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R' Simcha Bunim Sofer, the “Shevet Sofer” was born in Pressburg, Hungary (now Bratslava, Slovakia) in 1843. He was the son of the "Ketav Sofer" (R' Avraham Shmuel Binyamin Sofer) and the grandson of the "Chatam Sofer" (R' Moshe Sofer), and he followed his father and grandfather as head of the great yeshiva in Pressburg.


 It was said that R' Sofer differed from his father in that the latter was distinguished by his careful, painstaking logic while the former was distinguished by his sharp mind. 


In this way, it was said, the younger R' Sofer was like his great-grandfather, R' Akiva Eiger. R' Sofer left behind 35 volumes of writings covering both halachic and aggadic topics. 


His son, R' Akiva Sofer, expressed wonder that his father had the time to compose these works while heading the Pressburg yeshiva and (unofficially) heading Hungarian Orthodox Jewry.


During R' Sofer's tenure, the Pressburg yeshiva continued to be the premier Torah institution in Hungary as it had been for two generations before. R' Sofer also continued his father's work in combating, both in the public arena and on a personal level, the inroads that the Reform movement was making in Hungary. 


It is told that R' Sofer once approached a Jewish banker and urged him to close his bank on Shabbat. The banker refused saying that he was not observant and did not believe in the practical mitzvot. 


"If you will not do it because of your fear of Heaven," said R' Sofer, "do it out of shame." 


"Shame?" smiled the banker. "Why is it shameful not to be observant?' 


R' Sofer answered him: "The Sages say that if one has no shame, we may be certain that his ancestors were not present at the giving of the Torah at Har Sinai. How can we be certain? The Torah records that all of the Jews answered as one, 'Na'aseh ve'nishmah' / 'We will do and we will listen.' 


“Don't you think that among the millions of Jews there must have been at least a few who did not want to receive the Torah? Why then did the Jews answer 'as one'? Because those who did not want to observe the mitzvot were ashamed to stand out. Had they not had this shame, they would simply have walked away from Har Sinai."


R' Sofer died on 15 Kislev 5667 (1906). (Gedolei Ha'dorot and Otzar Ha'rabbanim)

Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Savo 5778 email of whY I Matter, parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

Make Yourself a

To-Do-Better List

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss

Before Rosh HaShanah, there is a universal quest to ask Hashem for a better year. Better parnasa/livelihood, better nachas, better gezundt, better shalom bais/marital harmony.  Better, better, better.  Hashem responds, ‘Of course, it’s a pleasure!  After all, you’re My children,’(as the verse states, “Bonim atem l’Hashem Elokeichem, you are children to Hashem, your G-d.”). But, as a proviso, He asks, ‘Just tell me how you’re going to be better.  After all, it’s only fair that it should be equitable.  If you want better, tell Me in which ways you are going to be better in the coming year.’
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Therefore, I recommend to everyone that they should start formulating a “to-do-better” list during the month of Elul to tell Hashem how they are going to be better in the coming year. The more we have on our To-Do-Better list, the better chance we have to ensure that we will have a sweeter year in many areas. So, I’d like to share ten ideas with my dear readers to put on your To-Do-Better list with the hope that we could sincerely embrace them and see great results for the coming year.

I will assign a little extra time each day to study Torah more than I did last year for, if anything gives Hashem a reason to grant us an extra lease on life, it’s a pledge to learn more Torah. This commitment should include what you’re going to learn such as Kitzur Shulchan Orech, a mussar sefer, some mishnayos, or an easy masechta like Berachos or Megillah.


I will be kind, especially to my spouse and children for if we are kind to those who depend upon us, Hashem will be kind to us.


I will regularly give charity and not just when I am asked, for charity saves from death, adds years to one’s life, enriches a person, and promotes personal satisfaction and tranquility.


I will thoughtfully put on my tefillin and wear them with a clean body for the Tur says that tefillin is the most important positive commandment in the Torah.


I will expend more effort in the preparing of Shabbos for we are taught that many great rewards come one’s way through meaningful Shabbos preparation. For example, to’ameha chaim zochue, one who tastes the Shabbos food to see whether it needs more salt or pepper will merit more life and one who sharpens the knife before Shabbos will merit better shalom bais.  In the process, I will look for ways on erev Shabbos to help my spouse and avoid conflict at all costs during this frenetic time when conflict is so common.


