It's only when you see the yeshiva man sitting and learning, that's when you remember all the kindness that must be done." So it's not the sitting on the benches that is bothering you; it's the sitting on the benches in the beis midrash. Don't fool yourself. You must recognize your motivations.


“And so too, you must recognize the motivation of this question. So when you're enjoying this world - and all of you are enjoying the benefits of this world - don't use the Holocaust or any other tragedy as an excuse to be lazy. 


“It's not the Holocaust that is preventing you from thanking Hashem for all the kindness that He bestows upon you. Because you have no worries about the Holocaust when it comes to all the good times that you make sure to fill your life with. So don't use the tragedies that you hear about, as an excuse to have a lazy mind and not focus on thanking Hashem. You just keep thanking Hashem, and don't worry about the Holocausts just then. (Tape # 641)

Watch Out for

The Good Times

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss


Let me ask you my dear reader, What was the common denominator between the generation of the flood, the townspeople of the great metropolis of S’dom and Amorah, and the populous of Mitzrayim during the era of the Pharaohs? The answer might surprise you: They all were people who enjoyed the good life. They were men and women who enjoyed highly prosperous economies and thrived on the best that their times had to offer.


During the generation of the flood, people lived until nearly a thousand years of age, enjoyed a perfect climate, never had headaches and only had to plant crops once in forty years. 


S’dom and Amorah were so attractive that when Lot decided to separate from Avraham, his eyes were immediately attracted to S’dom and its four sister cities for, as the Torah describes it, it was ‘K’gan Hashem – A veritable paradise.”

So too, Mitzrayim in its prime did not live and die according to the whims of the clouds and rain; rather it was known as the breadbasket of the world since it was constantly irrigated by the Nile. It was the land of the plenty.
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Now that we’ve arrived at this intriguing common denominator, we must ask ourselves the question, What caused all three of these societies to become so corrupt?  What caused the generation of the flood to be so sinful that Hashem had to wipe it out, men, women and children.  So too, what was the catalyst to make S’dom and Amorah so heinous that they needed to be nuked by Hashem Himself.  And what caused Mitzrayim to become so promiscuous that it needed to suffer the plagues and the ultimate disaster of nine million of its soldiers drowning in the Red Sea?


The answer bears a very fundamental lesson. When things are going well, people do not need to turn to G-d. They have no need for spirituality. Thus the Torah warns us, “Vayishman Yeshurun vayivat – The Jews became fat and they kicked out in rebellion.”

We all know that the moment we are motivated to turn to the tear-stained pages of the Tehillim is when we have a problem, when someone is ill, when someone is childless, when the marriage is on the rocks. 


When things are going well, who needs Hashem? The Dor HaMabul, S’dom and Amorah, and Mitzrayim were on top of their games. They didn’t need to turn to the Higher Power so they forgot all about it and led decadent, base existences. This is a chilling reminder to us as we live in the relatively good times of America – Never forget about Hashem. As the Chovos HaLevovos tells us, “Devarim sherotze lehasmid bah, al tiftach bah – Things that you want to continue, don’t take them for granted.”


In a recent Daf Yomi, in the famous Aggadata in Cheilek in Masechtas Sanhedrin [98b], the Gemora teaches us that the world was created for Dovid HaMelech.  Rashi elaborates that the whole world was created for the songs and praises of King David. When times are good, we should remember our national name, Yehudim, the people who give thanks and exercise our Jewish duty to say Modim and brachos with greater fervor.  Our name, Yisrael, is an anagram of Shir Keil, a Song to G-d.


So let’s not fall into the trap of the generation of the flood, S’dom, and Mitzrayim. Rather, when we enjoy the good life, let’s direct our thanks to the Source and say with great devotion, “Thank You, Hashem, shehakol nihiyeh bidvoro – For everything comes about through His word,” and “She-asah li kol tzarki – For providing me with all my needs,” and “Rofei kol bosor u’mafli laasos – Who heals our flesh and does so wondrously.”

And in the merit of not taking Hashem for granted, may He continue to bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.


Please learn and daven for the refuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel.

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5778 website of The VUES.
Concepts in Judaism

G-d Gave the Torah Only

To Us; Isn’t That Discrimination? Part 1

By Daniel Balas


Tali Asks:

“G-d gave the Jews a unique merit to receive the 613 commandments which have great reward, whereas non-Jews only have 7 biblical commandments with which they can earn their share in the world to come. But I always understood that G-d loves all people, they’re all his children. So why did he give us a more elevated status with 613 mitzvoth? Isn’t it discrimination?”

Rabbi Daniel Balas answers:

Greetings Tali, and thank you for your question.


