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It’s All a Matter of Inches

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss

One Friday morning, about a month ago, I awoke late.  The evening before, I was working till the wee hours of the morning and slept through my alarm clock.  Staten Island, where I live, does not yet boast any late shacharis minyan so I got into the car and drove across the Verrazano Bridge to daven in a later minyan in the wonderful Munkatcher shul.  What I didn’t count on was that parking erev Shabbos morning in Boro Park is a near impossibility.  So, after circling for about 20 minutes, I took a risk and parked a little too close to a fire hydrant.  I then proceeded to Munkacs where I found a wonderful minyan just waiting for me.


After davening a well-earned shacharis, I returned to my car to find a $115 ticket with the explanation that one has to be 15 feet away from the hydrant while I was not far enough.  I, of course, was not pleased with the $115 penalty for being a few inches off the mark.  But, after my initial disgruntlement, I began thinking that, l’havdil, that’s the way it works in Yiddishkeit.


There is a sudden cutoff in many of our laws. If the sukkah is 10 tefochim high, around 40 inches, it’s kosher. If less, it’s posul.  If you have 2.9 fluid ounces of wine, you have a reviis; if not, you can’t make kiddush.  If the mikvah has 40 saah, then a woman can become tahor, pure; if not, she can’t.  The candles need to be lit Friday at a certain time; afterwards it’s too late and sometimes a woman needs to light an extra candle every week for the rest of her life because she missed the cutoff.
The Question About Women Dressing Modestly


And that got me thinking about the Torah’s expectation concerning women dressing modestly.  Above the elbow, below the elbow; above the knee, below the knee. It sounds like only a matter of a few inches but these inches are much more serious than a $115 parking ticket. In a pragmatic way, they can make the difference of whether a young girl will be eligible for an entire category of shidduchim or will be summarily rejected because of her cavalier attitude towards halachic modesty.


It is so easy to say, “Let’s not quibble about a few inches.” “This is what’s available in the stores.” “All the girls are wearing this.” But, as we’ve seen, Judaism is all about inches. Whether it is a kosher eruv or it is too low is a matter of inches.  And, the same thing applies to women’s dress.


Many a young lady defends her practice hotly by declaring, “If it’s good enough for my mother, it’s good enough for me.” I’d like to point out that that’s not fair for many mothers did not have the advantage of a Beis Yakov upbringing like they did.  And, because of this, more is expected from them.  And, if you’re a married woman, remember that an elevated hemline will for certain attract the gaze of other men, especially the lewd notice of the goyim around us, which is something you pledged under the chuppah that you will save only for your husband.
A Sincere Appeal to Wonderful Young Women


I’d like to sincerely appeal to the wonderful young women who are reading this article that, besides from a halachic standpoint which dictates laws of personal modesty, be a pragmatist and realize that by adding a few inches you open up for yourself an entire world of dedicated young men who are looking for chaste, modest, wonderful women.


While talking about cutoff points, notwithstanding my late morning prayer davening, we should remember that there is a cutoff point in the morning by when we need to say Krias Shema called the zman Krias Shema.  Since the saying of shema is our acceptance of the yolk of Heaven, we should try to get our daily acceptance statement right.  So too in the evening, if we daven maariv early before tzeitz hakochavim, the coming out of three medium stars, we should be sure to say Krias Shema over again after the prescribed time which is, according to many opinions, 45 minutes after sunset.
Planning Our Chanukah Parties

Around Lighting the Menorah


And while we’re on the topic of getting the time right, let’s try to plan our Chanukah parties around lighting the menorah at the proper time and not visa versa.  Let’s remember that in the Beis HaMikdash, they tried all kinds of machinations and finally earned an open miracle in order to light the menorah.   So let’s try, as much as possible, to structure our day, at least on Sunday, when many of us don’t have work, to light at the proper time.


Finally, during these days when Shabbos is so early, let’s not flirt with possible chilul Shabbos by leaving work too late and getting onto the freeway where we are just one accident away, or one pothole repair crew, away, from getting stuck in the car at Shabbos’s onset. We pride ourselves on being shomer Shabbos, guardians of the Shabbos.  To guard the Shabbos means we take no chances in getting stuck in a traffic jam right before Shabbos.  In the merit of keeping the Torah’s measurement, may Hashem bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful. 
Reprinted from the November 27, 2016 website of Matzav.com.
Weekly Parasha Insights - Parashat Vayese:

Fulfilling Our Mission

By Rabbi Eli Mansour


After the birth of Leah’s second son, Shimon, Leah declared, “Shama Hashem Ki Senu’a Anochi” – “G-d heard that I was unloved” and thus blessed her with children. Leah was referring to the fact that Yaakob loved her less than he loved his other wife, her sister Rahel.

