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Kings, Presidents, and the Bracha Upon Seeing Them

By Rabbi Yair Hoffman


The election of President Trump, and the presence of a Shomer Shabbos daughter and son-in-law, has sparked new interest in the blessing that is recited upon kings. Indeed, the issue even made it into the Annual Five Towns Brachos contest. Does we recite a blessing over President Trump? Is it just kings who have life or death in their hands, or is it even U.S. presidents?


The Shulchan Aruch (OC 324:8) rules that on Jewish kings one recites the blessing, Boruch atta Hashem, elokainu melech ha’olam – sh’chalak mikvodo lirayav. On kings of the nations of the world one recites the blessing, “boruch sh’nasan mikvodo l’basar vadam.” This is based upon a passage in Brachos 58a. The blessing, it seems, is recited with Shaim uMalchus – mentioning the Name of G-d as well as mentioning His Kingship over the wolrd.

How Often


But how often is this blessing recited? What if you happen to be Jared and Ivanka? Do you say it every day? It would seem that the blessing is only made once in every thirty days, according to a quote of the Raavad found in the Orchos Chaim. It is also interesting to note that in the Sefer Chasidim (#950) there is a limitation placed on this Mitzvah. It seems that if one never saw the king (or president) then one should try to go see him. If, however, he had already seen him, the Sefer Chassidim writes, then he should not be mevatel from his Torah studies.

If Ivanka Runs?


What happens if, in the future, Ivanka Kushner, the president’s popular daughter, chooses to run and wins? Which version of the blessing would be recited – the first version for Jewish kings or the second version for kings of the nations? The Sho’el v’nishal (OC Vol. I #73) rules that if that person were to follow the ways of the Torah than the first version is recited. Otherwise it would be the second version.

President Trump in Plain Clothes


What would be the halacha if the president were to forgo high-end clothing and were to try and go incognito – such as in overalls? The Kaf haChaim 324:33 cites numerous Poskim who state that the blessing was only enacted when the physical manifestations of that Kavod are present. The Halacha Brurah (Vol. XI p. 305), Rav Ovadiah Yosef’s son, rules that one does not recite the blessing in such a situation with Shaim uMalchus – but just the words themselves. Ashkenazic Poskim do not cite this caveat. One should check with one’s own Rav or Posaik.

Does He Have to See Him?


The Debreciner Rav rules that if one saw the president on television the blessing is not said. Indeed, one does not even say it without shaim uMalchus.


Rav Dovid Yosef write that one does not actually have to witness the president or king. Even if one was just able to see his entourage and knew that he was there, that would be sufficient. It is for this reason that even a blind person may recite this blessing when he feels that the president is present. If he does not actually feel it, but is merely told that the president is here, then he does not recite the blessing (p. 308).

Are Presidents Like Kings?


Rav Ovadia Yosef zt”l ruled (Yechave Daas 2:28) that the blessing is recited as long as the person in charge can either execute or pardon someone from exection. He cites the Radvaz (Vol. I #296) as well as the Orchos Chaim (Hilchos Brachos Siman 49) to this effect.


Rav Dovid Yosef Shlita in his Halacha Brurah (Vol. XI page 306) writes that one recites the blessing with Shaim UMalchus even on a democratically elected leader of a limited term. This is true only as long as his pardoning cannot be overruled.


What about a President who doesn’t wear royal clothing? Rav Ovadia Yosef zt”l in his Yabia Omer 8:22:25) writes that when the President Richard Nixon flew to Israel the blessing was recited without Shaim u’Malchus. It seems, however, that this concept has evolved a bit, taking into account that in Western countries, kings and leaders just don’t wear royal clothing anymore. Thus, Rav Dovid Yosef rules that even if the king is not wearing specialized clothing but is wearing respectable clothing and is surrounded by other significant people, then a blessing is made with Shaim uMalchus.


Rav Vosner is Shaivet haLevi I #35 rules that shaim uMalcus is recited on the president. The Debreciner Rav ruled (Be’er Moshe Vol. II #9) that shaim uMalchus is not recited. Rav Moshe Shternbuch (Teshuvos V’hanhagos Vol. II #139 rules that the temporary nature of the presidency is what would disqualify it from the shaim uMalchus aspect of the blessing.

The Reasons


The Gemorah explains that one should actually make an effort to see kings in order to be able to distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish kings. Rashi explains that the reference is to Melech haMashiach, when he arrives. Seemingly, the reason is so that we can better appreciate Moshiach – when he finally arrives, and the Chessed that hashem has done for us.


