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Rabbi Yosef Viener Discusses the Importance of Helping Other Jews 

By Daniel Keren
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The second speaker at the Thanksgiving Day Hakhel Yarchei Kallah Event was Rabbi Yosef Viener, Rav of K’hal Sha’ar HaShomayim in Monsey. He spoke on the topic of “Decision Making and Acharayis [Accepting Responsibility].” 


Discussing the origins of Chanukah, Rabbi Viener said the decision that Matisyahu made and asked his children to carry out was indeed very unique and had never been done before and certainly not since.


Throughout our long and different golus (exile,) goyim have at various times challenged Jews with two stark choices – either accept the religious belief of the non-Jewish majority or be killed!


Were the Maccabees obligated to risk their lives to try to spiritually save the vast majority of Jews who were in great danger of giving up their Yiddishkeit and surrendering to the dominant culture of their Hellenistic rulers?
Not Much of an Objective Chance to be Successful


Objectively, the Macabees did not have much of a chance to be successful. But that did not deter the Macabees from making the difficult decision to fight and oppose the Greeks. Had the Macabees not started the fight against the [Greek] Hellenists, they most probably could have safely fled to the isolated caves and freely lived their lives of Torah observance.


Similarly we find that Rebbi Akiva could have safely hidden himself at home and studied Torah for the rest of his life in his comfortable daled amos, instead of risking his life by teaching Torah in public to many Jews. Indeed that activity of spreading Torah to the masses was how he was caught by the Roman [occupiers of Eretz Yisroel] and executed al Kiddush Hashem.


Rabbi Viener noted we are always trying to determine whom we should focus our attention on with regards to helping [alienated Jews] come closer to Torah. First one has to realize that all Jews are indeed a part of the same Klal (nation.)


Reflecting on the recent tragedy in Pittsburgh, Rabbi Viener said we have to understand that we don’t forgive and forget what others [our enemies] did to us. [Blind] ahava (love) to those who hate us is not a Jewish concept, but [a corrupted virtue] of another religion.

Protecting Oneself when Trying to Help Others Spiritually


The only caveat in our kiruv efforts is that we fortify ourselves to protect ourselves from being negatively influenced by the corrupt ideologies of those (assimilated) Jews whom we are trying to bring closer to a pure Torah way-of-life. This particularly applies to protecting one’s children from such influences of those who you invite into your home to makariv.


Another aspect of acharayis (responsibility) relates to how one behaves as an employee or a partner and that one must be honest in working 100% for their boss or with their partner for the time they are being paid for.


We learn from Yosef Hatzaddik that even though he was unfairly sold by his brothers as a slave and forced to work for the evil Potiphar and simultaneously had to deal with his master’s immoral wife; he nevertheless continued to work loyally for the benefit of his master with all of his efforts.


One should never fall into the trap of justifying the taking of extra cash from the business because you think that your boss is not paying one a fair salary or giving the raises that you believe yourself to righteously deserve.

The Difference between Esav and Dovid Hamelech


Many people are indeed challenged by difficult middos (characteristic traits). For example, Esav had a natural inclination towards violence and bloodshed. Unfortunately Esav surrendered to his inclination to be evil, whereas King David was similarly born with the very same midah of desiring to be violent and shedding blood.


However Dovid did not surrender to his natural inclination, but rather worked extremely hard on gaining control of that dangerous desire. As a result he was successful in transforming that evil trait by using it primarily against the fierce enemies of the Jewish people (i.e. the Philistines) which is a proper way to utilize such a tendency.


Rabbi Viener concluded by noting that in life everything is guaranteed an x-amount of aggravation [that is determined each year at Rosh Hashanah for each Jew.] Why not utilize a major portion of this fore-ordained aggravation in positive manner by trying to help other Jews even though all of your efforts might not be successful. But you will still gain incredible ruchnius (spiritual) rewards from shomayim (heaven.)
Reprinted from the November 29, 2018 edition of the Flatbush Jewish News.

Don’t be a Snob
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Once again, I’d like to share with my dear readers another piece of wisdom from the Orchos Chaim l’HaRosh.  In Number 67 of this holy sefer, the Rosh tackles the knotty contemporary problem of snobbery.  The Rosh proclaims, “Al tehi bahz l’kol adom – Do not look down at any man…” 


The Rosh knows human nature.  We tend to denigrate people.  “He’s not yeshivishe enough,” or “She’s such a slob.” How about the wealthy who don’t mix with the ‘plain’ folk?  “They’re just not our type,” they are heard to say.  