Significantly, Leah here uses the word “Anochi” (“I”), as opposed to the more common word, “Ani.” Rav Shabtai Sabato (contemporary), in his book Va’tisa’eni Ruah, notes that there is a very important difference between these two terms.

 “Ani” is used when the speaker simply needs to identify himself, to make it clear that he is speaking about himself. The word “Anochi,” however, refers to a person’s essence and purpose, the reason why has come into the world. 

When somebody refers to himself with the term “Anochi,” he speaks not just of himself, but of his unique mission for which he was created. We believe that each and every individual was created for a specific purpose, and no two people share the precise same purpose. G-d created each person in a specific time and place, and with specific abilities and talents, and gives that person his or her specific circumstances throughout his or her life, for a very specific reason. We each have our role to fulfill in this world, and this role is signified with the term “Anochi.”
Examples from all Four of our Imahot

Rav Sabato shows how all four of our Imahot (matriarchs) – Sara, Ribka, Rahel and Leah – used the term “Anochi” in reference to their roles in this world, but perhaps the most practically relevant instance for us is the verse cited above, when Leah proclaims, “Shama Hashem Ki Senu’a Anochi.” Leah was placed into a difficult and painful set of circumstances. 

Every young woman dreams of marrying and building a special relationship with a husband. Leah, however, ended up being married to the same man as her sister, and Yaakob loved her sister more than her. But in her great faith and humility, Leah was able to declare, “Senu’a Anochi,” that this very difficult situation reflects “Anochi,” her divinely-assigned role in life. 
The Greatness of Spirit


We can hardly imagine the greatness of spirit needed to accept such circumstances with this level of faith, to acknowledge that her unique mission in this world necessitated this challenge. Leah heroically withstood this challenge, and she was rewarded with many children and with the unique privilege of being the only wife of Yaakob buried alongside him in Me’arat Ha’machpela (the Cave of the Patriarchs in Hebron).

We all have challenges in life that we need to overcome in order to fulfill our missions in life. As parents, we firmly believe that raising children is one of vitally important missions, and we realize that this mission entails a great number of difficult challenges. Whichever profession one chooses and identifies as his mission, he occasionally finds himself fatigued and uninspired from the day-to-day grind. 

When a person chooses to volunteer his time for an important cause, realizing that this is part of his mission, he might find himself regretting the decision when difficult obstacles present themselves. We all face unique challenges, whether it’s a medical issue, a child with special needs, difficulties in securing a livelihood, and so on, and we might find ourselves asking, “Why me?” At such times, we must remind ourselves of our matriarch Leah, who understood that life’s challenges are an integral part of life’s mission which we are all to fulfill.
Brilliant Response from the Lubavitcher Rebbe


The Lubavitcher Rebbe (Rav Menachem Mendel Schneerson, 1902-1994) would send young Lubavitch Rabbis to places around the world to spread Judaism, and he impressed upon them that this work fulfilled the purpose for which they were brought into the world. Once, a certain emissary in a certain town wrote to the Rebbe and explained that he experienced certain medical conditions that made it very difficult for him to continue his work. He asked the Rebbe if he could be relieved of this responsibility.

The Rebbe wrote a brilliant response: “Why are you asking to be relieved of your duty? You should instead ask Hashem to relieve you of your medical conditions!”

We should never ask to be relieved of our mission in this world. We should accept and embrace this mission, and feel privileged and special to be assigned by G-d Himself a unique job that He gave to nobody else. Even when the job becomes challenging and difficult, we must remember that there is no greater privilege, and no better way to live, than fulfilling our G-d-given mission.
Reprinted from the December 8, 2016 email of the Weekly Parasha Insights of Rabbi Eli Mansour.

Increasing Kedusha for

Yourself and Others

By Daniel Keren


Hakhel, a Flatbush-based organization devoted to promoting a greater awareness of Torah-true values in our community organized a special morning-long Yarchei Kallah for the recent legal holiday of Veterans’ Day that offered many who had a day off from work along with homemakers and retirees an incredible opportunity to benefit from inspiring hashkafah and halachah shiurim.


The Event which took place at the Agudath Israel of Madison (Zichron Chaim Tzvi) on the corner of Avenue S and East 22nd Street, began with a lecture by Rabbi Yisroel Reisman, the Mora D’Asra of the host shul who spoke on the topic of “The Grand Bechinah” relating to the second perek of Sefer Chaggai.


