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Weekly Parasha Insights - Parashat Vayishlah

The Reason Why Sadikim Love Their Money

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


Parashat Vayishlah tells the famous story of Yaakob's fight against an angel that confronted him and attacked him as he made his way to meet his brother Esav. The incident itself is fascinating and requires in-depth analysis, but the background to this episode is also significant and worthy of study. 


The Torah tells that as Yaakob traveled, he and his family came upon the Yabok river, and Yaakob moved his family and all his belongings across the river. But then, for some reason, he was left alone on the opposite side. It was there, as Yaakob stood alone, that he was unexpectedly assaulted by the mysterious man who turned out to be an angel.


What was Yaakob doing alone on the other side of the river? After he brought over his wives, children, servants and belongings, why didn't he join them on the other side and continue traveling?

Going Back to Retrieve “Small Jugs”


The Midrash explains that Yaakob went back across the river to retrieve "Pachim Ketanim" - "small jugs" - that he had forgotten to bring over. He took the time to cross the river, and stood all alone in the dark of night, in order that he would not lose a number of small items that were left on the other side. The Sages of the Midrash make an astonishing comment on the basis of this incident: "The Sadikim - their money is as dear to them as their souls." The effort that Yaakob exerted to retrieve small, inexpensive possessions reflects the importance to which he - and Sadikim in general - afford their material goods.


This statement appears to directly contradict the most elementary notions of Torah values and piety. We are always taught that the more righteous a person is, the less interest he has in material possessions, as he instead invests his time, thought and energy into the pursuit of spiritual excellence. The Sadik is the one who sacrifices a life of material comforts for spiritual greatness. What, then, do the Sages mean when they say about the Sadikim, "Their money is as dear to them as their souls"?

The Story of an Indignant Man


The story is told of an indignant man who owned next to nothing. He could not even afford a cup for Netilat Yadayim, and it troubled him that he could not fulfill this Misva. One night, before he went to sleep, he prayed to G-d with all his heart to provide him with a washing cup. Sure enough, the next morning, he found a washing cup on the floor near his bed, with a note that read, "Here is the cup you requested. Sincerely, G-d."


The man was exuberant. Besides receiving something that he desperately wished for, he had also received a special, personal gift directly from G-d. He cherished that washing cup from that day on, realizing that it was a personal gift from the A-mighty.

The Man’s Becomes Wealthy


Years later, the man's fortunes were reversed, and he became wealthy. He was finally able to move into a large house, and he hired movers to transport his belongings to his new residence. As he unpacked, he realized that his beloved washing cup was missing. He called the movers, and it turned out that they didn't bother bringing the washing cup.


"It's just an old, plastic cup, and we figured you didn't need it anymore," he was told.


Of course, the man was dismayed. It may have been just a simple plastic cup, but it meant the world to him.  It was a clear expression of G-d's unique love for him, and he wouldn't want to give it up for anything in the world.

Direct Gifts from G-d


This is why the Sadikim love their money. They view everything they have, even the smallest items in their possession, as direct gifts from G-d. When one approaches his material assets from this perspective, he exercises extreme care not to waste or squander even a penny. Every morsel of food and every small gadget in his home was given to him by G-d Himself as an expression of love, affection and concern for his needs. How can he give it up?  He wants to hold onto it forever!


And when we view our possessions from this perspective, we also immediately recognize that everything we have is given to us for a spiritual purpose. If we would wake up in the morning and find some money on the ground with a note by G-d telling us He gave it to us, we would, without doubt, donate all of it to charity. After all, if G-d gave it to us, it must be for a lofty purpose. 

Our Possessions are Given

To Us for a Lofty Purpose


So why are the rest of our possessions any different? They, too, are given to us as a personal gift from Hashem, and we must therefore assume that they have been given to us for a lofty purpose, to serve G-d. The basketball net in our driveway is to help our children grow and have an outlet to enable them to learn. The treadmill in the basement is there so we can be healthy and able to serve Hashem. Our fancy chinaware is in our cabinets to give honor to Shabbat and the holidays. The fine clothing in our closets serves to give us a dignified appearance and thereby bring honor to G-d, the Torah and the Jewish people.