The Rosh says this is completely not the Torah way.  Then, he gives a reason for rejecting such behavior.  “Sh’ein lo adom sh’ein lo sha’ah – For there is no man who doesn’t have his time.” Imagine that you looked down all the years at Yankele the plumber, thumbing your nose at his dirty overalls and jalopy station wagon.  Then,Yankle wins the Mega Million Powerball.  Overnight, your view of him does a complete turnabout.


The M’kor Chaim adds that when the Rosh says that there is no one who doesn’t have his time, he isn’t necessarily referring to this world.  It might be in the next world.  So, when you look down upon the beggar who knocks on your door or interrupts you while you are at prayer, reflect for a moment that this G-d fearing beggar, who does everything honestly and steals minutes throughout the day to say Tehillim and who doesn’t fritter away any time on frivolous pursuits, might have a much more awesome eternity that you do, while all the while you snub him thinking in your mind “What a parasite – preying on hardworking people like me.”


How sad that snobbery has left its ugly imprint on the shidduch scene.  Many a wealthy family will not consider taking a middle class girl for their son, exclaiming “They’re just not like us!”  How much easier it would be if the rich would take a middle class or poor mate and many a time the girl will be less spoiled and not so high maintenance.


In truth, the Rosh’s warning about not being a snob is inherent in the famous Mishna in Pirkei Avos, “Eizehu chacham?  Halomeid miko ladam – Who is wise? He who allows himself to learn from every person.”  This is a rare quality.  Most people only learn from a select few who, in their eyes, constitute the elite.   It takes a wise man to know that you can learn from everyone – even the beggar, even the ‘slob,’ even the angry – because they have trained themselves to focus on the good and to mine that which is special in every person.


They notice that this one is a good parent, this one is a good davener, this one is charitable, and this one is a good spouse.  Although this person is always yelling, he always finds time to spend with his parents.  And even though this one is stingy, he doesn’t talk in shul and he collects the siddurim at the end of davening.


In the merit of purging snobbery from our lifestyle, may Hashem bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful. 
Reprinted from the June 29, 2016 website of Matzav.com

Learning from Joseph How

A Jew Should Live in Exile

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The Jewish people, descendents of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, are often referred to by the name of another of our great forebears, Joseph. "Listen, O Shepherd of Israel, You Who leads Joseph like a flock," sings the Psalmist. Rashi explains that every Jew is called "Joseph," "because he (Joseph) sustained and provided for them during the famine," a narrative of which appears in this week's Torah portion, Vayigash.

At first glance, this seems to be an insufficient explanation. Why call an entire nation after one individual, no matter how exalted, just because he was instrumental in aiding the Jewish people during a certain short period in their history?


Chasidic philosophy teaches that every phenomenon in the physical world exists only because of its spiritual root above. Indeed, the physical manifestation in this world is only a reflection of the true spiritual reality. The fact that Joseph sustained the fledgling Jewish people with food (as well as the rest of the known world at the time), reflects the fact that it was he who imbued his people with the spiritual nourishment and sustenance they needed to survive in exile, as well. The lack of food, the famine which hit Egypt, was accompanied by a spiritual famine, for the exile in Egypt was a time of great darkness and trouble for the Jewish people. It was Joseph who gave his descendants the strength to deal with the hardships and adversity of exile.


Joseph, in his role as second in command to Pharaoh, broke new ground and paved an innovative path in the service of G-d. Joseph's brothers were shepherds, an occupation which gave them plenty of time to pursue a spiritual life. By contrast, Joseph lived a life of involvement in the world, first as the manager of Potifar's household, later when he was in charge of his fellow prisoners in jail, and finally, when he was appointed second in command over all of Egypt.


Although Joseph was always intimately involved in the day-to-day details of the physical world, as was dictated by his various positions, his greatness lies in the fact that he never severed his spiritual connection to G-d, and in fact, emerged even stronger in his service and commitment.


Much of Joseph's life was spent in exile, in the center of the most cosmopolitan society of his time. Yet, he remained untouched by the lure of the material world and unbowed in his religious faith.


Joseph therefore symbolizes, more than any of the Patriarchs or the rest of the twelves tribes, the essence of the Jewish people. As we stand on the threshold of the Messianic Era, we look back on the thousands of years of Jewish exile spent under the dominion of the nations of the world.


Although we have, of necessity, concerned ourselves with the daily, mundane details of our lives, our relationship with G-d has remained as strong as ever. Indeed, our goal in life is not to withdraw from the world to concentrate solely on the spiritual; a Jew's task is to combine the two realms, imbuing the physical world with holiness. It is in our forefather Joseph's merit that we have been given the power to withstand any spiritual "famine" which could possibly threaten our existence as "Joseph's flock.