I will pay attention to the mezuzza for its proper usage grants added years to ourselves and our children. Once a day, I will hold my hand on a mezuzza and reflect that Hashem is in the room that I am entering.  Included in this commitment is a resolve to check whether our old mezuzzos are still kosher.


I will make a great attempt to avoid causing my spouse pain. In that merit, may Hashem spare us from pain in the coming year.


I will brush up on the art of giving compliments which is oh so important and oh so unnatural. I will first practice this on my spouse, then on my children, then on my parents, and eventually branch outto my friends.  The reward for such a discipline will be enormous in this world and in the Next World.


I will try to learn the talent of looking away when someone slights me. This is an amazing protection for the coming year since, if we look away from other’s sins to us, Hashem will look away from ours.


In a similar vein, I will try to be slow to anger and even if my spouse continues to do something that aggravates me, I will try to curb my frustration. In that way, even though we continue to anger Hashem, we can hope that He will be’erech apa’im, long suffering, to us.


This is just for starters, a sampler.  Each of us needs to make a cheshbon hanefesh, a personal accounting, from modeh ani in the morning to birchas hamapil in the night and make for ourselves a real, and sincere To-Do-Better list.  In that merit may Hashem bless us all with a sweet, happy, and healthy New Year. 
Reprinted from the September 20, 2016 website of Matzav.com
with long life good health filled with sweetness and happiness until the coming of Moshiach, speedily in our days. 
Reprinted from the November 1, 2015 website of Matzav.com
Happiness
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat  Ki-Tavo  describes  the  ninety-eight  Kelalot  (curses)  that  G-d threatens  to  bring  upon  Benei  Yisrael  should  they  disobey  the  Torah.  A one point  in  this  section,  the  Torah  informs  us  of  the  particular  cause  of these calamities:  "Tachat  Asher  Lo  Avadeta  Et  Hashem  Elokecha  Be'simcha"  – "on  account  of  the  fact  that  you  did  not  serve  Hashem  your  G-d  with  joy" (Devarim  28:47). 


Surprisingly,  the  Torah  here  does  not  refer  to  a  generation  that simply disregarded  the  Mitzvot;  it  speaks  of  a  generation  of  Jews  that  are  indeed loyal  to  G-d's  laws,  but  begrudgingly,  without  joy  and  enthusiasm.  The Torah  demands  not  only  that  we  obey  the  Mitzvot,  but  that  we  rejoice  and take  pleasure  in  the  performance  of  Mitzvot;  in  other  words,  the  Torah demands  that  we  be  happy. 

This  requirement  is  expressed  in  other  contexts,  as  well.  King  David famously  wrote  (Tehillim  100:2),  "Ivdu  et  Hashem  Be'simcha"  –  "Serve  G-d with  joy."  He  didn't  instruct  simply,  "Serve  G-d,"  but  rather  than  we  must do  so  "with  joy."


The  Gemara  in  Megila  presents  the  famous  rule,  "Mi'shenichnas  Adar Marbim  Be'simcha"  –  "When  [the  month  of]  Adar  comes,  we  increase  our joy." Conversely,  in  Masechet  Ta'anit  we  read,  "Mi'shenichnas  Av Mema'atim Be'simcha"  –  "When  [the  month  of]  Av  comes,  we  decrease  our joy."


These  two  passages  work  off  the  basic  assumption  that  a  Jew  must constantly  live  in  a  state  of  happiness. Halacha  requires  increasing  or decreasing  the  level  of  joy  at  different  periods  of  the  year,  but  some  level of  Simcha  (joy)  must  be  maintained  at  all  times.


Rabbi  Shimon  Schwab  compared  the  requirement  of  Simcha  to  a pilot light  on  a  gas  range. The  flame  must  always  remain  lit,  and  one lowers or  raises  the  fire  as  needed.  Similarly,  a  Jew  must  live  each  day  of the  year  with  a  certain  degree  of  happiness,  which  he  increases  or decreases depending  on  the  particular  season. 