First of all I’d like to stress the difference between Judaism and all other religions vis a vis the world to come. Christianity claims that a ‘non-believer’ is relegated to eternal damnation in purgatory and even Islam has similar requirements to believe in Mohammad or else. These false religions have written off billions of people to eternal and endless cruelty in the world to come and this proves their falsehood.


As you know these religions are based on Judaism, our Torah and our coming out of Egypt and G-d’s Divine revelation to the entire Jewish nation at Mount Sinai where we received the Torah. They deal with and quote our Holy Scriptures and prophets on a constant basis, whereas Judaism doesn’t quote or show an interest in the other religions, their writings or their prophets which are but a poor imitation of our genuine article. They unfortunately have not learned from us the values and character development the Torah bequeathed to all of mankind.
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If being Jewish is such a great thing to merit how come others didn’t merit it too?

Truth is recognized through its inherent rightness. Judaism is the sole religion that treats all of humanity justly and teaches that all the nations have a share in the World to Come as long as they are upright and righteous. The more good they do the greater the reward and G-d doesn’t deny anyone his due reward. (Bava Kama 38b) Any non-Jew can merit the title ‘Saint of the World’s Nations’ if he is righteous and he will merit a portion in the World to Come.


The truth of Judaism is further reinforced by its stark contrast to the other religions in that we don’t chase after new members to join Judaism; we have no membership drives and no missionaries to ‘spread the light’ looking for new believers. The ones who merit being Jews are those who pursue truth and seek it out like the treasure that it is like the words of King Solomon: “If you seek it like silver and search for it like treasures, then you will understand the fear of G-d and knowledge of the Lord you will find.” (Proverbs 2, 4)


Now there are 4 main reasons not giving the Torah to the nations is not discrimination:


G-d doesn’t give people a gift they don’t want:


Let’s ask in all seriousness, if G-d came down right now to Mount Sinai to give the 613 commandments again, this time to the nations, do you think they would accept the mitzvoth and appreciate the great gift they are receiving and thank G-d for it? Would all the European Catholics happily forego eating shrimp and bacon? Would they stop lending with interest and stop touching women other than their wives? Would they start keeping Shabbat, avoiding all forbidden labors? Would the Muslims gladly start wearing Tefillin and Tzitzith? Would they build a sukkah on Sukkot and eat matzoh on Passover? Would they honor their wife as themselves and make times for daily Torah learning? For them all these things would be the biggest emotional and physical punishment possible!


The Ramban (Nachmanides) had a famous debate with the Christians in which he pointed out that Jews are recognized and distinctly apart from all the nations in their entire way of life; their clothing, speech, learning and all their daily actions from morning to night. Whereas most European nations live their lives without religion; religion when they practice it has no bearing on their daily life.


The merchandise shows the integrity of the merchant. The false other religions like Christianity and Islam don’t require a person to change his life drastically for they’re actually looking for those who don’t believe in it and aren’t interested in it. 


Billions of people accepted Islam or Christianity precisely because they didn’t want true change in their lives which they would have to do to serve G-d. The illogical and lowly hate the nations have for the Jewish nation for millennia to this day shows their rejection of the Torah and its mitzvoth otherwise they would admire and seek closeness with the nation that fulfills the Torah from G-d, and want to partake of its knowledge and adapt its character development for themselves.


“G-d checks the heart and investigates (the counsel of) the kidneys”. (Jeremiah 17, 10) G-d knows the hearts of man  and therefore he doesn’t appear to those who aren’t interested in Him and doesn’t give commandments to the nations who aren’t prepared to sacrifice to merit G-d’s closeness. For this reason G-d waited over 2,000 years from the beginning of creation until the Jewish nation was born which was prepared to and desired to fulfill the Torah and answered G-d with the most beautiful words: “Everything G-d spoke, We will do and we will hear”. (Exodus 24, 7)

Reprinted from the website of Hidabroot.

A Blast from the Past (October 27, 1967)

N.Y. Times Reports Soviet Jewish Community Has Almost Ceased to Exist

October 27, 1967 (JTA – Jewish Telegraphic Agency)
NEW YORK (Oct. 26)

Soviet Jewry has practically ceased to exist as a unity in the 50th year of the Russian Revolution and any hopes for the next 50 years for the rebirth of a viable Russian Jewish community must be grounded more on faith than on reality, the New York Times will report in its edition tomorrow.


The status of Soviet Jewry is described in one of a series of articles being published by the Times on all aspects of Soviet life and policy in connection with the 50th anniversary. The article was written by Peter Grose, a Times correspondent in Moscow.


