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Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parashat Yitro 5778



The high point of Jewish spiritual history is achieved in the narrative that is this week’s Torah reading. The revelation at Sinai and the subsequent granting of the Torah to Israel defined the character and mission of the Jewish people throughout its long and eventful history. The basic ideas encompassed in the Ten Commandments have become the foundation of Western civilization. And, even though they have often been challenged, they have never been refuted or ignored.


The universality of the message of the Torah is emphasized to us by the fact that the description of the Revelation at Sinai is preceded by the story of Yitro and his journey, both the physical and spiritual one, to join the Jewish people and share their fate and mission.


Jewish tradition tells us that Yitro had previously experimented with every form and device of paganism – the dominant religion of his time in the world – in order to find a sense of purpose and serenity for his soul and inner being. He found them all to be wanting in truth and in actuality and due to his honesty and intellectual acuity; he eventually came to reject them all.


He came to Jewish thought and behavior from the outside, from being one of the leading priests of paganism of his time. But in searching for the truth, he experienced his own inner revelation that coincided with the unique holy revelation at Sinai, as seen in this week’s Torah reading. He would find it to be difficult to be an outsider coming into Israel but he would find it to be even more difficult to remain an outsider and ignore the apparent truth.


As is often the case, the outsider, so to speak, sees things more clearly than those intimately involved in a situation. There is an objectivity that an outsider can bring to bear on the circumstances at hand that are often lacking in those who are actually participating in the event.


Later on in the Torah, during the trek in the desert of Sinai, Moshe will say to Yitro: “you have been for us our eyes.”  By this statement Moshe implies that Yitro saw things even more clearly than did the Jewish people and that his appreciation of the greatness of Judaism and its Torah excelled above all. Perhaps that is why there is an opinion amongst many of the commentators and in Midrash as well that the visit of Yitro to the encampment of Israel in the desert took place before the granting of the Torah.


When this great event happened, it was Yitro above everyone else who could most appreciate what this historic moment really meant in terms of world civilization and the progress of humankind. The Jewish people may have taken the Exodus from Egypt in stride, as being their due. Yet, Yitro reminded them of the supernatural quality of the event. The same is true regarding the revelation at Sinai and therefore Yitro merited that this portion of the Torah be named for him.

Reprinted from the Parashat Yisro 5778 website of RabbiWein.com

Why Did G-d Begin the Revelation at Sinai with the Egyptian Word “Anochi”?

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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The climax of the Exodus from Egypt and the purpose for which the world was created was the Revelation on Mount Sinai. It was there that G-d gave the Ten Commandments and the Torah to the Jewish People. In front of the assemblage of every single Jewish man, woman and child, and in the presence of the souls of every Jew that would be born throughout the millennia, G-d descended on Mount Sinai and said, "I am (anochi) the L-rd your G-d." These historic events are described in this week's Torah portion, Yitro.


The Midrash points out a curious fact: The word "anochi" is not Hebrew--it is an Egyptian word!


The Ten Commandments are a condensation of all the guiding principles of the Torah. Of these, the first two commandments, "I am the L-rd your G-d" and "You shall have no other gods," have an even greater measure of holiness, for they were heard by the Jews directly from G-d Himself, and not through Moses. 

The first of these two commandments, by virtue of the order in which it was given, has even more significance. Why, then, did G-d choose to express the most lofty and exalted concept, the "I," the very essence of G-d Himself, in a foreign tongue? Why didn't G-d use the Hebrew word for I--"Ani"--to begin the most important utterance ever heard?


In order to understand this paradox, we must first examine the purpose of the Revelation on Mount Sinai. The Torah was not given to guard the holiness contained in the Hebrew tongue; for this, no G-dly earth-shaking Revelation would have been necessary. G-d descended on Mount Sinai for one reason only--to enable us to elevate even the lowest and most mundane aspects of our lives and of the physical world, including the Egyptian language, the spoken words of the most corrupt and abominable nation.


Holiness existed before the Revelation, and Jews had long occupied themselves with the Torah. The innovation of the Revelation was the ability to "fuse" holiness with mundane, to imbue physical matter with spirituality. Even things that were seemingly far removed from the realm of holiness could now be used to bring G-dliness into the world.


The aim of the Revelation is pointedly emphasized by the use of the Egyptian word "anochi." A Jew's daily life involves elevating the physical and transforming it into a vessel for G-dliness. Prayer and Torah study enable us to reach only a limited level of spirituality; elevating that which is base and seemingly trivial, by adhering to the laws of the Torah, enables us to attain even greater heights of holiness.


When we fulfill G-d's will by elevating even the "anochi," as G-d Himself did, we fulfill the purpose of the Torah and carry out the world's Divine plan.