Every  person  on  earth  spends  his  life  pursuing  happiness,  but, unfortunately,  few  of  them  actually  achieve  happiness.  If  the  Torah demands that  we  live  and  serve  G-d  with  joy,  then  it  clearly  assumes  that  we  are capable  of  achieving  a  state  of  happiness.  But  how  is  this  achieved?  What is  the  Torah's  "secret"  to  attaining  true  joy  and  contentment? 

In  Sefer  Melachim  I  (8:66),  the  prophet  tells  that  after  the  fourteen days  of  celebration  for  the  inauguration  of  the  Bet  Ha'mikdash,  Benei Yisrael  returned  home  happy. What  was  the  cause  of  their  happiness? As Rabbi  Avraham  Pam  noted,  it  could  not  have  been  just  the  delicacies  and fine  wine  they  enjoyed  during  the  celebration. 


Many  among  Benei  Yisrael  lived  a  distance  of  several  days'  travel from  Jerusalem,  and  yet  the  prophet  tells  that  they  felt  joyous  upon returning  home  –long  after  the  pleasure  provided  by  the  food  and  wine  had subsided. They  were  happy  because  of  the  spiritual  elevation  they  had  just experienced  during  the  inauguration  of  the  Temple. As  the  Yalkut  Shimoni remarks  on  this  verse,  they  rejoiced  "because  they  enjoyed  the  glory  of  the Shechina." 

True  joy  results  from  spirituality,  not  from  material  gain. King Shelomo,  the  wisest  and  wealthiest  of  all  men,  commented  in  the  Book  of Kohelet  (1:14),  "I  have  seen  all  the  creations  that  were  made  under  the sun –  and  behold,  it  is  all  vanity  and  worthlessness." Kohelet  enjoyed  all the luxuries  and  pleasures  of  life,  and  concluded  that  this  does  not  bring  a person  happiness.


The  Rabbis  remarked,  "A  person  who  has  one  hundred  –  he  wants two  hundred." Material  wealth  can  never  bring  contentment,  because  the more  one  has,  the  more  he  desires. Ultimately,  as  the  Rabbis  comment  in  a different  context,  "A  person  does  not  die  with  half  of  what  he  desires  in his  possession."


There  will  always  be  a  wide  gap  between  the  wealth  one  has achieved  and  the  wealth  he  still  desires,  and  this  gap  leads  one  to depression  and  frustration.

Important  as  it  is  to  earn  a  respectable  living,  wealth  alone  will  not make  a  person  happy;  only  religion  and  spirituality  can  bring  true  happiness and  contentment.


Rabbi  Samson  Refael  Hirsch  claimed  that  the  word  "Samei'ach" ("happy")  is  etymologically  related  to  the  verb  "Tz.M.Ch.,"  which  means "grow." What  brings  a  person  joy  is  growth,  spiritual  advancement. When  a person  is  stagnant,  when  he  is  not  growing  or  progressing,  he  feels frustrated  and  depressed.


Children  are  happy  and  excited  by  nature,  because  they  are constantly growing  at  an  accelerated  rate. They  are  always  learning  new information  and  coming  upon  new  experiences. Herein  lies  the  key  to happiness:  spiritual  growth. 

To  the  outsider,  the  Torah  life  might  seem  burdensome  and restrictive. To  those  who  experience  it,  however,  it  is  the  greatest  source  of joy  and  accomplishment  in the  world.  A  person  who  spends  his  time  and energy  solely  on  material  gain  and  physical  indulgence  will  never  feel happy. 

A  swimmer  submerges  his  entire  body  in  water  and  works  to  move forward,  but  he  must  occasionally  come  up  for  air. Similarly,  although  a person  must  "submerge"  himself  in  a  career  and  work  hard  to  earn  a living, he  cannot  survive  spiritually  unless  he  "comes  up  for  air,"  unless  he designates  sufficient  time  for  Torah  and  Mitzvot. Otherwise,  he  can  never achieve  genuine  happiness,  which  can  come  only  through  spiritual  growth and  elevation.
Reprinted from this week’s website of The Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn.