Rabbi Reisman challenged all those in the audience to take the time to study Sefer Chaggai, the tenth of Tri Aser (The Twelve Later Prophets), especially since it only consists of two chapters and 38 pasukim (verses).
Prophecies Talk of the Coming of Moshiach


In examining the Tri Aser, often mistakenly referred to as the Book of the Twelve Minor Prophets [because each of the twelve books are small in size] one of the common threads in all the navuahs or prophecies is that they talk of the coming of Moshiach. 


Rabbi Reisman said that the Malbim (Rabbi Meir Leibush Wisser, 1809-1879) in his commentary of Sefer Chaggai writes that the second perek is a prophecy of the ultimate Battle of Gog and Magog that will take place at the end of times.


The Navi Chaggai prophesized that the Second Bais Hamikdosh would be greater than the Bayis Rishon – “Mine if the silver and mine is the gold – the word of Hashem, Master of Legions. The glory of this latter Temple will be greater than [that of] the first, said Hashem, Master of Legions; and I will grant peace to this place…(Chaggai 2: 8-9.)


The Navi reveals a prophecy from Hashem to test the Kohanim, priests who returned to serve in the Bayis Sheni about two questions about what would or would not make food ritually impure. The Kohanim answered both questions. After elaborating on the responses of the Kohanim, Chaggai HaNavi spoke of the promise of Hashem “…But from this day on I will provide blessing (2:19)


Rabbi Reisman than spoke of the commentary of the Abarbanel (Rabbi Isaac Abravanel, 1437-1508) whose explanations of the Tanach, Bible differs from others in that he explains not just individual pasukim, but rather the overall story, in this case that of Sefer Chaggai. Why is the Navi giving a beginning Bechina, test of the Kohanim 70 years after the destruction of the First Beis Hamikdosh on how to do the avodah? These Jewish priests actually began offering korbonos, sacrifices 18 years earlier after they first returned to Eretz Yisroel from Bavel, the Babylonian exile.
The Danger of Falling into a

Stupor of Routine or Apathy

The Abarbanel writes that the Kohanim were not challenged by the technicalities of how to offer sacrifices. Rather Rabbi Reisman noted the challenge was to overcome their Yetzer Hora, evil inclination. The questions the Prophet Chaggai asked revolved around the subject of impurity that in and of itself symbolizes “bad things.” Impurity or the opposite of kedushah (holiness) develops on its own if one falls into a stupor of routine or apathy.


It is important to recognize that kedushah or positive elements in life do not automatically generate on its own, but must be cultivated by a person. Indeed, in order for things in life to move ahead and become better, efforts must be undertaken by human beings. 


Rabbi Reisman said that we need Simchas Halev for our Yiddishkeit to not let our spiritual lives to just operate on auto-pilot. Chaggi with his two questions in the second perek was challenging the Kohanim that if you truly want to be something special and formulate positive spiritual achievements than one must make the concerted effort because good things will not occur without the element of human effort.
Only a Human can Create Kodesh, Holiness


Without the human mind nothing is kodesh, holy. Even if you could train a monkey to write a Sefer Torah, it would in the end accomplish nothing because such a feat would not intrinsically be a spiritual achievement.


In the Sefer Mesillas Yeshurim, the author (Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto or the Ramchal, 1707-1746) expounds on the concept that Teshuvah, repentance is a chesed gadol, a great kindness that Hakodesh Baruch Hu allows us. This was a difficulty for Rav Elchanon Wasserman, hy”d (1874-1941) to understand and he asked his teacher, the Chofetz Chaim (Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan, 1839-1933) to explain.


Rabbi Yitzhak Hutner, 1906-1980 on the same dilemma wrote that to die is the natural order of life. If one doesn’t perform mitzvahs, this will result in his spiritual decline and that this too is the natural order of life. To push oneself and make efforts to improve goes against the natural order.
One Has to Want to Try and Improve Oneself


A person, Rabbi Reisman said, has to be willing to try and improve oneself spiritually for such a lofty goal to be accomplished. The social and cultural norms in the time of the Gemora are for the most part no longer the norm today. Interestingly one aspect that has not changed since the time of the Gemora is the great value that people place on possessing silver and gold.


What is the spiritual difference between silver and gold? Silver symbolizes the color white which itself symbolizes purity whereas gold symbolizes the color red which is associated with the concept of fire. A human being is motivated either by his intellect or his emotions. Many times our emotions challenge us particularly when it comes into conflict with one’s intellect that helps guide one to a higher spiritual pursuit.