Reprinted from Issue 200 (Parshat Yisroy 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Finding the Strength

To Overcome
By Rabbi David Ashear
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There are those who are growing in Emunah, and they are seeing tangible changes in their lives. They are calmer and don't get upset at things which used to bother them. If a challenge arises, they handle it with strength. They praise and thank Hashem in all circumstances.


There are others, however, who are also working on Emunah, yet are not seeing the same results. They learn how they are supposed to react in a time of challenge, but when the difficulty actually comes, they lose themselves. They are still getting angry, still complaining, and they are wondering why their Emunah is not helping them.


First of all, their Emunah is helping. They definitely are experiencing their difficulties better than they would have before. They also have to realize, however, that applying Emunah is a long process. Little by little it will cause changes in them for the better. It happens that people get caught off guard and totally lose themselves, and if that does occur, it should be used to our advantage as a learning experience. We should get up, strengthen ourselves, and resolve to improve for the future.


People should not get down on themselves and give up trying. Even great people on high levels of Emunah fall. Nobody is perfect. The Pasuk tells us that even Tzadikim fall, but their greatness is that they get up from the fall and they grow stronger from it.


In last week's Parasha, Beshalach, the Jewish people experienced one of the greatest revelations in history as they crossed through the ים סוף-Red Sea on dry land. Chazal tell us," ראתה שפחה על הים מה שלא ראה יחזקאל בן בוזי- The simplest women had a greater revelation of the heavens than the prophet Yechezkel." 
Yechezkel saw the מעשה מרכבה, an esoteric vision about Hashem's heavenly chariot- a vision that the greatest Mekubalim struggled to understand. This means that when the Jewish people were at the ים סוף-Red Sea they reached amazingly high spiritual levels. They were not walking through, laughing and talking to each other. They were receiving prophecy from Hashem.


Just a few days after that, Hashem brought them to a place called Marah, and there they were thirsty. They went to get water, but the water was bitter. We would have expected people on such a high level to say, "Its okay, its מאת השם. This is what Hashem wants now, so we will be happy with bitter water." Or maybe they should have said, "We just saw that Hashem can defy all of the laws of nature. Surely, He can sweeten this water for us." They should have prayed for that to happen instead.


But what did happen? The Pasuk says:  "וילונו העם על משה לאמר מה נשתה - They complained to Moshe saying, "What are we going to drink now?!" People on such a high level of Emunah fell. It happens to the best of us. The response should be, however, growth and not despair. They should have realized at that time what the Pasuk says right after, "ושם ניסהו- Hashem was testing them."


When a person knows that Hashem is behind the difficulty and is hoping for him to overcome it the right way, that will give him the strength to rise to that challenge.


Everything sent our way is directly from Hashem. If we are able to respond by saying, "This is from Hashem," or "Baruch Hashem," then we should feel great about it. If we complained or got angry, though, it should motivate us to get up and get stronger for the next time.

Reprinted from the January 26, 2018 email of Daily Emunah.
Yitro’s Response

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour 
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In the first section of Parashat Yitro, we read of the arrival of Yitro, Moshe’s father-in-law, at Beneh Yisrael’s camp at Mount Sinai.  Yitro is described as “Kohen Midyan”– the priest of the nation of Midyan.  He was a prominent clergyman, but he ultimately recognized the truth of the belief in G-d, and went out into the desert to join Moshe and Beneh Yisrael.


Rashi writes that what led Yitro to this decision to join Beneh Yisrael were two miracles of which we read in the previous Parasha, Parashat Beshalah.  Namely, he heard about the splitting of the Yam Suf (Sea of Reeds), and the war against Amalek.  These two great triumphs inspired Yitro and drove him to leave his faith and his people, and to join Beneh Yisrael.


We might ask why Yitro was especially inspired by the war against Amalek.  It is easy to understand why the miracle of the sea would have a profound effect; according to one view, this event incorporated 250 miracles, and Beneh Yisrael themselves describe in the Az Yashir song of praise how the nations of the marveled over this miracle. 


The war against Amalek, however, does not appear to have been such a remarkable event. To be sure, Beneh Yisrael’s victory over Amalek was miraculous, but what set this miracle above the numerous other miracles performed for Beneh Yisrael, that it led Yitro to the drastic measure of abandoning his faith and joining them?


There is also another aspect of this story that requires explanation. The Torah relates that before Yitro’s arrival at the Israelite camp, he sent a message to Moshe informing him of his imminent arrival, seemingly indicating a request for a large, honorable welcome.  Moshe indeed arranges a grand ceremony to welcome Yitro to the camp, and the question arises as to why a noble man like Yitro would request such a reception. Did Yitro really crave public honor, to the point where he asked Moshe to prepare a large reception for him?


