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The Danger of Current Cultural Fads and Beliefs

By Rabbi Berel Wein
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One of the most important, albeit only subtly presented, messages in this week’s Torah reading is that of the enormous influence that current culture fads and beliefs have upon the society of its time. I do not believe that there is any other way for us to review the events of the creation and the worship of the Golden Calf by the Jewish people.


Amazing in its brazenness and brainlessness, a people witness to a plethora of miracles and Godly revelation itself, in a moment of crisis, reverts back to paganism and idolatry. The whole idea of worshiping images and statues as though they had life and powers is completely foreign to our society. It is not part of our current culture and by simply applying basic logic, we are able to see it for the empty falsehood that it is.


However, were we to live in a culture of paganism and idolatry as did our ancestors when they left Egypt there is no doubt that the Golden Calf could and would speak to us and enlist our thoughtful consideration, if not even our allegiance.


The Talmud tells us that Menashe, a king of Judah in First Temple times, when in a dream, was questioned by a leading rabbi who lived many centuries after the death of the king as to how he could believe and worship statues and idols responded: “Had you lived in my generation you also would have raised your garment in order to run more quickly to worship those statues and idols.”


Menashe was a creature of his times and a captive of its prevailing culture. The rabbi who questioned him had other cultural challenges but could no longer relate to the culture that prevailed when Menashe was the king of Judah.


We see many cultural battles on challenges that are present in today’s current Jewish world. These cultural battles raise passionate feelings on both sides of the questions that they raise. Nevertheless, I feel that even a few generations from now our descendants will look back at these cultural challenges and battles in amazement and wonder. They will say about us what we say about the generation that created the Golden Calf –“How could they have been so wrong?”


The answer to that lies in the recognition of the enormous influence that the prevailing culture plays in our lives and thoughts. The culture of liberalism, tolerance for wickedness and basically immoral behavior has so corroded our judgment and our view of the purpose of our lives that we see everything through a distorted mirror.


Jewish survival, moral growth and the preservation of the Jewish people and the Jewish State are the actions that should dominate our thoughts and behavior. Passing fads, which so occupy our current media, will be obsolete as we move on to newer fads and a different type of culture. The Torah attempted and attempts to raise us above temporary, passing fads. Only a traditional lifestyle based on Jewish core values and Torah principles will save us from the mockery of later generations.

Reprinted from this week’s RabbiWein.com website

The Half We Don't See

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat Ki-Tisa begins with the Misva of “Mahasit Ha’shekel” – the mandatory half-shekel tax that was imposed upon all members of Beneh Yisrael.  The first time this tax was collected, the silver coins were used to make the “Adanim,” the sockets that formed the foundation of the Mishkan.  All the other parts of the Mishkan were made from materials that the people donated voluntarily.  The sockets, however, were supplied through a mandatory half-shekel flat tax imposed upon each and every member of the nation.


One Rabbi commented that the sockets which formed the foundation of the Mishkan represent the foundation of the Jewish religion.  Of course, each and every Halachic detail is crucial and indispensable.  But the foundation, the basis of it all, is faith in G-d.  Without faith, sincere commitment to the Torah’s precepts is impossible.  And this is why the sockets were supplied through a mandatory tax.  
When it comes to other Misvot, we find some commands that are directed toward certain members of the nation, and some that are binding upon all but with room for some to excel at a higher level than others.  Some members will choose to focus more on some areas of Torah than other areas, and levels of commitment will, naturally, not be the same for everyone, as much as we should all be aspiring to excel.  But when it comes to the foundation, we are all on the same page.  We all share equally the same obligation to firmly believe in G-d’s existence and providence.


If, indeed, the “Mahasit Ha’shekel” donation represents faith, we can perhaps understand why it required donating a half-coin, rather than a complete coin.  A prerequisite of faith is acknowledging that we see only half the picture.  We do not have access to the whole picture; we can never truly understand why  G-d runs the world as He does, why misfortune befalls the righteous while the wicked prosper.  Oftentimes G-d’s decisions seem to us unfair, but this is because we see only half the picture, whereas He – and only He – sees the complete picture and has complete knowledge of what’s best for us and the world.


Later in the Parasha, we read that Moshe Rabbenu asked G-d to show him how He runs the world, the answer to the age-old question of why the righteous often suffer while the wicked prosper – “Har’eni Na Et Kebodecha” (“Show me, if You please, Your glory”– 33:18).  G-d answered Moshe that no man can access this knowledge.  Even Moshe Rabbenu, whose level of prophecy far surpassed that of any other prophet, who spoke to G-d “face to face,” in whatever sense that can happen, was not given the answer to this question.  Indeed, even Moshe saw only part of the picture.