The Rambam seems to imply a different reason. The Gemorah (Megillah 15b) tells us that Esther was punished when she went to see Achashveirosh and she reached the outer hall. The Shechina was no longer with her and she noticed the deficit and recited the verse in Tehillim (22), “Hashem, Hashem, why have You abandoned me?” One of the questions of self-examination that she asked herself was that perhaps she had incorrectly referred to Achashveirosh disparagingly. She then immediately corrected herself. The Rambam explains in his commentary to Esther (5:1) that Hashem had given of His Kavod to flesh and blood and it was wrong of her to speak of him in a pejorative manner. It seems from this Rambam, the reason for the bracha is to take note of the honor which Hashem endowed a human being.

To Amalek


It is interesting to note that when Kaiser Wilhelm came to Yerushalayim on a Shabbos, the 13th of Cheshvan in 5659, they told Rav Yoseph Chaim Sonnenfeld zt”l of his imminent arrival. He was to arrive at 3:00 PM. Yet the Rav did not wish to greet him. They inquired as to why not. He responded that he had a tradition from the Vilna Gaon that the German people were safaik Amalek and that it is forbidden to recite the blessing of, “boruch shenasan mikvodo l’basar vadam.” One of my Rebbeim, a Holocaust survivor, had related this incident to me some thirty five years ago and wondered, “In light of the holocaust, it may no longer be a safaik.”

Reprinted from the February 23, 2017 website of Yeshiva World News. This article was originally printed in last week’s edition of The 5 Towns Jewish Times.

The author can be reached at yairhoffman2@gmail.com
A Package Deal

By Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair

“The Keruvim shall be with wings spread upward, sheltering the cover with their wings with their faces towards each other...” (25:16)
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Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair

Rabbi, who is better?


Someone who is scrupulous in observance of Jewish ritual, has Grade-A tefillin, is super-careful what he puts in his mouth, but when it comes to what comes out of his mouth he’s not so vigilant — he can be hurtful and angry; sometimes he speaks malicious gossip?


Or:


Someone who drives to golf on Shabbat but just endowed an entire wing in the hospital, and is universally loved by everyone he meets?


Many people think that you can be a good person without keeping the mitzvot. But what does it mean to be a “good person”? Judaism defines being a “good person” as someone who does what G-d wants. And what does G-d want? He told us in the Torah. G-d wants us to be good to each other, to care for the sick and the orphaned, to love converts and to protect widows. The human values that society cherishes are long-time Torah gifts to mankind-at-large.

However, for a Jewish person, G-d also wants us to keep Shabbat and to refrain from eating cheeseburgers. These are His desires no less than clothing the naked and visiting the sick. Torah observance is complete only when we commit to both a correct relationship with our Creator as well as our fellow man.


One without the other is only half the picture.


Look above the Holy Ark in any synagogue and you’ll notice a representation of the two tablets on which the Torah was engraved. Why weren’t the Ten Commandments all written on just one tablet of stone? Why did G-d hew two pieces of rock for His contract with the Jewish People?


Obviously you can’t say that G-d couldn’t find a piece of stone big enough for all ten — a little bit of quarrying is infinitely less than a blink of the eye for He Who carved the Milky Way out of nothingness.


And you also can’t say that He made two just in case one got lost — a “Cosmic Data Backup” — because what was written on the first tablet was different from what was written on the second.


In fact, if you examine what is written on the first tablet, you’ll notice that the commandments that they contain pertain to the relationship between G-d and man: “I am Gd… You shall not recognize other gods in My presence… Don’t make a carved image… Don’t take the Name of G-d, your G-d in vain… Remember the day of Shabbat to sanctify it…

The second tablet speaks of commandments between man and his fellow: Don’t murder… Don’t commit adultery… Don’t covet…

“The Keruvim shall be … with their faces toward each other…”

The Keruvim on the cover of the Ark which contained the Ten Commandments symbolize the Torah itself. The fact that they faced each other teaches us that it’s impossible to observe the Torah unless our relationship with our fellow man mirrors our relationship with G-d, and vice versa.


One without the other is only half the picture.


For the Torah is a package deal.

Reprinted from the Parashat Teruma 5776 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet. Source: based on the Malbim 
Ask the Rabbi
The Jewish Nation and the Concept of the Chosen People

By Rabbi Reuven Feinstein,

Rosh Hayeshiva of Yeshiva of Staten Island

[image: image2.jpg]




Question: What does it mean when the Jewish Nation is called the "The Chosen People"? 