The Shmuz on the Parsha Ki Savo
The Mitzvah to be Happy
R’ Ben Tzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“Because you did not serve HASHEM, your G-d, amid gladness and goodness of heart when everything was abundant.” — Devarim 28:47
The destiny of the Jews


The fate of the Jewish people is unlike that of any other nation. We are either exalted and revered or downtrodden and oppressed — there is no middle ground. If we follow the ways of HASHEM, the Torah assures us that we will live a life of prosperity, abundance, and peace. Secure in our borders, finding only goodness and happiness in our land, we will be blessed. However, if we reject HASHEM’s ways, then we will be cursed; oppressed, and tortured, — hunted down by our enemies until we are thrown out of our land.. 


At the end of a long prophecy of what will befall us if we don’t follow the ways of HASHEM, the Torah seems to lay the blame on one issue: because you did not serve HASHEM, your G-d, amid gladness and goodness of heart when everything was abundant. It seems the pivotal point of these two extremes is based on simcha.-- Implying that serving HASHEM with happiness is critical to our success as a nation. 


Rabbeinu Bachya explains that this is because the mitzvahs must be done with joy and complete devotion. When the mitzvahs are done without joyfulness, they are lacking in their effect, and this can be part of the spiral downward. 


He then gives an example of a mitzvah that wasn’t done with complete motivation. The Medrash tells us that when Reuvain attempted to save Yosef from his brothers, he said, “Let us put him in the pit.” His intention was to buy some time to eventually save him. However, had he realized that he would be recorded in history as the one who saved Yosef, he would have put him on his shoulders and carried him home to his father. From here we see the importance of doing a mitzvah with complete dedication and commitment. 

The power of Simcha


This Rabbeinu Bachaya is difficult to understand on two levels. First, how can the Torah command me to be happy? Being happy isn’t an emotion that we can turn on and off like a light switch.  And second, how can we compare the effect of doing a mitzvah joyfully to the case of Reuvain? 


That was a classic example of kavod. We are well aware that honor is one of the most powerful driving forces in the human condition. Public recognition, fame, and having one’s name in the floodlights of history are things that people in every generation kill for.


 Granted Reuvain was a tzaddik, but the fact that he would have been titled the savior of Yosef for eternity is something that would propel a man to extremes. How can that be compared to something as minor as joy in the performance of a mitzvah? While happiness when doing a mitzvah may be a nicety, it certainly can’t be ranked up there with kavod as a driving force.  


The answer to these questions can best be understood through a different perspective.  

If I were a rich man


Sheldon G. Adelson, the son of immigrant parents, grew up in a poor neighborhood of Boston. His father was a taxi driver; his mother ran a knitting store. At a young age, Adelson began showing an entrepreneurial spirit, first by selling newspapers on local street corners, and then by becoming the owner of his first business at age twelve. Over the course of his working career, he built over fifty companies. He is now the owner of Las Vegas Sands Corp., the parent company of the Venetian Resort.


In 2003, his net worth was ranked at 1.4 billion dollars. While that is an impressive sum, it didn’t put him anywhere near the richest people in the world. However, when he took his company public, a rather interesting thing happened. His personal wealth increased by 750%. By 2004, his personal worth had increased to over 20 billion dollars, making him the fifth richest man in the world. Forbes magazine estimates that over those two years, Adelson’s fortune had been growing by $1 million every hour. 


I want you to imagine for a moment what it must feel like to know that your wealth is increasing at that rate. You sit down to a leisurely lunch and walk away a million dollars richer. Open a Gemarah for the daf HaYomi – there’s another $750,000. Lie down for a Shabbos nap; wake up three million dollars wealthier. What it’s like to be alive! Every moment I live, I become richer, and richer…. I can’t wait…


I have no plans of dying 


The single most difficult concept that we human beings deal with is our mortality. While we are cognitively aware of it, emotionally we just don’t feel it will happen. With that emotional blindness comes blindness to the value of our actions. Since in our operating reality, I will never die, then what I do or don’t do really doesn’t matter. 


If for a flashing moment, I were to see what the World to Come will be like for me, I would effectively lose free will. The extraordinary accomplishment of one mitzvah would so overwhelm me that I would be completely and radically different — not different physically, not smarter, but much more driven to accomplish my purpose in life. 