This is why Yaakob afforded such importance to the "Pachim Ketanim."  He understood that if G-d gave him these jugs, then they must serve some purpose, and he therefore was not prepared to let them go. Everything we have has been given to us for a purpose. Our challenge is to determine that purpose, and ensure to direct all our material assets towards that goal.

Rabbi Eli Mansour is the Rav of Congregation Bet Yaakob in Flatbush.

Tefillah - A Direct

Connection to Hashem

The Great Tzaddikim knew that Tefillah was a direct connection to Hashem. Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Herman, author of “All For The Boss” was a Litvak (Mitnagid) and never went to see Chassidishe Rebbes. But when the Holy and great Belzer Rebbe - Rabbi Aharon Rokeach - The Kedushat Aharon arrived in Eretz Yisrael, whom he heard so much about and learned that Belzer Rebbe was amongst the greatest Tzaddikim of the generation, Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Herman decided that he would like to go visit the Gadol.


The Belzer Rebbe was staying in Tel Aviv, so Rabbi Herman traveled from Yerushalayim to Tel Aviv for the visit. Rabbi Herman had never been to a Chassidishe Rebbe before, so he asked the people there how does one go in to see a Chassidishe Rebbe. He was told to take a note, write his and his mother’s name on it and what he is asking for. Then give a pidyon, which is a monetary gift to the Rebbe and ask him to Mitpallel (pray) for him.
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Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Herman               The Belzer Rebbe

Rabbi Yaakov Yosef Herman wrote his and his mother’s name, his request, put down some English pounds and went in to the Rebbe. The Rebbe greated him and asked him to sit down. The Belzer Rebbe looked at the note, was Mitpallel and then picked up his head and said to Rabbi Herman, “Please take a look and see, maybe you made a mistake in the names?”�


Rabbi Herman responded that he was sure the names were correct. After all he knew his name and his mother’s. The Belzer Rebbe was Mitpallel again and this time again he told Rabbi Herman that he thought that there was a mistake in the name. The Belzer Rebbe said that he could not get a connection.


Rabbi Herman looked at the names and turned white. He did indeed make a mistake in his mother’s name. His name was Yaakov Yosef ben Mina Rivka, but he wrote Yaakov Yosef ben Mina Riva. Rabbi Herman rewrote the name correctly and The Belzer Rebbe said that it was now good, and he was able to get a connection. The Belzer Rebbe then gave Rabbi Herman a Beracha.


Tzaddikim and Gedolim whose whole lives are Torah and Mitzvot and whose whole thoughts are to do Hashem’s will, have the power that their Tefilot go very high.   (Reprinted from an email sent by Saul Kassin.)
Grandma’s Lost 
Challah, Found

By Carol Ungar

How I discovered a recipe for the sourdough bread my grandmother made, before she died in the Holocaust
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My mother had always insisted that her mother was an amazing baker, and her challah was second to none. So, when I first started baking challah, I wanted my grandmother’s recipe. But my grandmother wasn’t available for asking. She was dead, murdered by the Nazis.


Back in the late 1980s, when I was a new bride, I phoned my mother long distance, from my home in Jerusalem to her home in New York. “I don’t have a recipe.” She told me. “Why potchke? Buy! The bakery makes such good challahs.”


But I wanted to bake. I wanted to stretch my muscles, dirty my fingers, and knead my prayers into my dough as I imagined my grandmother had done.


“Are you sure you don’t remember?” I prodded.


My mother remembered one detail about my grandmother’s technique: “She used to save a piece from the dough and put it into the next week’s dough.”


From Torah classes, I knew about the Showbread of the Holy Temple, the Lehem HaPanim, and about the Matriarch Sarah’s challah—both of which remained fresh throughout the week. Since my grandmother was a rabbi’s daughter, I imagined that by saving this piece, my grandmother was copying Sarah and the ancient Temple priests. But who could be sure? I never imagined that I’d solve the mystery of this esoteric ritual—and that it would lead me to a deeper connection with my grandmother.