The article stresses the impact of Soviet anti-Jewish policy in terms of a fundamental difference between the older, religiously-oriented Soviet Jewry and the younger “Sovietized” Jew. The older generation of Jews, remembering purges and Stalinist oppression, has no intention of risking new troubles. The younger generation, which has complaints but not over anti-religious hases of Soviet policy, is less inclined to let Communist Party “dogmatism” on Jewish issues go unchecked, Grose reported.


Soviet pressures for assimilation, strictures on worship, limitations on teaching children about God, plus traditional anti-Semitism — which is officially frowned on — have dealt “a savage blow” to the Jewish community of the Soviet Union.


Soviet communists, Grose reported, are on the defensive about the Jews and “they have much to be defensive about,” the correspondent wrote but, he added, world concern is misplaced. The picture of a community of some 3,000,000 Jews, living in daily misery and fearing for their lives, is wrong, and one can meet Soviet Jews every day whose reactions to overseas campaigns on behalf of Soviet Jewry range from “total bewilderment to sincere anger,” he reported. 
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“What has been persecuted through 50 years is the Jewish heritage, religious practices and culture but these do not pose an issue for the younger generation of Jews. The “happy Jew.” Gorse reported, is to be found among those who have been “Sovietized,” Russians who are Soviet citizens first and Jews second, who are confident that the prevailing post-Stalin atmosphere of public life will bar serious manifestations of anti-Semitism, because that phenomenon is “tainted with Stalinism.”

The fact is, the correspondent wrote, there has developed a new interest in Jewry among the younger generation, with curiosity manifested among Soviet Jews and Gentiles about what being a Jew means. This has been accompanied by a kind of revival of Yiddish culture, though the official Yiddish theater in Moscow, destroyed by Stalin, remains destroyed.

Reprinted from the archives of the current website of the Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA)

Meet the Jew who May

Bomb North Korea

By Mordechai Sones
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General David Goldfein USAP


Of all the Jews in the world, the one who controls the greatest firepower is not necessarily Binyamin Netanyahu or the current commander of Israel's Air Force. It appears the distinction is held by the Chief of Staff of the US Air Force, General David Goldfein.


Goldfein is the second Jew to hold the high position, and the first to have been a fighter pilot previously.


The first Jew to hold the high post was General Norton Schwartz, who commanded the force between 2008-2012. Schwartz was a helicopter and transport aircraft pilot.


The United States media has been quoting Goldfein for the past 24 hours because US heavy bombers armed with nuclear warheads are preparing for a 24-hour alert on the backdrop of tensions with North Korea. This means that all 76 B52 planes will be ready to take off at any moment for bomb missions.


Before his appointment as Air Force Chief of Staff, Goldfein served as assistant to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


Goldfein was commissioned as an officer in 1983 and since then has held various senior command positions in the US Air Force on US soil and in Europe, 
and took part in the 1991 Gulf War. During the war in Bosnia he served as commander of the 555th Fighter Squadron, and led his unit as an F-16 pilot. His plane was shot down by an anti-aircraft battery on May 2, 1999 over western Serbia, but it was rescued by a NATO helicopter before enemy troops managed to locate it.


Goldfein has the rank of Command Pilot, the highest ranking in the US Air Force, awarded to those who have accumulated at least 15 years of flight experience with 3,000 hours of flying.

Reprinted from the October 24, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva.

Regardless of the Results

By Rabbi David Ashear


Some stories have happy endings and some don't. Results are never in our control. Hashem determines what is the best outcome and acts accordingly. But what is in our control is our attitude and our reactions. If a person went through a challenging time and maintained his Emunah and trust in Hashem, then it was a successful time, because he did his job to the best of his ability.


The Sefer Emunah Shelemah told the story of a woman who waited so many years to have a child. After countless tears and prayers and different medical procedures, she was finally blessed with a baby. Everyone was so happy for her and her husband, but sadly, shortly afterwards the baby was diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. 

They made a communal gathering to come together and hear inspirational speakers and try to improve themselves, in order to arouse the Heavens to heal the child. The mother got up to speak there and she said: 

"When I heard this news, I cried out, 'Avraham Avinu was able to withstand all of his tests, and he gave us the ability to do the same. Please, Hashem, help me with this.'" 
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Rabbi David Ashear


And then she told the audience, "I am in this position right now because it is the will of Hashem and I accept it. What does it mean, 'the will of Hashem? 'His will is perfect; He never made a mistake, Chas v'shalom, and never will. He calculates everything with such precision, and He set this all up exactly the way it was supposed to happen. 