This should be a great source of comfort for us when we encounter times of hardship and distress.  All of us – even Moshe Rabbenu – are in the same “half-shekel” group.  We are not supposed to have the answers to all the questions, and we will never understand why G-d does what He does.  The foundation of the Mishkan, of the Torah, is the acceptance of the inherent limitations of our understanding, and believing that the full picture is known only to the Almighty.

Reprinted from the website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn.

The Potential Inherent 
In Every Jew

By Rabbi Shmuel Choueka

“I have endowed the heart of every wise-hearted person with wisdom” (Shemot 31:6)


Hashem appointed Besalel and Aholiab to make the Mishkan and to use all those with wisdom in their hearts to assist them. If we think about it, these people had just been enslaved for many years in Egypt doing menial work. Where did anyone have experience or background to be able to create the magnificent utensils of the Mishkan?


The answer is that Hashem gave wisdom to the “wise at heart.” The one who wanted to use his heart to serve Hashem was given wisdom for G-d, Who is the Source of all knowledge.  This is a lesson for us. We don’t have to know everything to serve Hashem; we have to want to know everything to serve Him.
There is a lot of potential in us and in our children which is waiting to be tapped.  It needs the will and the direction. Let’s not allow all that potential to go to waste with all the distractions of today’s society!
Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Tisa-Parah 5777 email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.

Purim-Party Aftermath

Paying for Damages Caused While Intoxicated

Adapted from an article

By Dayan Mordechai Lichtenstein

Bet HaVa’ad, Yerushalayim
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Last year, our Purim celebration was exceptionally joyful. All of us were having a great time, the singing and dancing was lively, the Divre Torah were uplifting, the food was exquisite, and the wine – was flowing. One of our guests, Yaakov, was somewhat inebriated and began dancing and jumping on the table. Because he was not in full control of his faculties, he slipped and fell on the table causing it damage. Is he obligated to pay for the damage?
Prone to Damage

The Mishna in Bava Kama[1] states that a person is always prone to damage – “Adam Mu’ad L’Olam”. Therefore, even if he damages someone else’s property accidentally, he would be liable to pay for damages. The Mishnagoes on to say that therefore one is liable for damages he does while he is awake or sleeping[2].


The Rambam[3] cites this Halacha and says that it even applies to a drunk person. Still, the Shulhan Aruch[4]rules that a person who is absolutely drunk (as drunk as Lot – Avraham’s nephew, whose drunken state is recorded in the Torah) is not considered in control of himself, and is compared to a Shotte – a person with severely limited mental capacity.


However, the Maharshal[5] argues and says that being as drunk as Lot only releases one from obligations toHashem, but not from liability for damages to people or property. Therefore, according to the Maharshal, even if one is absolutely drunk he must pay for damages he does.


Hence, in our case, since Yaakov wasn’t completely drunk, he should be held accountable for his actions according to all opinions.


Although, generally, when one engages in doing a Mitzvah he carries a lesser level of liability[6] as there are many Poskim who maintain that one is not permitted to get as drunk as Lot[7]. This should even apply to one getting drunk on Purim, Purim Parties

However, there may be a different reason why Yaakov would not be responsible to pay for the damage he caused to the table. The Mishna in Sukka[8] recounts the tradition in the times of the Bet HaMikdash, that on Hosha’ana Rabba, the ecstatic crowd would grab Etrogim from children and eat them. Rashi explains that there was no issue of stealing, because, this was their tradition. Tosafot add that this logic would also apply to people who damage other people’s property as a result of frivolous behavior that frequently takes place during weddings.


While some authorities rule that even in this situation one is liable for serious and extensive damages, the Poskim agree that one is not held accountable for normal damages that are expected to happen in such situations.


Maran, in Bet Yosef[9], quotes the Terumat HaDeshen who writes that the Bet Din had a policy of not hearing any complaints regarding the stealing of food on Purim. The Bet Yosef himself, qualifies this and rules that since there is no longer a custom to grab food on Purim, there is no difference between Purim and other times. The Rama, however, disagrees and rules that one who causes damage to his friend on Purim does not have to pay. The Magen Avraham limits this rule to damage done while celebrating, and other authorities limit it further to include only unintentional damages.


Applying this to our story would seem to indicate that, according to the Rama, Yaakov should not liable for his damages.  Since the damage was neither large nor extensive, and was not done intentionally, and since it happened in the course of the Purim festivities. Perhaps even Maran would agree that he is exempt, if it was done so in a place where people conduct their Purim Se’udah in this manner.