Answer: The idea behind being the “chosen people” is to show that we have accepted a great responsibility upon ourselves to live a certain way. We feel that the whole purpose of the Creation of mankind was for G-d to give the Torah to mankind so that they live according to its laws. 

However, the Jewish people were the only nation that accepted the Torah upon themselves, unconditionally, as it says in last week’s Torah portion, Mishpatim, “Everything that Hashem will say, we will do and we will hear.” (Shemos 24:7) 

When we accepted the Torah, G-d wanted the world to see the difference between a nation that lives in accordance to the precepts of the Torah and the nations who don’t. He wanted a nation to live exactly as it says in the Torah so that the world would see how stable physically and financially they would be. This would make that nation the envy of the world and bring them all to want to live in a Torah manner. 

Thus, we were “chosen” to be a model for the rest of the world through a commitment made of our own choosing. While we have the ability to show the world the beauty of G-d’s Ways, we must also be cognizant that if we do not live up to this standard we will have failed in our task and would not be teaching the world the greatness of G-d’s Torah. 

When we say we are the “Chosen People” we are not trying to sound arrogant or make it as if we have a sense of entitlement. As Jews, we see how we are perceived in the media and from a general consensus that the entire world holds us to a higher standard. This is so even though many say they don’t believe we are the “Chosen People.” 

However, even if they don’t feel we are “chosen” they definitely - deep down - feel that we are somehow responsible to carry out G-d’s Will. To us, that is exactly the meaning of “Chosen People.” 

Reprinted from the Parshas Mishpatim 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.
Rav Avigdor Miller on Waiting for the Beautiful

Girl of Your Dreams
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Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l


QUESTION: Should a Yeshiva bochur get engaged to a girl even if he's not attracted to her?


ANSWER: This question is asked to me all the time. And the answer is, how many girls have you seen so far? Oh, about ten. Ten girls?! Ok, so something is wrong. If between the ten girls you couldn't find one that you liked, then the fault is with you. 

Hashem made girls to be attractive. So if you couldn't find one, then the fault is in you. Yes, you! So therefore, if the girl that you're seeing now is a fine girl and she's frum and healthy and is willing to help you in your learning - and her parents might even be able to help out a little bit as well, by supporting you a little bit. If all the other circumstances are good and she's willing to have a big family of children, so hurry up and grab her before somebody else does.

I once met a boy. He told me he saw a hundred girls already. A hundred girls! I could have married half of them! At the end he married an old girl who was too old to even have children. He had no children from her. He was waiting for that attractive girl of his dreams. 

So attraction is not important. If it's an issue of disgust - you can't look at her at all, or she can't look at him - that's a different story. But if it's not disgusting, if it's not repulsive - if it's just not the attraction you were hoping for, then get married because that's what Hakodosh Boruch Hu wants. 

And Hakodosh Boruch Hu will give you a reward for doing the mitzvah. It's a very big mitzvah to get married. It's so important. So make up your mind that its not going to be a question of who's the best one. You be the best one. You just be the best one. That's what's important. Make sure to be the best one. (TAPE # E-172)
Reprinted from the February 26, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor.

Living with The Times

Why Does G-d Desire a Special Place to Dwell?
Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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Until the Revelation on Mount Sinai and the giving of the Torah, the Jewish people's principal connection to G-d was through Moses. G-d would speak to Moses, who would then pass on the commandment to the rest of the Jewish people. 
This week's Torah portion, Teruma, begins a new chapter in our worship of G-d and opens up a new means of communication: G-d asks the Children of Israel to build Him a Sanctuary, a special place where they will pray, offer sacrifices, and witness miracles and manifestations of G-dliness.

Why did G-d require a special place to dwell? Does He not already exist everywhere? Why would G-d, Who is not limited in any sense, want to cause His Presence to rest on a particular, limited, physical site?


To answer these questions, let us employ an easily understood analogy taken from a natural phenomenon: When a high, brick wall falls down, the bricks from the highest part of the wall fall the farthest away. Those bricks that formed the lowest section of the wall remain very close to their original place. This principle applies as well to the spiritual realm--"The higher the spiritual source, the lower will be its manifestation in the corporeal world."


As a further illustration we see that the better a person's understanding and grasp of a subject, the more he is able to explain the subject, however complex, to another--even to one with limited intelligence.


Similarly, G-d's desire to dwell in a specific location does not point to His limitation, but is rather a manifestation of His infinite nature. It is precisely because G-d is without measure and omnipresent that He was able to dwell in a sanctuary made of wood and stone.


