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Is it Okay to Drink 

Coffee All the Time?

Adapted from a Lecture by

Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l
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Answer 


You have touched on a very important topic and that is the slavery to habit. Many people have habits. Now, let's say you're a slave to smoking. Now, if you're a slave to smoking you have to know that you have lost your free will. I was once in Boro Park and across the street I saw a man who I knew, who was standing with a Yerushalmi. So I went across the street and this Yerushalmi tells me that he's very ill. He came to America for treatment because his lungs are diseased. He's telling me this and he's puffing on a cigarette. So I said to him, "Why don't you stop smoking?" So he tells me in Yiddish, "Don't tell me that. No, don't tell me that." He's an eved. An eved Ca'nani. He sold himself out to this habit. He's not a free man anymore. He's a slave.


 Some people are slaves to drinking alcohol. I know a man who drinks and becomes inebriated. A shikur. Many people are like that. They drink too much. They're slaves to a good bottle of schnapps. They're slaves to nothing.


And eating as well. People can even be slaves to eating. People overeat. Overeating is not good for your health. And it's a shi'bud. Every type of shi'bud - of being mortgaged, enslaved - to wrong habits is a person giving up his freedom. The freedom to make something out of yourself. 


I never drank coffee. As long as I can remember I never drank any coffee. Why should I drink coffee?! It's unnecessary. To become mi'shubad to a habit?! Some people are coffee addicts. They must have coffee all the time. They're slaves. And any habit that enslaves you means that you can't serve Hashem bi'shleimus. (TAPE # E-182)
Reprinted from the January 29, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor.

Just the Smell of a Leaf

By Rabbi David Ashear


Rabbenu Bachya in Parashat Beshalach writes in the name of Rabbenu Chananel that Emunah can be broken down into four parts- believing in Hashem, believing in the words of our prophets, believing in the coming of the Mashiach, and believing in the next world. 


The real reward for the Mitzvot will be paid there in the World to Come. In this world, there are a lot of questions, so many things that we cannot understand without the belief that there is another world, and that this world is just a stepping stone to get there. 


Chazal explain in the Pasuk in Tehilim: "לולי האמנתי בטוב השם בארץ החיים" then "קמו בי עדי שקר ויפח חמס"- King David said, "If I didn't believe in the rewards of the next world, then seeing a righteous person suffering here would have shaken me (Malbim)." But we cannot not be shaken, because we know that there is so much more than meets the eye- so much that we are not able to understand now. 


We would love to have the best of both worlds. If a person were to recognize all of his blessings, he would see that he does have this world, too. Here, however, is not the real enjoyment. The main pleasure is reserved for there.


A man who was going through tough times once went to the Chafetz Chaim for Chizuk, and he asked the Rabbi, "Please pray to Hashem that I should receive the reward of one of my Mitzvot in this world to improve my situation." 


The Chafetz Chaim responded by saying, "That would be a terrible deal for you." He explained with a parable of a king who went swimming one day unattended in a lake. Something happened, and the king started to drown. A peasant farmer who lived by the lake saw what was happening. He jumped in and saved the king's life. He did not know that it was the king. 
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The Chofetz Chaim


He brought the person to his house, gave him a change of clothing, gave him food, and he warmed him up by the fireplace. Before he left, the king thanked the man profusely. He then took a special document out of his bag, wrote something on it, and told the farmer, "Here is a present. Bring it to the bank."


The farmer went for the first time in his life to the big city bank. He stood on line, and watched as the other customers presented documents, and received money. He was excited for his turn. When he was called he handed the teller his document, and immediately there was a meeting of a few bankers analyzing the document. Soon after, the manager came out and told the farmer, "We can't give you cash for this document here." 


"What?" He said. "This is the king's stationary! How can you not honor it?" He started to make a commotion. The manager calmed him down, and said, "No, you don't understand. This entire bank does not have enough money to give you even one-tenth of what is written here. You will have to travel to our main branch in a different city. There, in the vault, they have enough to give you the full amount."


Although the manager was standing there well-dressed, in a nice suit and tie, while the farmer looked disheveled, the manager would have traded places with that farmer in a second. He was carrying a personal note from the king.


The Midrash says in Vayikra Rabba that every Mitzva that we do creates a special document signed by Hashem, as it were. There is not enough blessings in this entire world to give us even one-tenth of its worth. 


In the end, the man took the Chizuk from the Chafetz Chaim, and left happily. 


The Gemara says in Masechet Baba Metzia that Rabba Bar Abahu once met up with Eliahu HaNavi. He asked Eliyahu HaNavi a question. Eliyahu then rebuked him for not knowing the answer. So he told Eliyahu, "I'm sorry that I couldn't learn as much as I would have wanted to because of my financial trouble."