“Who am I to fight it or to ask questions? Hashem, I accept this with love. Every morning in the morning blessing-we ask not to be tested. Not because tests aren't good for us, but because we're afraid we won't pass them. But if a test was sent my way, then, it's because You know, Hashem, it's what I need to fulfill my purpose here.


"In this very dark time now, there are precious jewels here for the taking, by overcoming this test with Emunah. When I came home after hearing the news, I kept saying to myself, I believe in Hashem with a full Emunah. And I started to think, what does it mean a full Emunah? 

“If I would complain and question Hashem, then I would only have a partial Emunah. It would mean, Chalila that I don't agree to His will. Am I smarter than Him? Do I know what I need? I accepted everything that was happening. And then I prayed from the depths of my heart. I said, 'Hashem, I know this was necessary for me to experience, but please, going forward, heal my baby and let me have the joy of motherhood.'"


Accepting and praying are not contradictions. Acceptance has to do with what happened already, and prayer has to do with the future. Those words of this woman were very powerful. Being able to understand in her most difficult time that Hashem was giving her exactly what she needed and accepting the challenge with love was not an easy task, but the rewards are great.


The book that told this story didn't say the conclusion, because it wasn't important. The woman did her part to the best of her ability, she went through her challenge with Emunah and that's what counted. That elevated her, and she was successful regardless of the results.

Reprinted from the October 26, 2017 email of Emunah Daily.
Einstein’s Secret to Happiness
By Rabbi Benjamin Blech
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The fascinating story behind the short note bought for $1.56 million.

Last week an anonymous buyer bought a short note written by Albert Einstein for $1.56 million an auction in Jerusalem, an all-time record for the sale of a document in Israel. The story behind his putting pen to paper to record his perspective on achieving true happiness is fascinating.


It was in 1922, after Einstein had completed his first paper on his unified field theory, that he learned he had won the 1921 Nobel Prize in physics. Instead of going to Stockholm for the customary award ceremony, Einstein felt an obligation to honor a commitment to lecture in Japan and began a stay at Tokyo’s famous Imperial Hotel. 


During his visit a bellhop came to his room with a delivery of a package and Einstein, feeling embarrassed that he had no Japanese money on him to offer as tip, decided instead to pen a note on a piece of hotel stationery which he asked the bellman to kindly accept in lieu of cash. “Keep this and perhaps someday it may be worth something.” In the interim, Einstein added, it should serve you as good advice for the rest of your life.


Einstein chose to offer a one-line sentence on the secret of happiness:


"A calm and modest life brings more happiness than the pursuit of success combined with constant restlessness."


Last week’s seller of the Imperial Hotel note is reportedly a grandson of the Japanese bellboy's brother who lives in Germany. A spokesman for the auction house, Meni Chadad, told The New York Times that it had expected the notes would garner $5,000 to $8,000. When the sale was announced, he said, the room burst into applause.


Of course the value of the note was predicated on its unique authorship. But we would be guilty of a serious lack of respect for the mind of an intellectual giant if we didn’t equally attach profound worth to the sentiment as well as to the source of this supremely important life serving instruction. Nor should we ignore the obvious echo of Einstein’s advice in Jewish thought and Talmudic teaching – ideas which may well have resonated with him either on a conscious or subconscious level by way of his heritage.


Happiness, it’s been said, is a very serious matter. In Ethics of the Fathers we find Rabban Gamliel’s teaching: “He who increases possessions increases worry” (Avos, 2:7), and Ben Zoma famously said, “Who is the happy person? One who takes pleasure in his lot” (Avos, 4:1). A restless pursuit of success rooted in an immodest lifestyle guarantees the opposite of its goal. Einstein said it in one way; the rabbis expressed it in another. Perhaps the best summary of Jewish thought is to comprehend that success is getting what you want but happiness is wanting what you get.


We are all far too familiar with the vicious cycle of life. Above all we want to be happy. Our culture keeps telling us that the way to be happy is to have more money. Then we can buy more things that will give us more pleasure. When they don’t, we’re told that we really need more money to buy bigger and better things, so that’s why we have to take on more work and more stress – because then we’ll really be happy. 


And as we see less and less of our family and accumulate more and more possessions, we end up discovering that it wasn’t only Rabban Gamliel who grasped it but Benjamin Franklin similarly came to the realization that “He who multiplies riches multiplies tears.”


In Jewish tradition, there’s a saying that during our lifetimes we have three main friends—and when we die, they leave us in exactly the reverse order in which we treated them. No sooner does our soul leave our body, than all of our wealth flees with it as well. Families are more faithful. They walk with us after our passing to the cemetery, our final resting place. Then, they too leave us to go on with their lives. It is only our name, the good deeds we performed for others, and the influence we may have had upon them, that outlive us and offer us a share of immortality.


