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Rav Shimon Schwab, zt”l


Many years ago, when I served as an eighth-grade rebbi, I had the pleasure of teaching a grandson of Rav Shimon Schwab z'tl. At the bar mitzvah of my talmid, Rav Schwab z'tl related a beautiful dvar Torah, (later published in his sefer Ma'ayan Hashoeva), about the importance of effectively modeling a Torah lifestyle. He used the events preceding the birth of Simshon Hagibor (Samson) to illustrate his point.

The Birth of a Child Destined for Greatness


[Last] week's Haftorah reading (Shoftim 13:2-25) discusses the birth of Shimshon Ha'gibor (Samson), and the instructions that his parents received from an angel prior to his birth.


The Navi (Shoftim 13:3) relates that an angel came to Shimshon's mother and told her that she was going to have a special child, who would be a nazir. That meant that for the boy's entire life he would live as an ascetic - he would not be able to drink wine or cut his hair.

The Request for Additional Guidance


When the woman related this incredible episode to her husband, Monoach, he prayed to Hashem, "Yovoi na oid ailaynu v'yoreinu mah na'aseh l'nar hayulod - Please send the angel to us again, and teach us what to do with this [special] child who will [soon] be born (Shoftim 13:8)."


The angel then appeared to them a second time and told the father, "Mikol asher amarti el haisha tishomeir - Whatever I told your wife [the first time that I appeared; that] is what you should do." The angel then shared with Monoach some halachos about nezirus. Upon hearing these instructions, Monoach expressed his gratitude to Hashem for the additional directives.


Rav Schwab asked several questions on this sequence of events:


* To begin with, why did Monoach want the malach to visit him? Didn't he trust his wife to relay the instructions properly? 


* Additionally, why did he need assistance from an angel as to the laws pertaining to a nazir? He could have read them directly from the Torah! 


* Most difficult to understand is - what additional guidance did he receive during the second visit of the angel? The malach merely repeated what he had already told Monoach's wife?

A Profound Insight


Rav Schwab offered a fascinating interpretation as to the request of Monoach and the response of the angel. He explained that Monoach was troubled by the fact that he was being asked to raise a child with a set of halachos that he would not subscribe to. He asked Hashem, "How can I raise my child as a nazir when I myself will be drinking wine? How can I possibly be mechanech my son when I am following a different set of rules?"


During the second visit of the angel, said Rav Schwab, the angel told Monoach, that he, Monoach, should also assume the role of a nazir. Mikol asher amarti el haisha TIshomer - YOU should do all that I told the woman. Hashem agreed that Monoach would have great difficulty raising a child with different standards than he himself would ascribe to, and instructed him to take upon himself all the stringencies of a nazir.

Setting a Personal Example


As we mature and expand our horizons, we often wish to convey our hashkofos (strongest beliefs) to our circle of family and friends. The most common vehicle for delivering our message is usually the spoken word. Rav Schwab points out that the power of our words pale in comparison to the effectiveness of a personal example. Values and middos tovos (good character traits) "are caught not taught."


Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch, zt"l, offers an insightful point regarding the well-known statement of our Sages: K'shot atzmecha v'achar kach k'shot acherim, "Examine yourself [first] and after that [you can] examine others." The phrase is traditionally understood to mean that one should reflect upon one's actions and self-evaluate before having the temerity to criticize others.


Rav Hirsch says that the first time that the term k'shoit is used in this phrase, it is related to the Aramaic word kushta, meaning "truth" (as in "alma d'kshoit" - the world of truth; a reference to the World to Come). In other words, be truthful with yourself before rebuking others.


Rav Hirsch implores us to look at ourselves honestly before we address the faults of others.


We transmit best to others what we practice ourselves.

Reprinted from the June 2, 2017 email of Rabbi Yakov Horowitz.