Then, Elyahu took him up to Gan Eden, and he said, "You are worried about money? Here, gather some of these old leaves from the ground, and put them in your cloak." As they were leaving, a heavenly voice said, "Raba is taking from his reward in the next world." So the Rabbi quickly shook out all of the leaves, and he left.


When they came back down, the Rabbi realized that his cloak absorbed the fragrance of those leaves. The smell was so appealing that he sold the cloak for twelve thousand silver coins. The Rabbi did not want to benefit from the money, so he gave it away. 


The Torat Chaim pointed out- look at what Gan Eden is worth. From just the smell of some withered leaves, the Rabbi got twelve thousand silver coins. Imagine what the smell of fresh leaves would have been worth, and that is just for a leaf! Imagine what an actual fruit from Gan Eden is worth. Of course, there is no real eating there, it is just for us to understand- but the rewards there are unimaginable. 


The tests of this world can be difficult. People feel like they are giving up a lot of enjoyment here by keeping the Mitzvot. In truth, however, this world is just child's play compared to the real reward. The stronger a person's Emunah in the World to Come, the greater will be his performance of the Mitzvot.

Reprinted from the January 30, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.

Religious Israeli TV Star's Recipe for Successful Marriage

By Uzi Baruch

Former MTV DJ Eden Harel Tells Story 

Of Her Spectacular Odyssey to Judaism.
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Eden Harel


An appreciation dinner was held on Sunday in honor of mothers of Bnei Akiva yeshiva students at Neve Herzog in Nir Galim, near Ashdod.


"This evening is dedicated to giving thanks to those mothers who work constantly, yet because of our busy routine we just don't get to stop and say thank you," said Shimon Iluz, manager of the yeshiva.


The evening opened with a long row of stalls, all intended for mothers including cosmetics, clothing, and toiletries. In addition, mothers were treated to a luxurious dinner in their honor. Afterwards the women gathered for a talk with the Rosh Yeshiva, Rabbi Meir Edri.


TV host and actress Eden Harel told the women how she left home in the north of the country at 17 and began to integrate into the Tel Aviv scene as a bartender. Then, without too many expectations, she went to audition for the role of presenter for MTV, beating 700 competitors, some of whom were very well-known figures in the worldwide entertainment industry.


Once she received the coveted post, Harel says she still felt something was missing. "I realized that I needed to seek spiritual answers so I started learning yoga in London, looking for the essence and purpose of my life and to try to understand what I'm really doing here in the universe."


Harel's search for spirituality led her to leave the entertainment world and travel to far-off India. "Through yoga I found a Tibetan Buddhist monastery in London, a bit similar to Judaism."


When she reached the monastery she hoped to draw the spirituality that she was so urgently seeking, but a surprise awaited her: "I came to the head of the monastery and told him I wanted to be a Buddhist nun. He laughed and asked me, 'What, are you Jewish?' 


“I replied: 'Yes, there is a problem?' 


“He replied: 'I have no problem, but you have a real problem: You don't belong here. So I spent a year in an Indian monastery, but I felt like this isn't it; I'm missing something."


Returning to Israel she met Oded Menashe on a television program. They married and today have a religious Jewish home with five children. Harel marvels at Judaism.


"We must tell everyone about Shabbat and family purity; this is the recipe for a good relationship. If everyone would know about family purity there would be less divorce in Israel. It does magic for a relationship".

Reprinted from the January 30, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva.

How Do We Get

Super Powers?

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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The Alshich HaKodesh, the Holy Alshich, Zt”l, Zy”a, asks a penetrating and fascinating question.  When Moshe Rabbeinu was born, Yocheved was frightened that the Egyptian death squads would confiscate him and throw him in the Nile.  
The Torah informs us that she constructed a little ark made from bulrushes; she coated it with mortar and pitch and put it in the reeds at the Nile’s edge.  The commentators first point out that the reason she used bulrushes was not only because it was durable, pliable and lightweight, but also because it was the perfect camouflage to blend in with the reeds at the edge of the Nile.


Her plan, in putting Moshe there, was two-fold.  Firstly, the last place they would look for him would be in the Nile itself.  Secondly, she hoped that by putting him in the Nile, the Egyptian astrologers would see in the stars that the Jewish savior was already drowned and therefore they would cancel the decree to drown the babies.  (This was what actually did occur.)


Little did she realize that Hashem would cause the ark to float out 400 cubits so that the daughter of Paroh would discover and retrieve him, and raise him royally in the palace of Paroh.