There were also different degrees of holiness present in the Tabernacle, which traveled together with the Jews through the wilderness, and the Holy Temple, which was later erected in Jerusalem as a permanent dwelling. The Tabernacle was built mostly of material from the vegetable and animal kingdoms--wood and animal products; the Temple was built almost entirely of stone, taken from the realm of the inanimate, the lowest of all. The Holy Temple had the highest manifestation of G-dliness, from the highest spiritual source, and this was reflected in the fact that it was made of the lowliest building materials.


"And they shall make Me a sanctuary and I will dwell in their midst." Today, because we have no Holy Temple, every Jew serves as a sanctuary to G-d. Just as the Children of Israel elevated their physical possessions by using them to build the Tabernacle and later the Temple, every Jew must now utilize his possessions in bringing the peace and light of Torah into the world. 

When we do this, and conduct even the most mundane aspects of our lives "for the sake of Heaven," we ourselves are sanctified and transformed into a sanctuary to G-d, and become active partners in imbuing the world with holiness.

Reprinted from the archives of L’Chaim Weekly (Issue #202 – Parshat Trumah 5752/1992.

Rabbi Zev Smith Explains How to Take Advantage of Unwanted Unpleasant Days

By Daniel Keren
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Rabbi Zev Smith

The second speaker at the recent Presidents Day Hakhel Yarchei Kallah in Flatbush was Rabbi Zev Smith, internationally renowned Maggid Shiur who addressed the topic of “Yesh Sechar Li’poalescha/Good Days…and Better Days.”


Rabbi Smith began by telling his audience that we can all relate to a car stalling. And somebody comes and gives you a boost. Your car is again driving smoothly and of course you are happy. But then a week or even two days later your car stalls again. And again you get a boost. But then a short while later the car stalls a third time.

The Comparison Between
A Car Boost and Chizuk


Like a car getting a boost, people need chizuk, inspiration. You know what this chizuk is? It is a boost like that given to a car. It can have short term results. A more practical solution is to just identify and solve the problem.


A teenager once asked Rabbi Smith why he has to live in such a messed up world unlike the purity that was the type of world that his grandfather had lived back in Europe. It seems today that we have the Mabul, the Dor Haflaga and Sodom all mixed in together. Yes, it may seem that living a righteous life in this day and age is difficult. But this very challenge, Rabbi Smith explained, is a blessing in disguise.


Once a Jew who was not a follower of the Chassidic movement had heard so much about the Chozeh or Seer of Lublin (Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchok Horowitz, 1745-1815) that he decided to travel to Lublin and meet the legendary early Chassidic master. It was said that the Chozeh had the unique ability to look at a person and know what that Jew had dreamed.


This Litvak wanting to verify the alleged powers of the Chozeh asked if knew what he had dreamed about on Yom Kippur. The Chassidic master stared into the eyes of the Yid and explained that the melachim, the angels were cracking up in laughter over your dream.
Dreaming of Being Able to
Study Torah without Pressures


The Yid asked why. The Chozeh said that in your dream you recalled that before your marriage, you were able to study Torah for most of the day and now that you married and have children, you have to struggle to make a parnassah and its like pulling teeth from a tiger’s mouth to find moments here and there to study Torah. In your dream you were begging Hashem to allow you to be able to study Torah like you did when you were young and without pressures.


But the Chozeh looking into the eyes of the Litvak said, don’t you realize that your yearning for learning Torah today in the matzav you find yourself is more precious to Hashem than when you studied before in calm times. Your reward is subsequently much more greater as a result of your struggle to do the right thing.


Rabbi Smith emphasized that the Yetzer Horah is Tov Mi’od. How can that be? Because the challenge one is faced in today’s spiritually corrupt world and overcoming the temptations of the evil inclination makes our spiritual avodah, service to Hashem much more valuable.


The Chofetz Chaim once told a bochur who had travelled all the way from America to learn in the great Torah scholar’s yeshiva in Poland that since he overcame the desire to enjoy the greater gashmius (material comfort) of America to endure the difficult and more primitive lifestyle of Radun, each blatt of Gemora that he learned was truly worth 100 blatt in comparison to the other bochurim from Poland who had not made such a great sacrifice in the realm of gashmius.