You Had a Great Day

By Rabbi David Ashear


The pursuit of a livelihood can cause a lot of worry and stress. Many people who are not earning what they thought they would become depressed. Their business occupies their minds day and night, and they can't enjoy the simple pleasures of life. 


It is so important for a person to never lose focus on the real purpose of life. We are here for a short amount of time on a mission to serve Hashem in the surroundings that He puts us in. If over the course of a day, a person prays, learns Torah, does some good deeds and makes other people feel good, then he had a great day. We have no control over the amount of money we make.


The Pasuk says in Mishle: it is only the blessing of Hashem that determines whether a person will be rich or poor. Hashem, who knows what we need much better than we do, gives each person the exact amount of money that he needs to do his job here properly. Sometimes a person needs to serve Hashem under financial hardship. And for him, the doors of Parnasa are closed. He shouldn't blame himself for not achieving; he shouldn't get depressed for not having; he should focus on fulfilling his real purpose-following the Torah and Mitzvot with joy under the conditions he has been placed in.


Money is such a small part of life. It is needed to get us by, but there is a much greater purpose that we're here for. We need to trust Hashem that He knows how much money we need, and He will provide accordingly. It is so clear that Parnasa in determined only by Hashem. We see it with our own eyes. Two people selling the exact same products: One is making millions while the other is struggling. How could that be? Because [it is Hashem who makes rich]
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There's an amazing phenomenon in the world: A sheep gives birth to just one or two offspring per year while a dog has about seven puppies per litter, and its gestation period is only two months. There are millions of sheep slaughtered every single year, while dogs are never slaughtered. We would imagine that the number of dogs in the world would far surpass the number of sheep. Yet, there are over a billion sheep in the world and only close to fifty million dogs. How is it possible that sheep outnumber dogs by more than twenty to one? The sheep have a blessing while the dogs don't.


Hashem could give a person money so easily. The Targum says that even the idea of which business to go into comes from Hashem. There's a company called Airbnb that is worth over ten billion dollars. How did it start? There were three roommates who couldn't make their rental payments, so they decided to blow up three air beds in their living room and rent them out. 


With a little advertising, they got three customers and their business started off like that. Success is determined by Hashem and failure is determined by Hashem. Somebody in Israel had an idea to purchase a certain type of Maror to sell before Pesach. He bought an enormous amount of it, but it turned out to be the biggest bust, and he lost a tremendous amount of money. 


That idea was given to him by Hashem, because at this point in his life, it was determined by Hashem that he needs to live without that money. If he continues serving Hashem despite his difficult situation, he will be a huge success; he'll be fulfilling his real purpose.


I know someone who needs to borrow money to make his monthly rental payments. Recently, one of his customers made an order that will bring him over one million dollars profit. He didn't know how he was going to pay for his basic expenses, and now, suddenly, he's a millionaire.


The amount of money we have is determined by Hashem. What's important in life is what we do with what we are given. Some have, and some don't. Some have today and they won't have tomorrow. And some don't have today and they'll have a lot tomorrow. What's important is putting our energy into what really matters, serving our Creator. And if we concentrate on that, we're a definite success.

Reprinted from the May 22, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.

Avoiding Anger on Shabbos

By Rabbi David Sutton


One of the great early Chassidic Rebbes, the Toldot Yaakov Yosef, described himself as somebody who was, by nature, a Kapdan - meaning, he was easily angered. In order to address this problem, he consulted with his Rabbi, Rav Menachem Mendel of Vitebsk. To his surprise, Rav Menachem Mendel did not respond, and gave him no advice.


Soon afterward, the Toldot Yaakov Yosef was traveling on a wagon together with a group of people, and they were stopped by a pauper who asked if he could join them. The Rebbe said that the wagon was full, but there was room in the back, with the baggage. The beggar happily agreed to sit with the baggage, despite the discomfort, and so he climbed in.