Now, here is the question of the Alshich: the Torah is very specific in informing us that it was Yocheved herself who built the ark, coated it, and took it, dodging the Egyptian killers, and placed it in the reeds.  Where was Amram, her husband, the Godol HaDor?  Why didn’t he help in the ark’s construction?  After all, that’s more a man’s thing rather than the job of Yocheved who was 130 years old at the time.


Why didn’t Amram do the very risky exercise of putting Moshe in the Nile, an action that could have gotten Yocheved arrested and worse?  It’s a powerful question, but his answer is even better than the question.


The Alshich explains that Amram’s wife Yocheved was also the midwife, Shifra, who defied Paroh and saved the Jewish babies.  Amram wanted that the hand that saved the Jewish babies should construct the ark and place Moshe Rabbeinu into the Nile.  He felt that those hands had a special merit and were more likely to deserve saving their son.


What a lesson!  Yocheved had what we call in Yiddish gebentchta henteh, blessed hands.  There is a Chassidic custom that when a chossid opens up a store or a business, he asks the Rebbe to come and put up the mezuzah.  I wondered about the custom.  After all, the Gemora says, “Mitzvah bo yoser mi b’shluchoh – The mitzvah is more upon the one who has the responsibility than upon his agent.”  
Since the store owner has the requirement, isn’t it preferable that he should put up the mezuzah? However, in light of this Alschich, we can understand this custom.   The Rebbe’s hand that saves people with his blessings and care are especially suited to put up the mezuzah which protects and saves the occupants of the store or home.


This teaching has broad applications.  Our sustenance is referred to in the Gemora as maaseh yodai’im, our handiwork.  If we stretch out our hands often to give charity, it is more likely that those hands will prosper in making a livelihood.   On the other hand (no pun intended), if we strike our child unfairly or we decline a poor person’s overtures, then our hands are certainly not blessed. 


 The hands of a mother that lovingly bathes a child and prepares the food for Shabbos, while thinking holy thoughts, and sets out her husband’s clothes with feelings of endearment, those hands are invested with special powers.


This concept, is of course not relegated to the hand.  Feet that walk multiple times on Shabbos, to shul and shiurim.  Ears that listen to lectures, or to the troubles of the lonely, the childless, the sick.  A mouth that speaks warmly and soothingly to loved ones, that davens with concentration and speaks about the Holy Torah, and  that sings zemiros on Shabbos.  These orfices and limbs have special powers.  May Hashem bless us that we should be able to supercharge our 248 limbs and in that merit we should be blessed with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.

Reprinted from the January 30, 2017 website of Matzav.com
Super Bowl Mysticism

By Mordechai Siev
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In 1997, I watched the Super Bowl with a group of students at Tel-Aviv University. As the Packers advanced on the Patriots, I racked my brain to think of some words of Torah I could present at half-time to inspire the students and turn the affair into a holy gathering.


The ending horn sounded. After some refreshments, I opened my remarks by saying that the most important thing on a football team is unity and a support system. The many individuals have to make sacrifices for the good of the whole team. As an ex-offensive tackle, I can attest to that strongly! Similarly, Chasidut demands of us the same kind of self-sacrifice and humility, even for a Jew you have never met before, and tells us that ahavat Yisrael (love for every Jew) is the basis of the whole Torah.


Here is another parallel. Chasidut teaches us about diminishing our bodily needs as a way to get closer to our spiritual potential. In football too, you sometimes have to "give up your body" to break the wedge or throw a down-field block, which is a kind of self-sacrifice for the cause.


There is also an idea in football that in order to advance the ball, you may have to take a step back or go on an end-around in order to run a long distance just to get back to cross the line of scrimmage where you started, and hopefully gain some yardage. Chasidic doctrine explains that the soul has to make a descent into a body in order to accomplish an ascent after 120 years in this world. Although you may take one step back by failing a test in Judaism, you can then go two steps forward. We should always be in the process of moving even if it temporarily knocks us down, rather than just remaining at the same level.


Finally there is the idea in football (and in all sports) of a comeback, the "cardiac kids" who never give up or ever think that all hope is lost. Chasidut tells us that a Jew is never lost no matter how far away from the Torah "team" he or she seems to be. The soul-spark inside always remains pure and holy, and is never disconnected from its source.


This also applies for any level of teshuva (return); it is never too late.


All the times I've watched football I could never really understand why it captivated me so totally. Now, after putting together a parallel between football and Chasidut that the kids at Tel-Aviv University could understand and relate to, it all comes together.


I realize that we have to learn to see how all aspects of our lives are interconnected, and how G-d is part of every one of these aspects, even the most mundane. We need to integrate, harmoniously and in a practical manner, the spiritual and physical in our lives. Moshiach NOW!