The Be’er Yosef explained that Yitro decided to join Beneh Yisrael to counterbalance the effects of Amalek’s brazen attack.  After the miracle of the Yam Suf, Beneh Yisrael were deemed invincible. The nations around the world were awe-struck by the slave nation that overpowered the mighty Egyptian empire without even taking up arms.  Beneh Yisrael were looked upon with dread and reverence, as an untouchable people. 


Amalek, however, changed that perception.  Amalek launched its assault in order to break this aura of invincibility, to demonstrate that Beneh Yisrael are not really that different than other peoples, to show that they, too, are vulnerable to surprise attack and can be dealt a debilitating blow.


Upon hearing of Amalek’s attack, Yitro decided to join Beneh Yisrael.  This decision was not borne out of inspiration, but rather out of a realization that bold action was needed to rectify the effects of Amalek’s assault.  Amalek succeeded in lowering Beneh Yisrael’s estimation in the eyes of the world, and Yitro therefore responded by doing what he could to bring honor and prestige to Beneh Yisrael.


If he, a highly respected pagan priest, would leave his people and join Beneh Yisrael, he figured, the world will notice.  Word will spread that this is a special nation that has now emerged on the world scene.  It was in response to the epic Hilul Hashem caused by Amalek’s assault that Yitro decided to join Beneh Yisrael, out of a determination to do whatever he could to reverse the effects of this attack and restore the sense of awe and grandeur that Beneh Yisrael had achieved after the miracle of the sea.


And this is why Yitro, uncharacteristically, requested a large, public reception.  He wanted his arrival to be made as public as possible, in order to achieve his goal. As he was joining Beneh Yisrael for the purpose of restoring their honor and prestige, he wanted his arrival to be made into a public spectacle, rife with pomp and fanfare, so that news of this event would spread far and wide, and people around the world would recognize the greatness and special stature of the Nation of Israel.

Reprinted from the Parashat Yitro 5778 website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn, NY.
Rav Avigdor Miller on
When the Christians are

More Sincere than You



QUESTION: The Rav told us last week that having a television in the home is the same as having a sewage pipe leading directly into the living room, depositing the city's sewage onto your living room floor. If that's true, what would you compare radio and newspapers to? 

ANSWER: It would be an error on my part to ignore this comment because it just confuses the issue.  Whatever radio and newspapers are, TV is a thousand times more. You're not going to mitigate a nuisance by pointing out smaller nuisances.


I have a clipping here that was handed to me today. "Officials of 'The Church of god' say that they expect one million of their followers to turn off their television sets next week to protest televised violence, immorality and promiscuity. 
“The church spokesman, Karl Richardson said, 'The networks may not know it yet, but they are about to be hit by a revolution.' Last year, church leaders decided that television corrupts families by feeding housewives a daily dose of adultery, promoting the use of alcohol, exploiting znus - that's my word by the way - encouraging homosexuality, showing extensive violence and depicting unnatural family relationships."

Now there's a lot more here that I could read to you, but I want to tell you something. This is, chas v'shalom, an accusation against the Jews. If there are still Orthodox Jews who have television sets, and they continue calmly to do this despite what they've been hearing here for years and years, that shows that they're pulling punches; they're not sincere.

But these goyim, they're sincere. These goyim have sincerity, whereas these Orthodox Jews don't. That's plain talk straight from the shoulder. And I say that the Orthodox Jews who have television sets are not sincere at all! They want to get by with a veneer of Orthodoxy. Some put on black hats, some put on gartelen, some shake more than they used to do. But it's all fakerei. Because basically they're no good, they're no good! You can't be good if you have that machine in your home!

So you'll tell me that it's not you: "I don't look at it; my wife looks at it." You know what it means that your wife looks at it?! Your wife is half of you. If your wife is corrupt then you can't help but be corrupt. You think your wife is going to turn off every bad thing that comes on?! A nechtigeh tog, like the Jewish Press says. 

If your wife is watching TV, then she is being corrupted by adultery, no question about it. It doesn't mean that she commits it. It doesn't mean that she lies drunk on the dining room carpet. But she's getting into her head every kind of wicked ideas of permissiveness. And you're just as guilty as she is. There's no two ways about it. 

And I say that if so many goyim can get together and do such a thing then, chas v'shalom,  it's an accusation against the Jewish People. So Jews, how much longer are you going to fake and deceive Hakodosh Boruch Hu?! 