During the journey, the Rebbe from time to time turned around to check on the pauper and to ask how he was managing. Each time, the pauper replied that he was fine.
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Title Page of the Sefer authored by the Toldot Yaakov Yosef


On one occasion, the poor man gave a different response, citing the pasuk,  "Fortune is the nation that is like this." The simple meaning of this phrase is that it introduces the next clause:  "fortunate is the nation that Hashem is its G-d." Meaning, this pasuk proclaims that we have the good fortune to be Hashem's people. 


This poor beggar, however, gave a different interpretation. He explained the pasuk to mean that people who appreciate things the way they are are fortunate. People enjoy happiness in life when they live with this mindset of accepting reality as it is without complaining and without wishing things were different. 


The Rabbi's fellow passengers thought this was a humorous reading of the verse, but he took this insight very seriously, as conveying a powerful lesson about how to avoid anger and hostility, teaching us to accept difficult situations without letting them disturb us.


The Toldot Yaakov Yosef returned to his Rebbe and told him this story and the interpretation to this pasuk shared by this mysterious pauper. His Rebbe said that this man was Eliyahu Ha'navi, whom Hashem sent to teach him the secret to avoiding anger. As he so sincerely and eagerly wished to overcome his tendency to grow angry, Hashem came to his aid and sent him Eliyahu to teach him this profound lesson.


The way we avoid anger is through the mindset of  accepting every situation and recognizing that it is precisely the way it is supposed to be.


On this basis, we understand more fully the particular importance of avoiding anger on Shabbat. The Abudarham (an early commentator to the siddur) records the custom - which is still observed in some communities - to recite on Shabbat this pasuk, "fortunate is the nation that Hashem is its G-d." at the time when the Torah is taken from the ark. 


One of the explanations given for this custom is that Shabbat is the day when we receive the Torah, and the Torah gives us this perspective of  of accepting every situation in which we find ourselves. Indeed, the work Kav Ha'yashar (chapter 86) cites the Zohar as commenting that when the Jewish People come to the synagogue on Shabbat and pray properly, and they then return to their homes which are properly arranged in Shabbat's honor, the angels sing the praises of Am Yisrael. This pasuk, and the message it expresses, is especially relevant on Shabbat. Shabbat is the time to reinforce our mindset of  that everything is always precisely the way Hashem wants it to be, and we should therefore accept all difficult situations calmly and without anger.


The Hid"a, Rav Haim Yosef David Azoulay, once wrote during his travels,  "Every delay is for the best." One of the most common causes of anxiety and anger is being delayed. When we are forced to sit in traffic, when we miss a train or flight, or when somebody arrives later than they were supposed to, we instinctively feel tense and resentful. But in such situations we must remember the message that this is precisely what was meant to happen. By reminding ourselves that Hashem always works everything out precisely the way it is supposed to unfold, we can avoid anger and remain calm and serene even when we find ourselves delayed.


A story told in my family exemplifies this message. We have a tradition in the family that when my mother's grandfather was on his way to the boat to sail to the United States, he stepped on a nail, which caused him to miss his boat. As it happened, that boat sank. We must remember that everything is precisely the way it is supposed to be, and therefore we have no reason to become frustrated or angry when things do not go the way we want them to.

Reprinted from the June 2, 2017 email of Embrace Shabbos.

Rabbi Yosef Viener Discusses the Challenge of Balancing Self Esteem

And Recognizing the Yad Hashem

By Daniel Keren
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Rabbi Yosef Viener, Mora D’asra of K’hal Sha’ar HaShomayim in Monsey was one of the featured speakers at the Hakhel Memorial Day Yarchei Kallah Program in Flatbush. The topic of his lecture in which he attempted to blend the lessons of Pesach, Shavuos and Sefira was “Self Esteem and the Yad Hashem: Balancing Our Talents, Efforts and Responsibilities.”


It is a challenge to recognize your potential and talents and yet at the same time understand that whatever great achievements you accomplish is only because of the Siyati DiShmaya, heavenly assistance of Hakodesh Baruch Hu.