Sources:
[1] 2:6 [2] Under certain circumstances, see Yerushalmi 2:8, Shulhan Aruch, H.M. 421:4 [3] Hilchot Hovel U’Mazik 1:11 [4] H.M. 235:22 [5] Yam Shel Shelomo, Bava Kama 3:3 [6] C.f. Bava Kama 62b [7] C.f. Rambam, Hilchot Megilla V’Hanukkah 2:15, Bet Yosef, O.H. 695, Mishna Berura, 695:5 [8] 4:6 [9] Ibid.

Reprinted from the Tetzave-Zachor 5777 email of The Sephardic Halacha Center.

Living with the Times

G-d Tells Moses the Important Secret of the

Knot of the Tefillin

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion, Ki Tisa, contains an interesting exchange between Moses and G-d. "Show me, I pray, Your glory," asks Moses. G-d replies, "You cannot see My face...you will see My back, but My face shall not be seen."

The Torah is obviously speaking in symbolic terms. "Face" refers to a clear and unequivocal revelation of G-dliness, in much the same way that an individual's face reveals his inner self; glimpsing a person's "back" reveals far less about the person. But what did G-d show Moses?


The great commentator, Rashi, explains that G-d showed Moses the knot of His tefillin (phylacteries). What kind of answer to Moses' petition was that?


In order to understand, we must first place the exchange in its proper context. Moses made this request after the Jews sinned by making the Golden Calf. After such a grave sin, how could they ever be forgiven? What possible merit did the Jews have for G-d to absolve them of idolatry? Rashi explains that G-d's answer was to teach Moses the proper way for a Jew to pray for Divine mercy.


Sin itself defies logic. How could it be that a Jew, a member of a nation described as "believers, the children of believers," should sin? How can a Jew, who believes in his innermost heart that G-d created the world and continues to sustain it every minute of the day, denies this by transgressing G-d's will?


The answer is that all sin stems from forgetfulness. It is only when a Jew forgets the true nature of the world that he transgresses; when he forgets that G-d is the only absolute reality he strays from the right path. The minute a Jew is reminded of this, there is no room for sin and it ceases to exist.


This, then, is the significance of the knot of the tefillin. If sin is only the result of a Jew's forgetfulness, he need only be reminded of G-d and he will not transgress. This is accomplished by the tallit and tzitit (ritual fringes), whose purpose is to remind the Jew of his task in life, as it states in the Torah, "And you shall see it, and remember." The tefillin serve the same purpose: "And it shall be as a remembrance between your eyes."


Most specifically, it is the knot of the tefillin which symbolizes this, as a knot serves both as a reminder (such as when one ties a knot around one's finger to remember something), and as a symbol of the binding knot between G-d and the Jewish people.


By showing Moses the knot of the tefillin, G-d was instructing him how to seek atonement, for if we always bear in mind that there is nothing but G-d, there is no room for sin.

Reprinted from Issue #259 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Ki Sisah 5753/1992).
A Dog of a Story

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In past articles, we have spoken about the trait of loyalty which is displayed prominently by a dog. The Yerushalmi shares two fascinating stories in this vein. The first concerns a man who invites to his home the Rabbi of the town. Of course, he prepares a sumptuous feast in honor of the venerable sage. After the seating the Rav at the table, the Rabbi was shocked when he saw that his host had seated next to him a dog. 



The Rav turned to the host and asked him, “What terrible thing did I do to you that you disgrace me by seating a dog next to me?” 

The host replied, “G-d forbid I would never do anything to insult the Rabbi. I hold you in enormous respect. However, I sat my dog next to you in order to give honor to my dog who saved my wife’s honor.” 

He then went on to explain that ruffians broke into my house, ransacked it, and then attacked my wife. My dog, with a great show of loyalty, attacked the bandits, ripped one of them to shreds, and chased the others out of our home, saving my wife’s life and honor. I am therefore seating my dog next to you, a holy man, to show gratitude to my dog.


The second story is even more incredible. It was the custom of shepherds to have a large dog which walked at the head of the flock and protected them from wolves and coyotes. There was once a shepherd who, after a long day’s work, sat down by a tree and dozed off in the hot sun. 

While he was sleeping a poisonous snake slithered by and drank from the milk in his canteen. While he was drinking, he injected some of his poisonous venom into the milk. When the shepherd woke up, he was thirsty and picked up the canteen to take a drink. The dog started to bark ferociously in warning, but the shepherd didn’t understand the dog’s message. 
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A Japanese tribute to the loyalty of a dog


As he was about to take a drink, the dog leaped, and grabbed the canteen, and drank the milk. Shortly afterwards, the dog died. The owner then realized that the milk had been poisoned and the dog sacrificed himself to save his master’s life. 
The Yerushalmi concludes that the owner buried the dog and put up a matzaiva, a monument, with the following inscription: Here lies the dog who gave his life to save his master. 