Reprinted from the Parashat Mikeitz 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Parshas Vayigash
Life is Like a Video Game
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“And Yaakov said to Pharaoh, ‘The days of my sojourning are a hundred and thirty. Few and difficult were the days of my life, and they haven’t reached the length of days of my father’s life.” — Bereishis 47:9  



For most of his life, Yaakov Avinu suffered tests, trials and tribulations. It seems that his days were spent moving from adversity to crisis. Clearly, he didn’t have it easy, and the suffering took its toll. 


When Yaakov came down to Mitzrayim and appeared in the king’s court, Pharaoh was so astounded at how aged Yaakov looked that his very first utterance was, “How old are you?” The Rishonim explain that Yaakov looked older than anyone Pharaoh had ever seen. 


Yaakov responded: it wasn’t that he was that old; it was that he had a hard life. “Few and difficult were the days of my life.” 


The Medrash says that when Yaakov said these words, HASHEM responded, “I saved you from Aysav and Lavan, I returned Dina and Yosef to you, and you are complaining about your life? Because of this you will lose 33 years!” (Das Zakainim 49:9)


This Medrash is very difficult to understand. Every word that Yaakov said was true. He did live a very difficult life. He was beset with troubles and distress. He suffered for decades. The proof of this was his appearance — his suffering aged him. What possible sin did Yaakov commit by expressing the reality of his hard life? 


The answer to this question can be best understood with a parable. 

Virtual boxing game


If you enter a video arcade, you might notice the boxing game. For your two dollars in tokens, you get to fight a virtual boxer. When you put your money in and put the gloves on, up on the screen the referee appears to usher you and your opponent into the center of the ring. 


And then, “ Ding!” — the action starts. Jab, jab, duck, punch. Jab, jab, duck, punch. Your opponent circles. He swings wide, you block and counter. THUD! He falls to the canvas. The count: 1, 2, 3. . . But no. He’s back up and now on the offensive. He throws a power right to your midsection — thud! Now, a hook to your jaw — smash! Now it’s you that’s down. The count 1, 2, 3, 4. . . but you’re back up, and the fight continues. Jab, jab, hook. Duck. Jab, jab. Move right. The bell rings again, signaling the end of the round. 


And you are sweating. No matter what shape you are in, the pace is so fast and the simulation so real that you are putting everything into it. And then you go to spend the rest of your day with your children. No headaches, no bruises. 


If you speak to someone who has been in a real boxing ring, you get a very different picture. Likely, you will hear something like, “Nothing in my life prepared me for those two minutes — the punches to the jaw, the jabs to the head, and more than anything, the fear that at any moment this beast is going to smash my brains in. . .” All of that make boxing a very different experience than the boxing arcade. It’s a whole lot less fun.

Life is like a video game


This is a very apt parable for life. Throughout our lives, HASHEM puts us through many different situations, all measured, all finely focused for our growth. Some are tests of endurance, some are tests of faith, and some are tests of patience, but each one is custom-designed for our growth. But like a video game — it’s not real. It’s a mirage, just a frightening image. When it is over, we see it for what it was — an empty threat. 


The Chovos HaLevovos (Shaar HaBitachon) explains that one of the basics of our belief system is, –“You can’t harm me; you can’t help me.” Everything is decreed by HASHEM. Every ounce of suffering, every event that is to befall a person, is all decided, defined and directed by HASHEM Himself. No human being can inflict damage to me that wasn’t already decided by HASHEM. 


With this cognition comes a deep understanding: the doctor isn’t the determinant of whether I live or die; the threat isn’t the failing economy; the danger isn’t man. All humans are powerless to affect my destiny. Like a simulated opponent in an arcade game, they look very menacing, but it is just smoke and mirrors. HASHEM is hiding behind every scene, orchestrating the outcome. And all along, I am always safe and sound, guarded and protected. 


This seems to be the answer to the Medrash. Yaakov suffered during his lifetime, and that was the problem. For any mortal going through these events, it would have been expected and reasonable for him to have felt fear and anxiety. But this was Yaakov Avinu. This was the man who walked with HASHEM. This was the man who saw HASHEM in every moment and every action. He should have recognized the fight scene as the mirage that it was — a mere illusion. If he felt fear and actually suffered, then on some level he didn’t see through the smoke and mirrors, and for Yaakov Avinu, that was unacceptable. 