When Chazal tell us over and over again that mitzvahs are worth far more than the greatest treasures in this world, it is because they had that clarity. They understood what it will be like for each of us as we regale in our great wealth. In that World, we will look back at every chance we had to grow as the greatest opportunity ever given to man. We will look back at our mitzvahs, and they will bring us far more joy than earning than a million dollars an hour.  


This seems to be the answer to Rabbenu Bachya. One of the greatest motivators in the human is enthusiasm. That enthusiasm is based on a value system. If I value money, I will be driven to pursue it, and the acquisition of it will bring me great joy. If I gain a deeper perspective on life, then I experience elation, knowing that my net worth in the World to Come is growing at an incredible rate. 
My investments are paying back in spades. That excitement is one of the most powerful motivating forces — equal even to kavod. With it, a person can reach great heights. Without it, a person’s avodas HASHEM can become stale and lose its potency, thus beginning a downward spiral. 


Ultimately, joy is a great force that both allows a person to enjoy his short stay in this world and propels him to achieve the greatness for which he was created. 

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Understanding the

Ultimate Good of G-d
From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”;


This week's Torah portion, Ki Tavo, contains the curses to be inflicted on the Jewish people if they do not obey G-d. The Torah teaches that "no evil comes from Above." Accordingly, we must conclude that even the most terrible curse contains only good, albeit in a hidden fashion.

Our Sages made two statements on the subject of hidden good: "Everything that G-d does is for the best" and "This is also for the best." The first statement is attributed to Rabbi Akiva, who once set out on a journey with a donkey, a rooster, and a candle. Weary from his travels he reached a town, only to be turned away from all of its inns. Rabbi Akiva had to spend the night out in the open field on the outskirts of town.


That night, a lion appeared and devoured the Rabbi's donkey, a wild cat came along and gobbled up the rooster, and the wind blew out the candle. Rabbi Akiva said, "Everything that G-d does is for the best." 


In the morning Rabbi Akiva found out that during the night murderous robbers attacked the town, slaughtering all its inhabitants. He then understood that what had befallen him had saved him from a similar fate.


This story illustrates one way of understanding ultimate good which seems to be hidden within its opposite. Although Rabbi Akiva's misfortunes caused him temporary anguish, he was spared further suffering by those very events. The wording itself of "everything G-d does is for the best" implies that whatever happens leads to ultimate good, even if it appears at first that the events themselves are not good.


A second story, about Nachum Ish Gamzu, illustrates another way of reconciling our problem. He was sent by the Sages to appease the Roman Emperor with a chest full of pearls. Along the way, unbeknownst to him, the pearls were stolen and replaced with earth. When the Emperor opened the trubute and saw the dirt he wanted to put the sage to death. Nachum Ish Gamzu said, "This is also for the best."


And indeed it was, for G-d sent Elijah the Prophet in the guise of a minister, who suggested that the dust might be similar to the dust with which Abraham was victorious in his wars. The Emperor sent some to his soldiers on the front who immediately won the battle. In gratitude, the Emperor awarded Nachum Ish Gamzu great riches and high honors.


In this instance, what seemed at first to be misfortune turned out to be advantageous. Not only did nothing bad happen to Nachum Ish Gamzu, but he ended up being given great wealth by the Emperor. Had he brought pearls to the Emperor there was no guarantee that he would have been well received. It was precisely the earth which delighted the Emperor. There was no evil; everything which transpired was good.


Nachum Ish Gamzu, Rabbi Akiva's teacher, was one generation closer to the era of the Holy Temple. Rabbi Akiva lived in a time more properly belonging to the exile. When the Holy Temple stood, the Jews could more easily discern the good contained in everything, even that which at first appears adverse. 


The exile makes it difficult to see this, and only the good resulting from seemingly bad events is discernable. As we approach the Final Redemption may we soon merit that G-d removes all concealments so that we will be able to truly understand the ultimate good hidden in all of our suffering throughout the ages.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Tavo 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rabbi Berel Wein

On Parashat Ki Tavo
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Throughout this final oration of Moshe, he constantly emphasizes that when the Jewish people finally cross the Jordan and enter the land of Israel there are additional commandments and behavior patterns that will be demanded of them. He reiterates that the land of Israel is bountiful and beautiful, blessed and holy but he warns them that this is a venue that makes demands upon its inhabitants.