Mordechai Siev, a.k.a. "Big Mo," is the outreach director of Ascent-of-Safed in the north of Israel. A Long Island native and a Univ. of Buffalo graduate, he is a diehard fan of at least one New York team in every professional sport. Reprinted with permission from The Ascent Quarterly, Safed, Israel.

Reprinted from the Parshas Va’eirah 5777 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.
Rabbi Eli Reisman’s Reflections on

The Development of Nusach Sefard

By Daniel Keren


The third speaker at the December 26th legal holiday Hakhel Event at the Agudath Israel of Madison in Flatbush was Rabbi Eli Reisman, a Chaver at the Edison Community Kollel who gave a fascinating historical lecture on “The Nusach Debates: Kabbalah, Chassidus and the Siddur.”


This was continuation of a shiur that Rabbi Reisman gave last year at the same location that began with analysis of Siddur nusachim going back to the Knesset Anshei Gedolei, the Members of the Great Assembly who composed the text of the prayers that we continue to recite today.


Rabbi Reisman said that there are people who cannot truthfully say that the nusach they daven is the nusach that their fathers and grandfathers davened back to the times of Moshe Rabbeinu. This is a reference to those who daven today the Nusach Sefard. For these people are Ashkenazim.


This Nusach [Sefard] goes back to the 17th Century and the time of the Baal Shem Tov. [The development of the Nusach Sefard] caused great disputes and spiritual wars between the Ashkenazim and the then new followers of the Chassidim. The non-Chassidic [Ashkenazim] considered this new nusach to be an unforgiveable assault on their [precious] mesorah.


None of these people [involved into the nusach dispute] were rashoyim, evil people. Both sides deeply felt that their positions [Nusach Sefard or Nusach Ashkenaz] were correct.


Someone once asked Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, that since he davened Nusach Sefard and his son learns in a yeshiva that teaches Nusach Ashkenaz, what should he do? Rav Moshe replied that it was no problem as the son was merely returning to the Nusach Ashkenaz heritage of his forefathers. The Chasom Sofer also wrote that children of those who adopted Nusach Sefard should return to davening Nusach Ashkenaz.


The Arizal explained that there are 12 gates of prayer, one for each of the twelve shevatim, tribes of Israel. The Maggid of Mezeritch (the successor of the Baal Shem Tov) taught that there was also a 13th gate, a Nusach Klali (general nusach that everyone could use) and that was the Nusach Sefard. Yet, both Rav Moshe Feinstein and the Chasom Sofer disagree and say that there is no such 13th gate.


The Chidah (Rabbi Chaim Yosef David Azulai, 1724-1806) a prominent Sefardic scholar also says that there is a 13th gate [of prayer.] Others argued that Nusach Sefard is only for tzadikkim, the truly righteous. The Noam Elimelech (Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk, 1717-1787) writes that Nusach Sefard is not for everyone. But he gave permission to those [Chassidim] who ask him to switch to the Nusach Sefard in the hopes that they might thereby become more spiritually elevated.

Reprinted from the January 5, 2017 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.

Living with The Times

Why Was Pharaoh 

Punished if it was G-d

Who Hardened His Heart

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion, Bo, speaks of the last three plagues visited on Egypt, and of the Jewish People's long-awaited departure from there. It begins with G-d's command to Moses that he go to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, to warn him of the impending plague of locusts. G-d, however, states that Pharaoh will not heed the warning: "For I have hardened his heart...in order that you tell in the ears of your son and your son's son that which I have wrought in Egypt."


We learn from this that the locusts did not come as a punishment for Pharaoh's refusal to heed the warning; G-d had hardened his heart so that he would be unable to agree to free the Jews. But if such is the case, isn't it unjust for G-d to punish Pharaoh with a plague, when G-d Himself prevented him from acceding to Moses' demand?


Our commentators explain that during the first five plagues Pharaoh had free will to decide his actions, and he could have permitted the Jews to leave. It was only after Pharaoh demonstrated his wickedness and rebelled against G-d--"Who is G-d that I should listen to His voice?"--that his free will was taken away. This punishment clearly fit the crime: Pharaoh questioned G-d's authority and boasted of his own might, so he was shown that he did not even have the power to make his own decisions. Pharaoh was thus fully subjugated to the will of G-d.


Furthermore, Pharaoh's behavior during the plague of locusts underscored his impotence. When even his servants begged him to free the Jews--"Let the people go so that they can serve their G-d. Do you not yet know that Egypt is lost?"--Pharaoh immediately agreed and declared to Moses and Aaron, "Go worship your G-d." But at that very instant G-d hardened his heart and Pharaoh was forced to renege on his promise.