***
The Fourth of Six Children


Born at the turn of the 20th century in Czenger, in northeastern Hungary, Cecilia Tzirel Blau was the fourth of six children. An intelligent child, she attended school until she was 16, a long time in those days. In her early twenties, she married Chaim Bleier, a handsome former yeshiva student and World War I veteran who was 10 years her senior. Less than a year later, she gave birth to a son and named him after Theodor Herzl; he died in infancy.


During childbirth, my grandmother contracted puerperal, or childbed, fever, which almost killed her. Her doctor ordered her to stop having children, but the following year she became pregnant again. Like the biblical matriarchs, her desire to give life outweighed her desire to live. Again, she became ill, but this time both she and the baby survived. That baby was my mother, my grandmother’s only child.
My Grandfather Immigrated to America Illegally


In 1930, my grandfather immigrated to America illegally. He planned to bring over the rest of the family, but by the time he could afford boat tickets, war had broken out. In the spring of 1944, my mother and grandmother were deported. Upon their arrival at Auschwitz, a man approached them. “Nisht a tochter und a mama—shverstern,” he said: You aren’t mother and daughter—tell the Nazis that you are sisters. The Nazis were only interested in keeping young people alive, so they could work; if they’d known my grandmother’s actual age, she would have been sent to the gas chambers.


The scam nearly worked. My grandmother survived for six months. Then in October 1944, as she and my mother were being moved to another camp, my grandmother vanished. “I turned around and she was gone,” my mother recalled. No one knows whether she was shot or gassed or beaten to death. Every year on the day after Simchat Torah, my mother lights a yahrzeit candle.


I am my mother’s first child and only daughter. From my grandmother, I inherited my name—Carol is an Anglicization of Tzirel—my high cheekbones, my curly hair, my love of books and, according to my mother, a passion for baking challah.


Over time, I’ve learned about other challah recipes, shapes, and braiding techniques. I’ve heard of 12-braid challah, challah baked with chocolate chips, challah shaped like a hangman’s noose (for Purim), but I could never find a recipe that mentioned my grandmother’s practice of saving dough.
The Golden Age of Jewish Baking


Until now. Reading Inside the Jewish Bakery: Recipes and Memories From the Golden Age of Jewish Baking , which came out several months ago, I found a sentence in the challah chapter that seemed to bop me over the head: “In the west of the Yiddishe heym—Germany, Austria, Hungary …. Barches were … leavened with wild yeast, giving it a pronounced sourdough flavor.”


From my own research into Jewish culinary history, I knew that barches was a European name for challah, an acronym of the phrase birkat Hashem hi teasher—the L-rd’s blessing brings riches. But I’d never heard of sourdough challah. I knew enough about baking, however, to know that sourdough involves a starter, essentially a bit of fermented dough that’s saved from week to week. Could it be, I wondered, that my grandmother’s saved piece of dough was actually sourdough starter?
Like A Detective Ferreting Out Evidence


I phoned my mother. Like a detective ferreting out evidence, I was careful in my questioning.


“That dough your mother saved,” I asked, “what kind of container did she store it in?”


That would be a telltale sign. Sourdough starter required an earthenware or glass home to survive.


“It was a crock,” she told me.


That was it. My story about my grandmother emulating Sarah the Matriarch, carrying on the ancient tradition of the Showbread from Temple days, was as phony as Bernie Madoff’s stock fund. But I didn’t care. I was thrilled! There was no grave to visit, and only some photographs and tablecloths as mementos of a woman I never met, so this recipe would take me as close as I could ever get to her.


I got to work making my first ever batch of sourdough starter. Following the instructions in Joy of Cooking, I combined flour, water, and yeast into a substance that looked suspiciously similar to beige house paint. For a week, my starter sat on my windowsill shrouded with a white dishtowel. Like an anxious mother of a newborn, I checked it constantly, stirring it every so often with a wooden spoon to bring on the desired chemical reaction.