The rabbis of the Talmud reinforce this idea by stating that the land of Israel inflicts growing pains upon those that come to live there. It will always be a place of challenges and problems, of difficulties and situations that will have to be overcome. But it is also the land where the eyes of the L-rd so to speak are upon it throughout the year and that living in such a land is replete with great opportunities and a sense of mission and holiness.


Neither its topography nor weather patterns, its agricultural bounty and prosperity are to be deemed as ordinary and natural. It is the ultimate land of unpredictability, for its well-being and blessings are wholly dependent on the behavior of its inhabitants and, naturally, on the will of G-d.


As such, the land is always subject to the behavior and attitudes of its human inhabitants. It is the land of ultimate free will and freedom of choice that the L-rd has endowed human beings with. Moshe constantly reminds the generation that is about to enter the land of Israel of their obligations and duties to G-d and to Torah. This will be the key to their success and longevity in the land of Israel.


We are now participating in the third major effort of Jewish society to live in the land of Israel. Throughout our long exile we have always aspired to return here and to build a Jewish society in the holy land worthy of our ancestors and the great prophets of Israel. Many of the reasons why our first two attempts to establish such a permanent Jewish society here failed are unfortunately still present.


Many past ills such as idolatry and the lack of national pride no longer really govern our thoughts or tempt our behavior. It is difficult to imagine that we would have learned nothing from history and would, G-d forbid, repeat all the past errors of first and second Temple times. Yet, we all realize that the challenges that face us are great and that the road we traverse is still difficult and dangerous.


There are many distractions and obstacles that face us in trying to create a Jewish state that Moshe envisioned centuries ago. Yet, if we look back at how far we have come, against all odds and many enemies, we should be able to realize that it is within our grasp to fulfill the words of Moshe as they appear in this week’s Torah reading. It is clear that we live in a special place and in special times. As such, we have to rise to the occasion and be a special people.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbi Wein. 

Thoughts that Count

For Parashat Ki Tavo
And it shall come to pass, when you come into the land which the L-rd your G-d is giving you (Deut. 26:1)

The Jews' entrance into the land of Israel is symbolic of the soul's descent into the body and its being forced to live in the physical world. The Midrash teaches that the words "and it shall come to pass" are always used to denote something of great joy. Though the G-dly soul is saddened when it temporarily leaves its place under G-d's throne to dwell in a Jewish body for a certain number of years, it is a joyous occurrence, since the descent is to elevate the corporeal world through doing mitzvot. (Lubavitcher Rebbe)

Blessed shall you be in the city, and blessed shall you be in the field (Deut. 28:3)

A city has certain advantages over rural life, among them the pleasure of others' company and the availability of places of Torah and learning. Rural life also has its advantages, such as a more relaxed life style, fresher air, and warmer relationships between neighbors. G-d's blessing is that we should be equally blessed in both locales. (Chatam Sofer)

You will become mad from the sight of your eyes (Deut. 28:34)


"The sight of your eyes" means "your leaders"--those who serve as "the eyes of the congregation." This is therefore one of the harshest curses, that the Jews will recoil in shock and horror when they behold who their leaders are... (Rabbi Shimon Sofer)

And there will you offer yourselves for sale to your enemies, for bondsmen (Deut. 28:68)


You will be forced to sell yourselves to your enemies, who are themselves enslaved. "A slave who attains power" is the harshest ruler. (Harei Besamim)
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Tavo 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
A Wedding Celebration

At a Soup Kitchen

By Elazar Abrahams

Instead of spending big and showing off at the post-wedding Sheva Brachot, one Brooklyn family celebrates at a soup kitchen
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All weddings can burn a hole in your pocket, but for Orthodox couples, the celebration doesn’t end the morning after. For seven straight days after a traditional Jewish marriage, each night is another joyous, and often costly, get-together. Relatives and close friends of the newlyweds take it upon themselves to make sure each ‘Sheva Brachot’ meal is accounted for.


At their best, Sheva Brachot are an opportunity to extend festivities another week, where each dinner is followed by the same seven blessings recited at the wedding. Unfortunately, it is all too common for the gatherings to devolve into the seven hosts’ trying to best each other for lavishness. At its worst, it’s a status competition judged by who can rack up the most expensive bill.