Even with this explanation we are still left with a philosophical problem. Why did Moses and Aaron have to go through the motions of issuing a formal warning if they knew that there was no chance that Pharaoh would agree to their request?


It is explained in the book of Tanya, the central work of Chasidic philosophy, that even a person who is so sunken into evil ways and so deplorable that "he is not provided with a means to do teshuva (repent)," even he can overcome and find his way back to righteousness. Even the most corrupt and abominable sinner can return to G-d.


If Pharaoh, totally self-centered, wicked and deprived of his free will could have prevented the final plagues from befalling his nation by exerting supreme effort to overcome the hardening of his heart, how much more so is it possible for every Jew to overcome his negative character traits and do teshuva.


A Jew's G-dly soul is termed "an actual piece of G-d," and is in his possession always, for the Jewish soul remains faithful to G-d even if the body commits a sin. A Jew always has the power to do teshuva, to return to G-d and live in harmony with his true essence. G-d awaits the return of every single Jew, for he can only sin externally, as his internal nature is untouched and holy.

Reprinted from the archives of L’Chaim Weekly, Issue #197 (Parshat Bo 5752/1992)
The Smokescreen

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat Bo tells the story of Yesi’at Misrayim – Beneh Yisrael’s Exodus from Egypt after over two centuries of exile and bondage. We read that when Beneh Yisrael left, they took with them the utensils and clothing of their Egyptian neighbors, as G-d had commanded them (12:35). 

The Ba’al Ha’turim (Rabbenu Yaakob Ben Asher, Germany/Spain, 1269-1343) comments that each member of Beneh Yisrael took two garments from the Egyptians. One was used to wrap the Masot which they took with them, and the other was worn throughout the forty years of travel in the wilderness. 
Miraculously, these garments remained intact and fresh for the entire forty-year period. We might wonder why it was deemed appropriate for Beneh Yisrael to wear these garments. Intuitively, we would have expected G-d to not want them to have anything to do with the belongings of the debased, idolatrous Egyptian society. Why did He want Beneh Yisrael to stand at Mount Sinai and behold His revelation while wearing Egyptian clothing? 

Is this appropriate attire for such a sacred event? Why did G-d insist that Beneh Yisrael wear the Egyptians’ clothing while they traveled in the wilderness? The Hatam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe Sofer of Pressburg, 1762-1839) explained that something very significant happened to these garments on the night of the Exodus. That night, besides killing the firstborns of Egypt, G-d also destroyed the country’s idols. 

Moshe predicted before Yesi’at Misrayim that G-d would “make judgment” upon all the pagan gods of Egypt (“U’v’chol Eloheh Misrayim E’eseh Shefatim” – 12:12). All the statues were shattered, and all the idolatrous images were miraculously removed from the objects upon which they were engraved. Likewise, the Egyptians would embroider idolatrous images onto their clothing, and these images were miraculously torn off the clothing on the night of the Exodus. 

Thus, by the time Beneh Yisrael took these garments, they had undergone a change, and no longer bore images of pagan gods. G-d specifically wanted Beneh Yisrael to wear these garments in the years following Yesi’at Misrayim in order to teach them – and us – a vital lesson. 

These pagan gods were looked upon as powerful deities, but in an instant they were exposed as mere smokescreens. They appeared significant, until they were shown to have no power and no significance whatsoever. The same is true of the Yeser Ha’ra (evil inclination). Our Yeser Ha’ra convinces us that sinful behavior is gratifying and will bring us contentment and happiness. 

To take an extreme example, alcoholics crave intoxicating drinks because they are convinced that drinking will make them happy and bring them a feeling of gratification. But after the intoxication wears off, the addict feels worse and emptier than he did before he drank. 

Sins, too, appear tempting and gratifying, but then leave us feeling empty and unfulfilled. The Yeser Ha’ra sets up for us a smokescreen, portraying the sin as something we need in order to attain happiness. But like the gods of Egypt, it is only an illusion, appearing as something valuable when in truth it is sheer vanity and nothing of significance. 

The Gemara teaches that in the times of Mashiah, the Yeser Ha’ra will be destroyed. We will look back at the vanities and lures of this world and realize that they were all just a hoax, an illusion, that we were deceived into affording importance to something meaningless. 

We must at all times remember the message of the Egyptians’ clothing, the illusionary nature of sin. It appears to have significance and value, but in truth is worth nothing. This perspective will help us avoid the traps set for us by the Yeser Ha’ra, and ensure that we invest all our time and energies into worthwhile and valuable pursuits.
Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5772/2012 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.
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