Rav Chaim Kanievsky offers insight into the incident when Moshe Rabbeinu was told by Hashem that Klal Yisroel had quickly fallen into the terrible sin of avodah zorah (idol worship) just 40 days after Mattan Torah, (G-d’s giving of the Torah to the Jewish people at Har Sinai) on the day that we today celebrate as the Yom Tov of Shavuos.


How could this happen? Moshe Rabbeinus seemed to be late in returning to the camp and the Satan [or Yetzer Hora, evil inclination] was given permission by Hakodesh Baruch Hu to try and convince Klal Yisroel that Moshe was dead and that they were now leaderless and helpless in the dangerous Midbar, wilderness of Sinai.


Rabbi Viener said that one can go back even further to the tragic incident of Kayin and Hevel, when Kayin’s cheap [and certainly not worthy] offering was rejected by Hakodesh Baruch Hu. In his great depression, Kayin came to deny Hashem and become the world’s first apikorsis, heretic. Rav Chaim says that it was not failure that causes one to reject Hashem and go off the derech, but rather the resulting sense of Yi’ish or hopeless depression.

Both Ruth and Orpah
Wanted to Become Sincere Converts


Similarly both Ruth and Orpah, loyal daughters-in-law to Naomi, their beloved mother-in-law wanted to after the deaths of their two husbands follow Naomi back to Beis Lechem in Yehuda and become sincere converts to Judaism. The mother-in-law went thru the motions [of three times trying to discourage her daughters-in-law)


At the end, Ruth stayed loyal and Orpah at just before the last moment gave up her initially strong commitment to stay with Naomi and become a dedicated member of the holy nation. Chazal, our Sages of blessed memory say that within an hour of turning back from Naomi, Orpah spiritually debased herself in ways that defy a normal imagination. The resulting depression that came to her when she understood that she had lost everything possible b’ruchnius, spiritually caused her to commit unbelievable aveiras, sins and eventually become the grandmother of that great blasphemous rasha, evil man – Golias/Goliath.


Rav Yerucham Levovitz, zt”l, the famed Mashgiach Ruchani and Baal Musar of the Mir Yeshiva in Poland taught that the more material comforts one has, the odds are that when something goes slightly wrong, one is going to be severely shaken up and fall into a great danger of losing it all, thereby suffering a serious spiritual failing in his or her avodas Hashem, G-dly service.


Hashem caused the Bnei Yisroel, the Jewish nation to leave Mitzrayim in a hurry. Why? If you are not prepared for the unexpected, you may be in danger of great failures [both in the material and spiritual realms.] This quick departure from Egypt was the beginning of a preparation to help Jews train themselves for the unexpected. Everything has to be in a rush [and one has to be prepared to multitask.]

What was Ruth up Against?


What was Ruth up against? She was a Moabite Princess and accustomed to the good things in life. She had no idea of how and if she would be accepted by the Jews in Beis Lechem when she arrived accompanying her mother-in-law Naomi.


Where was Boaz, the rich uncle who might be expected to assist both Naomi and Ruth? And why didn’t he help them when they came into Beis Lechem? That day in which the two women came into town, Boaz’s wife died and he was out of commission sitting shiva for seven days.


Yet, Ruth didn’t let the failure of Boaz to help Naomi and her deter her from trying to stay loyal to Naomi and her spiritual goal of becoming the mother of Jewish royalty (the House of David). Despite her royal and aristocratic background she followed the other poor people by going to a field to collect the from the wheat from the corners of the farm that is Biblically commanded for the destitute.


Rav Avrohom Pam, zt”l. upon being informed that an elderly Yid who davened in the Torah Vodaath minyan was ill and in the hospital wanted to perform the mitzvah of bikur cholim, cheering a sick person. However, because he was a Kohen, Rav Pam could not enter the hospital. Instead he quickly took two minutes to pen a note wishing the patient a refuah shelaima and telling him how much he was missed by others in the Minyan.