As Irma Rombauer writes in Joy of Cooking, sourdough is for the “adventurous, persistent and leisurely cook.” After a full week, my starter bubbled and let out a strong smell, which I hoped indicated that the desired fermentation had occurred.
Adapted from the Trumat HaDeshen


Using the starter, I tried the Rich Sourdough Barches recipe from Inside the Jewish Bakery, which the authors say is adapted from the Trumat HaDeshen, the writings of 15th-century sage Rabbi Israel ben Petachiah Isserlein. Excited as I was to be taking this journey into culinary history, the cookbook’s description of a “pronounced sourdough flavor” made me fear that my challah would taste acidic, and the dough’s firmness and long rising time made me worry that my barches would be tough. So, I hedged my bet and made sourdough barches rolls instead. Since rolls weren’t quite as majestic as full-sized challahs, I reckoned that I wouldn’t feel quite as devastated if they ended up in the trash.


Throughout the baking, I kept opening the oven door to check that my rolls were rising. When they finally puffed up, I could hardly wait to taste them. I hoped they’d be good; I didn’t want to think that my grandmother, in whose memory I was doing this, baked lousy bread.


I wasn’t disappointed. Savory and strongly flavored, the rolls were wonderfully hearty, like good country bread. The following Thursday, I used the recipe to bake two wonderful loaves of challah. Since then, I’ve become a little addicted to sourdough, replenishing the starter and baking every week.


They say that the dead know the affairs of the living. Could it be that my grandmother watches me as I try to copy her? If she is, I hope she’s smiling.

***

Carol Ungar is the author of Jewish Soul Food: Traditional Fare and What It Means, and a prize-winning writer who blogs about traditional Jewish food at Kosher Home Cooking.
Reprinted from May 16, 2012 email of Tablet Magazine.
Marital Harmony
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Chumash Bereishis has another name:  It is called Sefer HaYoshor, the Book of the Upright.  This is because it discusses the lives of our righteous patriarchs Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, and matriarchs, Sorah, Rivka, Rochel, and Leah.  The purpose of these discussions is not historical.  Rather they are to teach us how to live by example.  Since marriage is one of the most important challenges of life, it stands to reason that the Torah will give us lessons for this all-important endeavor.  I’d like to give you an example from each of our patriarchs’ lives in regard to marital harmony.
The Spelling of Avraham’s Tent


When Avraham was getting ready to settle down at one of his stops, the Torah says, “Vayeit oholo – And he pitched his tent.”  Curiously, the Torah spells the word ‘ololah’ with the letter hei at the end, making it a feminine term, and making the translation: ‘her tent.’  In other words, it has the pronunciation of ‘his tent’ but has the spelling of ‘her tent.’  


Rashi explains that this is to teach us that Avraham Avinu pitched his wife’s tent before he pitched his own to teach us that one is required to honor his wife more than himself.  This then begs the question, Why didn’t the Torah simply say that he pitched her tent?  I believe that the Torah is teaching us one of the great tasks of marriage: That husband and wife should become like one.  In halachic terms, this is referred to as ishto k’gufo, one’s wife is like one’s own body.  It is for this reason that, even if daughters light their own menorah on Chanukah, the wife does not for she is one with her husband.  Thus, when Avraham pitched his wife’s tent, it was as if he was pitching his own – as they were one.
When Reb Aryeh Levin’s 
Rebbetzin’s Knee was in Pain


If this sounds tricky, let me give you a practical example.  When Reb Aryeh Levin’s Rebbetzin had a problem with her knee, he took her to the doctor.  When the doctor asked what’s wrong, he replied, “Our foot hurts us,” and not, “My wife’s foot hurts her.”  Now, this manifests itself in another area.  Just like your right hand is not jealous of the successes of your left hand, so too when a husband and wife achieve this sense of oneness, neither spouse is jealous of the other’s successes for they are one.  They are also deeply sensitive to each other’s needs and desires.