This concept is very applicable to us. The various life challenges that we are presented with are a significant tool in our development. As we face them, if we feel a sense of dread and anxiety, it is time for us to ask ourselves: Who runs the world? The more that we come to understand that HASHEM is always present, controlling every situation, the more we feel a sense of calm security. Ultimately, our job is to be able to see the threats for what they are: mere bluffs — changing video games to challenge us to grow. 

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

On Parashat Vayigash
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After Joseph is reunited with his brothers, and Jacob and his family journey to Egypt to settle there, Joseph brings his aged father in front of the Pharaoh of Egypt. Pharaoh, who was Emperor then of the entire civilized world, asks Jacob a strange question. He asks him: " How old are you?" On the surface, this can appear to be a natural question that people ask when encountering someone of very advanced years.


Nevertheless, the question itself is disturbing to the one who is being questioned. It indicates that somehow that person has outlived his time and his usefulness. Otherwise why would the question be asked and of what value is it to the questioner if the older person responds and gives him a number indicating how long he has lived on the face of this earth.


Jacob senses that there is a note of derision implicit in the question of the Pharaoh. He is reading the mind of the Egyptian king and he realizes that Pharaoh considers him and all that he represents to be a relic of the past, a has-been, someone who is irrelevant to the current world, its challenges and accomplishments.


Because of this deeper understanding of the frame of mind of the Pharaoh when he first sees Jacob, Jacob himself answers in what initially appears to be a very strange fashion. He says that his life has been short and bitter with troubles and that he has not yet achieved in his days the accomplishment of his ancestors. In effect he is telling the Pharaoh not to discount him and his life, short and troubled as it may have been. The old man is implying that he has something left in him yet to teach and guide future generations, and even the Pharaoh himself.


This is borne out at the conclusion of the short conversation between Pharaoh and Jacob. We are told that Jacob blessed Pharaoh though the text does not reveal what specific blessings Jacob bestowed upon Pharaoh. However Jewish tradition teaches us that the blessing was that the famine, that then engulfed the world and had Egypt itself on the verge of collapse, would end.


Joseph had already confiscated all the wealth, land and people of Egypt in order to feed them during the first two years of the famine. Apparently now there were no resources left for the Pharaoh to overcome this deadly famine. The Pharaoh does not realize that the old man standing in front of him, a person that he seems to view with little value and importance is really the messenger of G-d who will save Egypt, and in fact the throne of Pharaoh as well, from destruction and annihilation.


Pharaoh was looking for new solutions, new ideas, new gods in order to extricate himself from the problems that faced him and his people. Jacob represents the old way, the way of faith and belief in service to G-d and to G-d's creatures on earth. It is true that this may not have, at first, appeared to be a popular package for the Pharaoh to adopt, but eventually it will be the only thing that will save him in Egypt. The old confer blessings upon later generations. This is not often realized and therefore the blessings are discarded, but eventually it will be only Jacob’s blessings that will prove to be worthwhile and effective.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com
Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
On Parashat Vayigash
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In Parashat Vayigash we learn of the great reunion after twenty two years when Yoseph finally is reunited with his father for the first time. This was a very historical moment in Jewish history.  The Pasuk writes in Perek 46 pasuk 29, “Vayesor Yoseph Merkavto {and Yoseph gets on his chariot} Vaya’al Likrat Yisrael Aviv Goshna {and he goes onto greet his father Yisrael in the city of Goshen} Vayera Elav {and he appears to his father} Vayipol Al Savarav {and he falls on him} Vayevch Al Savarav Od {and he cries upon him.}”

There is a seemingly cryptic Rashi here on the words ‘Vayera Elav’. Rashi writes, “Yoseph Nira El Aviv,” that the ‘Vayera El Aviv is referring to Yoseph who appeared to his father.  What is Rashi coming to teach us?  Yoseph appeared to his father.  Is it not obvious that if you go in front of somebody that you are going to be seen in front of the person? They were both seen to each other.  What is Rashi pointing to, that Yoseph appeared in front of his father?

I saw a wonderful explanation that says, that of course Yoseph in preparing to see his father after all these years had a lot of excitement and anticipation and enjoyment to see his father.  You can imagine how happy Yoseph was and the feeling that’s was running through his body, for this was his father who he loved, the father he learned Torah from.


You can imagine how much Yoseph was interested in seeing his father.  But there’s also another thought that went through Yoseph’s mind, which was the Mitzvah of Kibud Av Vaem (the respecting and honoring of you father and mother). And in the Mitzvah of respecting your father he understood that by standing in front of his father and appearing before him that it was going to give his father a lot of pleasure.