A Lesson from the Levaya


Unfortunately, a few weeks later that man was nifter and at his levaya [which Rav Pam also could not attend as he was a Kohen], it was told of how proud the old man had been from receiving the noted from Rav Pam, a distinguished Gadol BaTorah. Everytime some came to visit him in the hospital, the elderly gentleman would show off the letter he had gotten from Rav Pam.


When Rav Pam was told of this story he began to shake and cry. The person who told him was surprised and said, “What did you do wrong? It was a great thing you accomplished in cheering up the sick man and giving him chizuk.” Rav Pam explained that he hadn’t realized the great potential he could have accomplished and he shuddered to think about the many other lost opportunities he could have had if he had only taken those couple of minutes to writes words of bikur cholim to Yidden he knew when they were in hospitals that otherwise he could not visit.


Oftentimes, Rabbi Viener said we allow our modesty to stop us from doing the things that need to be done for us and indeed for the rest of Klal Yisroel. There is a delicate balance between anavis (humility) and what we should do and can accomplish


Every Jew, no matter what his level is capable of performing acts to honor Hashem. There was an elderly Jew who died in a non-religious kibbutz in Eretz Yisroel. A rabbi was called to perform the levaya, funeral service and he asked someone from the kibbutz if he knew of anything that the nifter had done which he could mention in the levaya.

An Incident During the Second World War


The man thought for a few minutes and then remembered that once during the Second World War the nifter was serving in the navy of one of the Allied nations. The ship was blown up and he and other were thrown into the frigid frozen waters. After a few minutes he was in danger of dying because of the cold waters. In his despair this non-religious Jew cried out to Hashem that if He saved him from death, he would take upon himself never to again smoke on Shabbos.


Rabbi Viener noted that the man didn’t promise to become Shomer Shabbos and indeed for the rest of his life he did not become a baal teshuvah, repentant. But his chaverim on the kibbutz were able to testify that never again did the nifter ever smoke again on Shabbos, even though he was probably the only one on the kibbutz who so abstained from doing so on the holy Seventh Day.


Rabbi Viener concluded by saying that Hashem will take almost any offer we make to Him in the realm of avodas Hashem. The difficulty is that we don’t believe in ourselves and the important value to Hashem of our own increase in Avodas Hashem.

Reprinted from the June 8, 2017 edition of The Flatbush Jewish News.
Thoughts that Count 

That there be no plague among the Children of Israel, when the Children of Israel approach the Sanctuary (Num. 8:19)

There are, unfortunately, Jews who only interest themselves in Judaism after a misfortune has befallen them. Our aim should be, however, to approach G-d not only through suffering and sorrow, but with joy and happiness. (Imrai Noam)

Reprinted from the Parshat Beha’alosecho 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly.

When Is It Good

To Be Greedy?

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The first verses of Parashat Behaalotecha speak about the Misva of the Menorah, the lighting of the candles in the Mishkan, a Misva that was assigned to Aharon.  Rashi, citing the Midrash, explains why this Misva appears specifically here, in this context, immediately following the account of the special gifts brought by the Nesi’im (tribal leaders) in honor of the Mishkan’s inauguration.  

Aharon, the Midrash comments, felt dismayed over the fact that he had not participated in these gifts.  The Nesi’im of all the tribes brought these offerings to the Mishkan – except Aharon, the leader of the tribe of Levi.  

His exclusion from this celebration caused Aharon great distress, and G-d therefore sought to encourage him by reminding him of the privilege he is given to light the Menorah each day.  He should not be distressed by his exclusion from the Nesi’im’s gifts, G-d told him, because he had the special honor of kindling the Menorah.


The Ramban (Rabbi Moshe Nahmanides, 1194-1270) raised several questions concerning Rashi’s comments, including the question of why Aharon would feel distressed over not participating with the Nesi’im.