Now, let’s turn our attention to Yitzchak.  The Torah tells us that one day Avimelech was looking and saw through a window that Yitzchak was m’tzacheik es Rivka ishto.  Literally, this means he was causing his wife to laugh.  We cannot overestimate the importance of couples generating happiness for one another.  A house with laughter generates well-rounded children and has a much better chance for good health and well-being.
The Sephardic Kesubah


In the Sephardic kesubah, there is a clause that I wish we Ashkenazim could adopt.  It is just two words but these words make all the difference.  “Anah asaber – I will smile.”  The groom commits himself that, with all the vicissitudes of life, and all the pressures and distractions, he will still remember to smile at his wife.


Let’s consider when was the last time we initiated a smile to our wife or husband?  Generally we smile in reaction to something funny but the kesubah is telling us that we should make a concerted effort to make a smile and create an aura of happiness.  The importance of ‘simchas hachaim,’ joie d’vivre, love of life in a home is vital for a Torah lifestyle for we want Shechina in our homes and the Shechina does not devolve m’toch atzvus, in the midst of sadness.


Let’s now take a look at the life of Yaakov Avinu, Jacob, our Forefather.  We know that Yaakov had a legendary dream where he saw a vision of a ladder with angels going up and down upon it.  The word ladder in Hebrew is sulom, which has the numerical gematria of 136.  The Baal HaTurim teaches us that the wordmamon, money, is also equal in gematria to 136.  This teaches us that in finances Hashem causes people to rise and become rich and other people to descend and become poor.


The Chida adds a vital caveat to this lesson.  He asks, Why did Yaakov have this dream at this particular juncture of his life?  He answers that since Yaakov was setting out to get married, Hashem showed him this financial lesson since the success with one’s wealth is determined by one’s wife.  This is based on a Gemora in Bava Mitzia: Ein bracha shruya b’soch beiso shel adam ela bishvil isto, she’ne’emar, ‘v’Avraham heitiv bavurah’ – Blessing is only found in a person’s home because of his wife, like it states, ‘And Hashem was good to Avraham because of her (Sarah, his wife.).’  Imagine that: with all of Avraham’s hospitality, with his passing the ten trials, he only received financial prosperity because of his wife.
A Plea to the Husbands of Mechuza


The great Talmudist Rava was also a pulpit rabbi, the chief Rabbi of the wealthy port city of Mechuza.  He announced from the pulpit the following request to his congregants.  “B’matusa mi’neichu hokiru n’shaichu ki heichi d’tisasru – I beg of you: honor your wives in order that you should become wealthy.”  Now, as a pulpit Rabbi myself, I have found this recommendation of Rava to be very peculiar.  If I were giving a lecture on honoring one’s wife, I would say that it should be done in order to ensure the Shechina in the home, as it says, “Ish v’isha shalom beineihem, Shechina shruya beineihem – A husband and wife, if there is peace between them then the Shechina abides with them.”  


Or, I would say that they should strive to honor one another so that their children will do the same when they get married.  For, in a world riddled with divorce, there is no better insurance than to model proper marital behavior to the children.  I would also say that the key to happiness is peace at home, for Rashi teaches us in Parshas Bechukosai, “Im ein shalom, ein klum – If there’s no peace, there is nothing.” 


Finally, I would say that the husband should live up to the obligation which he pledged in the Kesuva-the Jewish marriage contract. There it states, “Ana eflach v’okir- I will work and honor her etc.” I wouldn’t have thought to headline that one should honor his wife in order to get rich!?


But, the great Rava was a realist.  He knew that everyone wants to become wealthy.  Shechina, children, happiness, pledges; they all sound good; Dollars and cents; that makes baalei batim listen.  So Rava says, You want the greenbacks?  You want the 100K?  It’s all about honoring your wife.  That is the incentive that we should hold before us when things get tough and tense in the home.  In the merit of our strengthening the honor that we give to one another, may Hashem shower us with long life, good health, and all kinds of happiness. (Reprinted from the December 2, 2015 website of Matzav.com)

Human Rights or

Animal Rights

By Rabbi Berach Steinfeld
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When Yaakov is invited to accompany Esav and he declines Yaakov says, “My master, you know that my children are young and I have lots of animals under my responsibility. If I push them too hard, all the sheep will die.”