When Eli Reiter was planning his brother and sister-in-law’s fourth outing last Tuesday, he knew that guests had already sat through several upscale eateries. So rather than spend his money on another high-priced party, he reached out to Brooklyn’s Masbia, NYC’s only kosher soup kitchen, and asked if they would be interested in hosting. “We’re socially expected to spend money on things no one cares about,” Reiter observed. “This is something that actually matters.”


Masbia loved the idea. “We’re all about enlivening the atmosphere,” Executive Director Alex Rapaport said. “Masbia isn’t run like a typical ‘soup kitchen.'”

It’s true. Wandering into the dining room, one could easily confuse it for a commercial restaurant. Squeaky clean floors, artful decor, and waiter service are a staple in all three locations, allowing the clientele to feel dignified. Founded as a single storefront in 2005 by Mordechai Mandelbaum, a Hasidic Brooklynite, Masbia has since expanded its’ network to three locations. 500 hot meals are served nightly from Sunday to Thursday, and residents can pick up frozen meals on Thursday night for the Sabbath, on which the kitchen is closed. 


Notably, the menu is improvised based on what type of donated groceries and produce arrive each morning, but the dishes always vary, even with limited ingredients (for example, sweet carrots one afternoon, salty the next).


All the money that would have been spent on a typical Sheva Brachot affair was donated to the charity. Reiter sponsored everyone’s three-course meal, and secured a musician and photographer, who lent their services free of charge. After vegetable soup, mashed potatoes and roasted chicken were brought to the guests, with assorted fruits and hot tea available for dessert. The attire on display was a testament to how diverse a community Masbia serves: Hasidic garb blended together with shorts and t-shirts.

It was clear that the regulars enjoyed the party. Over joyous music, some “customers” even joined the Reiters’ large table and dined with the bride and groom. “I’m thrilled we did this,” Tzippy, the bride, said. She hopes this idea catches on and other young couples decide to give back to the community. “This was my favorite night of Sheva Brachot. No sacrifice was made,” the groom, Yitzchak, added. “We appreciated the patrons’ presence more than they appreciated ours.”
Reprinted from the August 27, 2018 email of Tablet Magazine.

Rav Avigdor Miller on Hachnasas Orchim


QUESTION: How far should a person go to fulfill the mitzvah of hachnasas orchim (hospitality)? 

ANSWER: And the answer is it depends on the circumstances. If you have to go to work, so your job is hachnasas orchim to your wife and your children. You have to pay rent for them. So you have to weigh one thing against another. And if the orei'ach, the guest you're considering, happens to be a dangerous person; let’s say you see him walking up your steps mumbling to himself, so watch out. Let him stay in the street. If you want, you can carry something out for him into the street, but make sure to close your door behind you.


So everything depends on the circumstances; how far you should go depends on the situation. If it's a meshulach from Eretz Yisroel or a chossid from Williamsburg and he’s walking in the hot sun all day long trying to collect a dollar or so for his fourteen children, when he comes to your house try to finagle him to take a glass of water from your kitchen. He wouldn’t eat anything else in your house, I can assure you. He’s afraid that your milk is not cholov Yisroel, he’s afraid that your bread is not kosher. But ask him, "Maybe you want a glass of water? Maybe you want an orange."  Ah, if you can deceive such a man, if you can trick him into taking an apple from you, then you have lived for a purpose that day.


It’s a pity that people don’t understand that. They give him a dollar and let him go on. And he goes farmatert, weary and thirsty, from house to house. This man has a lot of children and he works hard. He works in the factory. But on Sundays he’s off, so Sunday he goes collecting money to pay tuition for his children. That’s what they do. They have to pay tuition. 


The Satmarer cheder doesn’t give tuition for nothing. And so on Sundays he collects tuition for his children. So if you see him on the street and you give him something, it's not a bad idea to invite him in for a drink. If you can pour something down his throat, you’re a lucky man. So how far you should go depends on the circumstances; it depends on the giver and on the recipient and on the circumstances. TAPE #371 (August 1981)

Reprinted from the August 26, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor.
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