Throughout the seven days preceding the Mishkan’s inauguration, Aharon and his sons brought special sacrifices in the Mishkan as part of their consecration as Kohanim.  Moreover, as Kohen Gadol, Aharon enjoyed numerous special privileges, including the exclusive right to enter the Kodesh Ha’kodashim – the inner sanctum of the Mishkan – on Yom Kippur.  Why would he feel distressed because he did not take part in the Nesi’im’s offering?  He had so many unique privileges – why would this exclusion trouble him?
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Rav Yerucham Levovitz, zt”l


Rav Yerucham Levovitz of Yeshivat Mir (1873-1936) explained that Aharon’s distress is characteristic of the Sadikim.  They are always desperately seeking more opportunities for Misvot.  Righteous people are never complacent, they’re never satisfied with what they’ve accomplished.


Like a greedy businessmen who continues to look for more deals even after he’s made a fortune, the Sadikim are greedy –always looking for more Misvot to perform.  They passionately pursue each and every Misva opportunity like a precious asset that they absolutely must have.  Aharon was distressed over a lost opportunity for a Misva, because he understood, like all Sadikim understand, just how valuable each and every Misva is.


Rav Yerucham brought other examples of this “greed” for Misvot.  Moshe Rabbenu had the most impressive “resume” of anybody who ever lived.  He spent forty days without eating or drinking, receiving the Torah directly from Hashem; he led Beneh Yisrael out of Egypt and through the sea, and received direct prophecy from G-d on many occasions. 


And yet, when G-d informed him that he would die without entering Eretz Yisrael, he recited 515 prayers begging for permission to enter the land.  The Gemara explains that he desperately wanted to enter Eretz Yisrael so he could observe the Misvot that can be performed only there.  As much as he had accomplished, it wasn’t enough.  He was greedy; he craved even more Misvot.


Another example is the famous story of Rabbi Akiba, who was tortured to death by the Romans for teaching Torah.  As the executioner combed his skin off his body, Rabbi Akiba told his students that he had longed for this moment – for the opportunity to fulfill the Misva of surrendering one’s life for G-d’s honor.  Rabbi Akiba taught Torah to thousands of students – but this wasn’t enough.  He still felt a desire to fulfill more Misvot.


It is told that a young man once saw the Hafetz Haim walking around anxiously outside on a cold, windy, snowy night.  He later found out that the Hafetz Haim had not yet had a chance to recite Birkat Ha’lebana that month due to inclement weather, and he was anxiously awaiting the opportunity to see the moon so he could recite the Beracha.  This is how passionate he was about grabbing opportunities for Misvot.


The lesson we can take from these examples is never to relax and rest on our laurels.  No matter how much we grow and accomplish, there is so much more that we can still do.  We, too, should be “greedy,” always be searching for more Misvot to perform, for more opportunities to grow and to help others.  This is the legacy that we have received from Aharon Ha’kohen, Moshe Rabbenu, Rabbi Akiba, and many other Sadikim, and the legacy which we must strive to follow.

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

More Thoughts that Count for the Parsha

But the man Moses was very humble, more so than any man upon the face of the earth (Num. 12:3)


The famous Chasidic rabbi, Reb Baruch, once asked his disciple, Rabbi Baruch Stuchiner, if he had as yet succeeded in locating proper accommodations in the town of Pshischa. The chasid replied that he had not yet found a place to stay. Reb Baruch responded: "One who does not 'take up space" will always be able to find a place wherever he goes."

This is the workmanship of the menora--beaten work of gold (Num. 8:4)

"Beaten work of gold," explains Rashi, means that the menora was to be made of a single piece of gold, beaten or pounded with a hammer and other tools, until it assumed the proper shape. Likewise, a person who desires to transform himself into a "menora," to kindle his G-dly spark and be illuminated with the light of Torah, should also do the same to himself--striking away at his negative qualities and working on his character until he, too, assumes the proper form.

(Likutei Torah)
Reprinted from the Parshat Beha’alosecho 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly.
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