 So there are two angles here.  There’s the concept of Yoseph seeing Yaakov, which was selfish, because it was for his own personal benefit.  And then there’s the view of looking at from the side of Yaakov, who will see his son and will relish in the pleasure and enjoy the moment. Yoseph being the Tzadik that he was did not want to compromise his Mitzvah of Kibud Av.


Therefore, he went forth with 100% intent not to see his father, but to be seen in front of and by his father.  As Rashi says, ‘Yoseph Nira El Aviv’.  He wanted to do this Mitzvah of Kibud Av, that his father should have the total pleasure of seeing his son without Yoseph taking any of that moment for himself.

From here we see the righteousness of our forefathers, of the Shevatim, and how careful they were at each moment of their lives.  Even in these special moments that will never happen again in life, they gave up their own personal pleasures, normal permissible pleasures, in order to give the pleasure to their father.

Hence, Rashi is teaching us a great lesson in the Mitzvah of respecting parents, that the father’s respect sometimes or most of the time, or some will even say all the time, comes before the child’s personal needs.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn, NY.

Rabbi David Halevi (Taz) (5346-5427; 1586-1667)

By Rabbi Nissan Mindel
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Jewish religious life in the last six centuries has been governed by the code of laws, known as the "Turim," composed by Rabbenu Jacob ben Asher (who died about the year 5100/1340). This monumental work of the Arba Turim ("Four Rows," after the four rows of Jewels on the High Priest's Breastplate) contains the laws and decisions of earlier codifiers, based upon the Talmud. 


The four Turim are: Tur Orach Chaim, Tur Yoreh Deah, Tur Even Haezer and Tur Choshen Mishpat, and they cover every possible phase of Jewish life. 
About 200 years after the death of the Baal Haturim (Author of the Turim), another great scholar, Rabbi Joseph Caro (who died about 5335/1575) presented us with the famous Shulchan Aruch -(Table Arranged) in which he had re-examined and recast the law-decisions, so that every Jew could learn and understand them.


A third scholar who lived about the same time, Rabbi Moses Isserles (ReMO) added the Mappah ("Table Cloth") to the Shulchan Aruch, in which he laid down his commentaries and final law-decisions which were accepted by all Ashkenazi communities as the final word in Jewish law. 


Finally, several great scholars added their commentaries and elucidations to one or the other of the four parts of the Shulchan Aruch, among them Rabbi David Halevi, whose life story we are going to tell you here. Rabbi David Halevi, better known as the TaZ, after the initials of his main work Turei Zahav ("Rows of Gold"), was born in Vladomir, in the Province of Volhynia. His family was famed for scholarship. His father Samuel was the son of a famous scholar Rabbi Isaac Betzalels. 


In addition to his scholarship, David's father was well to do, so that the young prodigy David, who had shown unusual talent for study, was fortunate enough to grow up in an atmosphere of both wealth and learning. His early, happy youth was in marked contrast to his later years, when he suffered great hardships and poverty, as we shall see later. 


The young David was fortunate also in another way. He had an older half-brother called Rabbi Isaac Halevi, a great Talmud scholar who founded Yeshivoth in Vladomir, Chelm and Lvow Poland, and was the author of two books on Hebrew grammar, called "Siach Yitzchak," and "Brith Halevi." 


This great man dearly loved his younger brother, and became his first teacher and counsellor for many years. The affection between the two brothers never diminished in later years, and they continued to correspond with each other in writing after they had been separated. 


A part of this correspondence has been preserved. These letters are of great interest not only because they testify to the deep friendship and love that existed between the two brothers, but also because they contain an exchange of scholarly opinions on many problems of Jewish law.


Rabbi Isaac Halevi did not fail to recognize his younger brother's mental abilities, and did his best to encourage his literary work, which became indeed a masterpiece in the world of Halachah (Jewish law). 


The young scholar married the daughter of no less famous a man than he himself later became. Rabbi David Halevi's father-in-law was Rabbi Joel Sirkes, known as the BaCH, after the initials of his commentary on the Turint entitled "Bayith Chadash" (New House). 


As was customary in those days, Rabbi David stayed in his father-in-law's house for several years, during which be applied himself fully to the study of the Talmud and Posekim (codifiers). This period served him as a good preparation for the great contribution which he himself was to make to this immense literature. [Chabad.Org] (to be continued IYH)
Reprinted from the Parashat Vayigash 5779 email of whY I Matter, the parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.
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