What is the Yerushalmi teaching us with these two stories? Chaza”l informs us, “Derech eretz kadma l’torah.” This statement has several meanings. One is that mentshlechkeit comes before Torah success. In order for a person to become a receptacle of Torah, he has to have proper character traits first. 


Another meaning is that before the Torah was given, one can learn the rules of the Torah from studying the way of the earth (Derech Eretz). Thus, we learn modesty from a cat, fidelity from the dove, and industriousness from the ant. These two stories teach us how we learn loyalty from the Dog. 

In America, loyalty is threatened with extinction. At work, it’s not even what have you done for me lately. Rather, what will you do for me tomorrow? Most friends are only fair-weather friends who will drop you at a moment’s notice when you fall upon hard times. 

Finally, the frightening divorce rate in our country is due to the disposable attitude and lack of loyalty that so many have towards their mate. The Torah wants us to take a good look at the dog and say to ourselves, “Shouldn’t I be at least as good as a dog?” 

May it be the will of Hashem that we exercise loyalty in all our relationships; and in that merit, may Hashem bless us with long life, good life, and everything wonderful.


Please pray for the merit of Miriam Leba Bas Devorah.
Reprinted from this week’s VUES website.

Shabbos and Moshe Rabbeinu

By Rabbi Berach Steinfeld
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The posuk says, “Six days work shall be done and on the seventh day is Shabbos Shabbason.” Rashi explains that “Shabbos Shabbason” is a full rest, not a temporary rest. 

The question arises; why is it that Succos is considered a Succos arei, a temporary rest for seven day; whereas Shabbos is only one day and it is considered menuchas margoa, a full rest? 

The Avnei Nezer explains that there is a mitzvah on Shabbos requiring you to feel as if all your work is done. Therefore, when Shabbos starts one must feel as if he will never work another day in his life; hence the reason it is a menuchas margoa, a full rest.


Moshe Rabbeinu was commanded to build the mishkan with the instruction that it should not be done at the expense of Shabbos. Rashi tells us that this parsha of the eigel really came before the building of the mishkan so we see that there is no order to the Torah: “ein mukdam umuchar Be’Torah. 

The question is, what prompted Rashi to make that statement? Perhaps Hashem commanded Moshe about the mishkan before chait ha’eigel and he only shared the commandment with Bnei Yisroel after he came back down from shomayim after Yom Kippur. 

The Chanukas HaTorah explains that based on the midrash discussing when Moshe begged for forgiveness after the eigel, he said if you don’t forgive Klal Yisroel please erase my name from the Torah. 

Even though Klal Yisroel was forgiven, the strength of a tzaddik’s word is not taken lightly and Moshe’s name was not mentioned in Parshas Tetzaveh where we are commanded to build the mishkan and [to create] the Kohen Gadol’s clothing etc. Parshas Tetzaveh must have taken place after the eigel, otherwise why would Moshe’s name not have been mentioned?


We see that in order for a Yid to properly be mekayem shemiras Shabbos it must be done with great mesiras nefesh like Moshe was doing for Klal Yisroel. We need to be moser nefesh not only for our shemiras Shabbos, but for the shemiras Shabbos of every Jew. 

Reprinted from this week’s VUES website.

Rav Avigdor Miller on

The Loud Lady of the House
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QUESTION: Is it proper for a woman to make brocha (blessing) out loud so that her family will hear her and answer אמן ?
ANSWER: Absolutely. How else are you going to make the ברכה?! The Navi Jerimiah (Prophet) says, והבושת אכלה את יגיע אבותינו (Yirmiyahu 3-24). The embarrassment, the bashfulness ate up the יגיע אבותינו. 


To be embarrassed with yiddishkeit?! והבושת אכלה את יגיע אבותינו. Being bashful can sometimes eat away at your Avodas Hashem. Don't allow your bashfulness to take away from your service of Hashem. To be embarrassed when you thank Hashem?! Don't be embarrassed! 


Certainly make a blessing out loud. Of course, if there are men present, let's say, תלמידי חכמים, then you could make it quietly in another room. Nobody should make themselves conspicuous in front of תלמידי חכמים. But among the family, why not? 

Everyone should make all the brochos out loud. הודו לה׳ קראו בשמו. Thank Hashem and make His name great by proclaiming His name. What?! Are you going to proclaim His name by whispering, by mumbling?! You have to proclaim the name of Hashem aloud. Absolutely, the mother must always make brochos out loud in the house. (Tape # E-102)
Reprinted from the March 15, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor.
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