And do you think that if you would throw out your television set then you're a pious Jew?! No, you're not a pious Jew yet. You still have a lot of work to do before you become a pious Jew. But you have to be a human being at least. They're trying to be human beings; they're not trying to be pious Jews. These gentiles are not trying to be Orthodox Jews. They just want to be decent people. And you can't be decent if you have a television around. You just can't. 
TAPE # 166 (April 1977)

Reprinted from the January 27, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor (info@torasavigdor.org)
Rabbi Eli Reisman Focuses

On the Awesome Power of a
Properly Recited Birchas Hamazon

By Daniel Keren


The third speaker at the recent December 25th legal day Hakhel Event at the Agudath Israel of Madison in Flatbush was Rabbi Eli Reisman, a Chaver at the Edison Community Kollel who spoke on the topic of “Halachos and Hashkafos of Birchas Hamazon.”
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It is a tremendous yetzer hora (evil inclination) when one sits down to bentch, bless Hashem for the food that we have eaten. We have to remind ourselves that Birchas Hamazon is a mitzvah d’raissah (commandment from the Torah) as opposed to a rabbinical decree. The basis for the obligation to recite Birchas Hamazon comes from the pasuk in Devorim (8:10) “When you have eaten and are satisfied, you shall bless the L-rd your G-d.”


This commandment was stated by Moshe Rabbeinu to the Bnei Yisroel, the Children of Israel before they came to Eretz Yisroel. What exactly is the mitzvah of Birchas Hamazon?

A Description of the Different Blessings of Birchas Hamazon


Rabbi Reisman said that the first of the blessings in the Birchas Hamazon is our praise to Hashem for granting us food (bread). The second brocha is thanks to Hashem for granting us the Land of Israel, whereas the third blessing is appreciation to G-d for granting us Yerushalayim. The fourth blessing is not from the Torah, but a decree of the rabbis for our appreciation for the privilege of burying the bodies of those slain by the Romans at Betar and of the miracle that despite the many years those bodies had not buried they had not decayed.


If you are confused about whether a particular food is a cake or a bread, the Taz (Rabbi David Halevi, 1586-1667) says that in such a situation one should recite a borei menei mazones [for the cake] and afterwards bentch the al hamichiya [also for the cake]. One would still fulfill the Biblical commandment of Devorim 8:10 since in the after blessing for cake, one mentions all three topics that are deraissah – blessing Hashem for the sustenance of the food, the Land of Israel and the holy city of Yerushalayim.


Rabbi Reisman said if one would understand according to the Sefer Hachinuch just how much of a segulah and just how beneficial it would be for all of us if we would make the effort to recite the Birchas Hamazon properly with kavanah; we would not fall into the trap of mindlessly reciting it by rote.


Whenever people would come to Rav Elazar Menachem Man Shach, zt”l, the Rosh Hayeshiva of Ponevezh Yeshiva in Bnei Brak and complain about certain difficulties, no matter what the problems were, his advice was the same – take upon themselves to from then on to recite the Birchas Hamazon carefully from a siddur (prayer book) [or bentscher – small booklet containing the words of the blessing after bread.]
Reprinted from the January 4, 2018 edition of The Flatbush Jewish Journal.

Thoughts that Count

For Parshat Yitro
And Yitro [Jethro], the priest of Midian, Moses' father-in-law...and Yitro, father-in-law of Moses (Ex. 18:1, 2)


Why is "father-in-law" mentioned twice in describing Yitro? Yitro was an important man in his own right. As the "priest of Midian," he already enjoyed a high status. Yet he chose to be known as "Moses' father-in-law," for he knew this was his true claim to greatness. (Ohr Hachayim)
You shall select out of all the people...men of truth, hating bribe (18:21)


You will have to search hard to find these people, Yitro counseled Moses, for men possessing these qualities usually run away from positions of honor and do not sit idle all day, enabling you to find them easily. (Shaar Bat Rabim)
And Yitro heard...and he came...to Moses (18:1-5)


What did Yitro hear to cause him to seek out Moses? He heard of the miracles of the Red Sea and the war against Amalek. These events aroused in him a strong belief in G-d, and he set off. Why did he need to see Moses personally? Yitro knew that in order to learn Torah properly, he couldn't rely on second-hand information. He had to go to the leader of the generation and learn from him directly. (Sichot Tzadikim)
You shall sanctify today and tomorrow, and they shall wash their clothes (19:10)


Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi once said, "You shall sanctify today and tomorrow" refers to the G-dliness and holiness that is bestowed from Above; "and they shall wash their clothes" refers to the effort that each of us must make on his own behalf.


His grandson, the Tzemach Tzedek, elaborated: "The command to sanctify 'today and tomorrow' was given to Moses, and indeed, in every generation, the tzadik and leader of that generation has the power to elevate the world and imbue it with more holiness. However, this must first be preceded by the preparation of 'washing the clothes.' Each individual must first work on himself to cleanse the garments of his soul--his thoughts, deeds and actions--before asking for help from Above."

Reprinted from Issue 200 (Parshat Yisroy 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
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