The question arises: if there is a danger that the young children might succumb to the quick travel, why is it that Yaakov only mentions that the animals might die? It sounds as if Yaakov cared more for his animals than for his children. Is that possible?


Rabbi Michelson explains this in his scholarly work, Shailos U’Tshuvos Tiros Ve’Yitzhar, siman kuf tzaddik. He elucidates the posuk in Parshas Toldos, Perek Chof Zayin where Yitzchok tells Esav, “Sharpen your sword and arrow.”

Afraid that His Son Had 

Become an Animal Rights Activist


Rashi explains that Yitzchok told Esav, “Sharpen your knife so that you may shecht properly to ensure that you will not feed me tarfus.” The Yefeh Toar asks the following question. We know that Esav had fooled Yitzchok into thinking that he was a tzaddik. Why does Yitzchok feel a need to warn him? 
The Yefeh Toar explains that Yitzchok accused Esav of becoming an animal rights activist, something commonly found in the “umos ha’olam.” Their opposition to shechita resulted in laws being made against it. Yitzchok was worried that as a result of those laws Esav won’t shecht properly.


In the same vein we can explain the words of Yaakov to his brother Esav that he can’t accompany him to Edom. Yaakov pointed out the danger to his animals because the Jew haters do not consider that the blood of a Jew is worth anything. They would kill the Jew in a heartbeat; whereas they have compassion on the animals and make animal rights  laws and support groups. Yaakov figured that the way to get a listening ear from Esav would be to go straight to his heart; which is concerned with protecting the animals even at the expense of human life.

Nazi Compassion for an “Innocent” Dog


During World War II there was a Jew who escaped from a train that was zooming down the tracks to the furnaces of the concentration camps. The Nazis chased the fugitive. He quickly ran into a dilapidated building. As the Nazis neared the building, a dog started barking hysterically. 


One Nazi said to the other, “Let’s shoot the dog to get to the Jew in the building.” The other Nazi responded incredulously, “What! Are you crazy? You want to kill an innocent dog?” This story shows the veracity of the above discussion.


Jews are not cruel to animals. We run our lives with the concept of “Tzaar Baalei Chaim” as a guide for what we will or will not do. However, nothing is more precious than a human life! Let’s appreciate every moment of our lives!

Reprinted from the December 13, 2016 website of Matzav.com
Thoughts that Count

And You said, "I will surely do good with you" (Gen. 32:13)


Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov used to say: "Master of the Universe! Everything You do is most assuredly good, but there is a good which is immediately apparent, and a good which does not seem to be so at first. May it be Your will to bestow upon us only that type of good which is immediately revealed!"

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5777 edition of “L’Chaim Weekly.”

And Jacob was left alone (Gen. 32:25)

Litzman Goes to War

Against Sufganiyot
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Israeli Health Minister Yaakov Litzman


Israeli Health Minister Yaakov Litzman is urging parents to find alternatives to the traditional Chanukah donuts this year.


He declared his jihad against sufganiyot at a conference to promote healthy eating.


This war against donuts follows Liztman’s previous battles against McDonald’s, soda and snacks.


“I call on the public to avoid eating sufganiyot, which are rich in fats,” Litzman said. “You can find alternatives for everything nowadays and there is no need for us to fatten our children with sufganiyot, which are not in line with the principles of health and proper nutrition.”


“If I had to say this today, I’d say sufganiyot out,” Litzman said. “You can eat them, of course, because it is part of the chag’s customs, but there are alternatives.”

Reprinted from the December 13, 2016 website of Matzav.com

The commentator Rashi relates that Jacob had gone back to retrieve some "small flasks" which he had inadvertently left behind. Rabbi Isaac Luria explains that Jacob was exceedingly careful with his possessions because every object found within a person's domain has spiritual significance and repercussions. 

Our physical possessions are no less important in our service of G-d than the spiritual gifts we are given. All of our assets, talents, and skills are to be utilized to the same end---to bring us closer to our Father in heaven (The Rim of Gur)
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5777 edition of L’Chaim Weekly.
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