Challenging Days can be Your Most Precious Opportunities


On those days when you had to deal with challenges from an obnoxious child or a difficult spouse or an unpleasant worker or boss; yet you stayed in control of your middos tovos, character traits, you have to understand that those are precious days because they allow you to earn unbelievable spiritual rewards. This reward is so much more superior to the reward that one would deserve for controlling his or her middos tovos on days when everything proceeds smoothly without any challenges to the Jew.


There is something that is very much needed in Klal Yisroel. Not only are people today living longer, but they have more free time. We now have, Rabbi Smith said, to plan for what we will do when we are ready to retire. Don’t say know that you will learn Torah when one is older. For who knows if you will indeed live that long or you will have the ability to learn with the same energy when you are old.


Now while you are still working, train yourself a little by little to accustom yourself to learning full time when you are ready to retire instead of looking for park benches to sit on when feeding [bread crumbs to] the pigeons.


When someone is faced with a challenge to do or not to do something [al pi halacha] and there is no one [besides Hashem] who will know if that person succeeded or failed; and yet you overcome that particularly difficult challenge; you should know that you have become like a human offering, even greater than an animal korban, sacrifice in the days of the Bais Hamikdosh.

Transforming Darkness into Light


Rabbi Smith concluded by saying that while the Bais Hamikdosh in the past was Tov, good, Galos, exile today is Tov Mi’od, very good because we now have the opportunity to transform darkness into light and to make or transform most of our “bad” days into better days by serving Hashem [to the best of our abilities.]


Light is a byproduct of darkness. We live in a dor, a generation that is unprecedented in it wickedness. But this dor gives us the opportunity to transform that wickedness [that is seemingly dominant] into an even greater kedusha that was ever experienced even in the days of the glorious Bais Hamikdosh.

Reprinted from the March 2, 2017 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.

The Way Torah is Stored

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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In Parashat Teruma we read about the specifications of the Mishkan and its furnishings. The Torah is very precise in its description of the different aspects of the Mishkan, and presents the precise measurements of the structure itself as well as the individual furnishings.


In discussing the Aron – the ark, which contained the tablets brought from Sinai and a Torah scroll – the Torah informs us that the ark measured 2.5 Amot long, 1.5 Ama wide, and 1.5 Ama high. Interestingly, the Aron is the only part of the Mishkan that is assigned a half-measurement in every dimension. Its length, width and height are all half-Amot, and there are no complete Amot measurements associated with the Aron.


The Rabbis detected within these measurements an allusion to the importance of humility in the process of Torah scholarship – which is symbolized by the Aron, the ark in which the Torah was stored. A person can become knowledgeable in Torah only if he always sees himself as a “half,” as incomplete, recognizing that he has more to learn and still needs to grow. 


The arrogant student, who sees himself as “whole,” as a complete product, cannot grow in Torah. Arrogance repels Torah knowledge, whereas genuine humility attracts Torah. This is why the Gemara refers to Torah scholars with the term “Talmideh Hachamim,” which literally means, “wise students.” Even if a person is a “Hacham,” he must see himself as a “Talmid,” as a student, as somebody who must still learn, study and grow.


Torah is often compared to water. One reason is that it is indispensable for life, just as life cannot be sustained without water. But additionally, water always flows to the low-lying areas. It constantly searches for a lower place. Torah, too, is naturally concentrated among the “lowly,” among the humble people. It cannot remain in the mind and heart of an arrogant, overly confident person. Torah can survive only in a person who recognizes the fact that he is only a “half,” that he is not perfect.


The Talmud tells that the great sage Rabbi Yehoshua had an unattractive appearance. A Roman princess once asked him how G-d could allow such a precious warehouse of Torah knowledge to be contained in such an unbecoming utensil. Rabbi Yehoshua replied by asking the princess where her father stores his quality wines, and she said that they are stored in cheap, earthenware vats.

“Surely,” Rabbi Yehoshua said, “wine of such high quality deserves more elegant containers!” He advised the young woman to move the wine into exquisite gold barrels, and she complied. Soon thereafter, she came back to the Rabbi and reported that all the wine had spoiled.


Rabbi Yehoshua explained that the same is true of Torah. Like wine, it will spoil if it is placed in a fancy, ornate “utensil.” Torah must be stored in simple “earthenware,” in somebody who does not condescend, who recognizes his flaws and sees himself as a “half.” If we want to become “receptacles” of Torah, to truly understand the Torah and what it demands of us, we need to humbly acknowledge our modest stature, and engender within ourselves the kind of honest, self-effacing humility that Torah knowledge requires.

Reprinted from Parashat Teruma 5771 of Rabbi Eli Mansour’s Weekly Parashat email.
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