Strange then, isn’t it, that we spend most of our lives chasing after money, spending far less of our time than we should with our families, and spending so little of our efforts to accomplish those things by which we will be remembered!


Maybe making a fortune isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be. Maybe we can even identify with the profound words of the contemporary author Emile Henry Gauvreay: “I was part of that strange race of people aptly described as spending their lives doing things they detest to make money they don’t want, to buy things they don’t need, to impress people they dislike.”


Relatively speaking, money and possessions aren’t really as valuable or as important as “a calm and modest life” – a life judged not by possessions accumulated but by a respected legacy earned. That insight, that ability to perceive happiness in proper perspective is an illustration of a theory of relativity shared both by Torah as well as by Albert Einstein – and well worth more than many millions of dollars.

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5778 email of Aish.com

Breaking Our Nature

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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We read in Parashat Vayera the famous story known as “Akedat Yishak,” where G-d commanded Abraham Abinu to offer his son, Yishak, as a sacrifice.  This story begins by telling us that G-d “tested Abraham,” to see the extent of his devotion to Hashem’s commands.  Just as Abraham drew the sword to sacrifice his son, an angel appeared to Abraham and told him not to proceed with the slaughter, as this was merely a test.


The question arises as to why this command was a test for Abraham Abinu, but not for Yishak.  According to tradition, Yishak was 37 years old at the time of Akedat Yishak.  He was not a young boy forced into this by his father.  Wasn’t this a test for him, as well?  Why is Akedat Yishak presented as a test for Abraham, but not for Yishak?


One explanation is that this was a test specifically for Abraham because he had arrived at the belief in G-d on his own through logical reasoning.  In a world that believed in idols, Abraham, in his profound wisdom and intelligence, recognized through logic that there must be a single Creator.  Abraham’s great test was fulfilling G-d’s command that seemed wholly illogical.


G-d had earlier promised to produce a great nation from Yishak, and now he tells him to kill him.  This obviously defied all logic, and thus naturally challenged Abraham’s entire approach, of arriving at belief through logic. His obedience to the divine command demonstrated that he was committed to G-d not only when logic dictated following His laws, but even when His laws seem illogical.


But there is also another reason why this test was unique to Abraham. The Vilna Gaon taught that a person’s task in this world is to overcome his innate negative tendencies.  We are to identify our areas of personal weakness and work toward improving ourselves in those very areas.  Thus, for example, a person who is naturally a glutton and enjoys overindulging in food should focus the bulk of his attention on moderating his food intake. 


A person who is by nature short-tempered has the responsibility of fighting against this tendency and being patient and tolerant of other people.  We are not here to just accept our nature, to resign ourselves to the character flaws with which we are created.  Rather, our main job during our lifetime is to break our nature, to perfect the flawed areas of our personalities.


Abraham, as we know, was naturally kind and generous.  His outstanding quality was Hesed, as expressed by his hospitality, and in his impassioned plea on behalf of the wicked city of Sedom.  He naturally loved and cared for all people.  The test of Akedat Yishak required Abraham to go against that natural instinct in the most extreme way possible.  There is nothing more cruel and heartless than killing one’s own son.  The command of Akedat Yishak was necessary for Abraham to show that he was prepared to obey G-d’s commands even when they directly opposed his most basic natural instincts.


And thus the Midrash comments that if Abraham had not passed this test, the tenth and final test to which G-d subjected him, all the previous nine tests would not have counted.  This test was necessary to show that he was devoted to G-d no matter what this entailed, no matter how strongly he was naturally disinclined to obey His command.


This insight into the Akeda is relevant to many different areas of life.  We have a natural tendency not to admit to making a mistake, to always insisting that we are correct.  In marriage, especially, this natural instinct must be broken.  Marriage requires us to hear another perspective and admit when it is more correct than ours, something which is very difficult to do because it goes against one of our most basic, natural tendencies. 


We also have a natural tendency during periods of stress and anxiety to blurt out hurtful and damaging remarks.  This tendency, too, must be broken for our marriage and other relationships to succeed.


The story of Akedat Yishak teaches us that we can and must break natural negative tendencies.  There is no such thing as “It’s too hard, this is just the way I am.” If this is the way we are, then our job is precisely to change that very nature. 


If a man as kind as Abraham could obey G-d’s command to slaughter his son, then certainly we can break our natural instincts toward anger, obstinacy, and so on.  To the contrary, this is precisely why we are here – to correct those natural tendencies, to improve the flawed areas of our characters, to continuously work towards rising closer to perfection.
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