Every person is made up of both red or white, but we must be guided by our white [intellect.] One should strive and pay attention to one’s white tendencies. The Mesillas Yesharim writes that regarding Simchas Halev, we have to try and emulate the Avos, our forefathers [Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov.] The Avos didn’t have an obligation to fulfill the Taryag Mitzvas, but rather only the Seven Mitvos of the B’nei Noach. Yet they [our forefathers] wanted to strive more in the realm of spirituality and do better.
The Biggest Chesed of Hashem is Techias Hameisim


Rabbi Reisman said that the biggest chesed that could ever exist and that we are told by Chazal is Techias Hameism, where one can be resurrected from the dead and be brought back to life in a physical body with the renewed ability to pursue and accomplish mitzvos in a world that is free of domination by the non-Jewish nations.


[Unlike Teshuva which is a chesed gadol from Hashem,] Techais Hameisim is determined by din or spiritual worthiness. And for this a Jew has to know that this doesn’t come on its own by rote make but rather requires his making the special human effort to achieve spiritual achievements and thereby be worthy of the blessing of Techais Hameisim.


The second speaker at the Veterans Day Hakhel Yarchei Kallah was Rabbi Ozer Alport, author of “Parsha Potpourri,” noted Hamodia columnist and renowned educator who spoke on the topic of “Understanding Marcheshvan – From the Mabul…Through the Presidential Election!”


He began by mentioning that we are holding in Chodesh Cheshvon and that the previous week was Shabbos Parshas Noach. The months we have today are the “Aramaic” names we used during our stay in Bavel [after the destruction of the Bayis Rishon,] whereas in Tanach, the months are referred to numerically [i.e. the first day of the Seventh Month.]
The Exception of Chodesh Bul


One exception is the term “Chodesh Bul” (for the month of Cheshvon) that is mentioned in Melachim Aleph (1 Kings 6:38) when Shlomo Hamelech, King Solomon inaugurated the Bais Hamikdosh. The Mabul transformed the world from what had existed before the Flood. The Torah is also called a bul because it has the power to transform one who makes the effort to study and absorb its Divine teachings.


The comparison between Noach and Moshe is instructive. Although Noach was a tzadik before the command from G-d to build the Taiva, Ark, he unfortunately did not use the 120 years of that task to effectively reach out to the roshaim, wicked people in order to persuade them to do teshuvah. He didn’t even daven, pray to Hashem on their behalf that Hashem should inspire the wicked to do teshuvah. Because of these failings the flood is called “mei Noach/” the waters of Noach.”
From Tzaddik Tamim to Ish Adamah


Rabbi Alport said, in the beginning before the command to construct the Ark, Noach is called a “tzaddik tamim” (a righteous person perfect with G-d). Yet at the conclusion of the mabul, flood when Noach plants a vineyard, makes wine, gets drunk and debauched, he is termed an “ish adamah”, a man of the earth.


Moshe Rabbeinu on the other hand risked his life to intercede and pray on behalf of his flock, Klal Yisroel, the Jewish nation after their terrible sin of the cheit ha’eigel, worshipping the golden calf. After Hashem commanded Moshe to step aside so He could destroy the Jewish nation for their terrible aveirah and He would create a nation from Moshe’s offspring; Moshe said (Shemos 32:32:)


“And now, if You [Hashem] forgive their sin, But if not, “mei’chani nah/ erase me now” from Your book, which You have written.” And as a result of Moshe’s heartfelt prayer, Hashem did indeed spare the Klal Yisroel from destruction. The osios or letters that make up the words “mei’ chani nah” when turned around also spell the earlier words in Bereishis “mei Noach.”


Rabbi Alport said that as a result of his mesiras nefesh on behalf of the Jewish nation, Moshe Rabbeinu [who when first mentioned as an adult in Sefer Shemos was called an “ish Mitzri, an Egyptian man”] at the end of his life was elevated to the level of being called an “eved ne’eman, a loyal servant to Hashem,” perhaps the highest accolade possible for a human being.
Learning from Moshe to Reach Out to Other Jews


The lesson for all of us is to emulate Moshe Rabbeinu and not Noach, by looking for ways to reach out to other Jews who perhaps need chizuk, encouragement, a kind word, or help in learning Torah or guidance in Yiddishkeit.


Completing the Veterans Day Yarchei Kallah was a fascinating halachah lecture given by Rabbi Moshe Kaufman, noted Mechaber and Member Dayan of the Bais Horaah/Halachah Hotline of Far Rockaway and the Five Towns. He spoke on the topic of “Recent Important Shailos from the Halacha Hotline.” Some of the questions he addressed included “Is Lending a Friend Your Credit Card and Keeping the Points a Ribbis or Geneiva Issue?” and “Pottery Painting Stories and Tevilas Keilim.”


Those unable to attend the Veterans Day Yarchei Kallah can call Mr. Zalman Umlas at (718) 252-5274) about purchasing CDs of the above shiurim.

Reprinted from the November 24, 2016 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.
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