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Why We Wish Each Other a "Good and Sweet" New Year
By Riva Kent

[image: ]

Not everything good feels sweet in the moment, and not everything sweet is actually good. A closer look at the classic Rosh Hashanah blessing, and what it's really asking of us.
On Rosh Hashanah, we wish each other Shana Tova U’Metukah — a good and sweet new year. But aren't goodness and sweetness essentially the same thing? Why do we need both words?
Not everything good feels sweet, and not everything that feels sweet is good.
Some of life's greatest blessings do not feel like blessings while you are going through them. You may lose a job or endure the pain of a difficult breakup. At the time, all you can feel is the loss. Only years later, looking back, do you realize that those experiences opened doors you never expected or set you on a path you would never otherwise have taken.
The experiences were ultimately good for you, but they did not feel sweet at the time.
The opposite can also be true. Some experiences feel sweet at first, but eventually take you in the wrong direction. What brings you pleasure today is not always what is best for you tomorrow.
The greeting Shanah Tovah U'Metukah is a call to meet two challenges. The first is to recognize goodness even when it does not feel sweet. You cannot always judge an experience by how it feels in the moment. When you are in the middle of a book, you can’t yet understand why the plot is unfolding the way it is or know how the story will end. Only when you reach the final chapters do earlier events take on their full meaning.
Likewise, many of life's blessings reveal their goodness only in hindsight. Until then, you are challenged to trust that what does not yet feel sweet may nevertheless be good.
The second challenge is to ensure that the sweetness you seek is rooted in what is genuinely good. People often mistake immediate pleasure for lasting fulfillment. But true sweetness is not found in immediate gratification that prioritizes the easy path for long term, meaningful goals. When you look back on your life, your deepest satisfaction comes from the challenges you embraced and the sense of purpose you found along the way.
When you wish someone a Shanah Tovah U'Metukah, you are expressing a hope for a year in which life's blessings are visible and unmistakable, one in which goodness is experienced with sweetness. You are saying: "May you enjoy good health. May your relationships flourish. May meaningful opportunities come your way. And may your joys not first have to pass through hardship."
Although hardship may become the source of great blessing, Judaism doesn’t glorify suffering for its own sake. You hope both for yourself and for others for goodness that can be recognized as it arrives, in the present, rather than only in hindsight, once the story has been told.
Furthermore, you wish not only that life's goodness will be sweet, but that the sweetness you experience will be rooted in what is genuinely good.
May we be blessed with a Shanah Tovah U'Metukah — a year in which goodness is experienced with sweetness, and in which the sweetness we experience is rooted in what is truly good and meaningful.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com

The Unique and True Unity of the Jewish People – Our Common
Covenant with G-d
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week we read two Torah portions, Nitzavim and Vayeilech. The Torah portion Nitzavim is always read on the Shabbat before Rosh Hashana. It begins with Moses' address to the Jewish people, "You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d..." This invocation is both general and specific. It mentions the individual classes of Jews, from the heads of the tribes to the drawers of water. And it gathers them all into the collective phrase, "all of you."
This is in itself something of a contradiction. The verse begins by speaking to Israel as a unity - "You are standing...all of you" - without making any distinctions. But immediately afterwards, it proceeds to detail the different classes of Jews. Why, in any case, did it need to do so, when the phrase "all of You" already encompasses them all?
This was done in order to make a fundamental point: that on the one hand, there must be unity among Jews; and, at the same time, each has his unique contribution to make, his own individual mission.
But if there have to be distinctions among Jews, especially ones as extreme as that between "your heads" and "the drawer of your water," how can there be true unity among them? The verse supplies its own answer. "You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d." It is when Jews stand before G-d, in the full recognition that He is the author of their powers and the foundation of their being, that they are one.
This can be explained by a simple analogy. When people from a group or community unite for a specific purpose, economic, intellectual or whatever, they share their money or labor or ideas towards a given end and for a specified time. Outside this partnership they remain separate individuals, each with his own private word.
Yet, the community of Israel is a partnership "before the L-rd your G-d" and its purpose is that you should "enter into the covenant of the L-rd your G-d, and into His oath..." This partnership encompasses the whole person - not just his labor or his ideas - each according to his capacity. And it is a partnership in perpetuity, as eternal as the Torah. This is true unity.
Moreover, the effort of each Jew playing his unique part in the covenant is implicit to the work of the whole community. The unity of Israel is created not by every Jew being the same, but by his own unique role in fulfilling the directives of "the L-rd your G-d." Israel is one before G-d when, and only when, each Jew fulfills the mission which is his alone.

Reprinted from the Parshat Nitzavim-Vayeilech 5763/2003 (Issue #787) email of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY. From "Torah Studies" by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, adapted from the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe.



Rav Avigdor Miller on
Being a Talmid Chacham
Or a Baal Tzedaka
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QUESTION: If one has the opportunity to choose two careers, one of making money and being a baal tzedaka, or remaining in the Torah world and acquiring shleimus in Torah, which should he choose?
ANSWER: There’s no question, תלמוד תורה כנגד כולם.  You choose Torah because the person who has shleimus in tzedaka, if he lacks the shleimus of Torah, he’s lacking a bigger shleimus.  There’s no question that the shleimus of Torah is much greater.
I’ll give one little example.  This doesn’t even begin to treat the subject.  There are people who give tzedaka and don’t even have the shleimus of tzedaka, because they didn’t study what the Torah says about tzedaka.  So sometimes they give tzedaka just like a rich gentile gives. Whereas a ben Torah knows what it means to give to Torah and to tzedaka, and even though he doesn’t have, still he has the opportunity to get at least the desire to do it; whereas there are some rich people who don’t even have any interest in the subject.  To them, it’s just an opportunity to get rid of people who bother them.  It’s only when a man has both, Torah and he gives tzedaka, then he can do it in a perfect way.
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But there are many other reasons.  תלמוד תורה כנגד כולם!  There’s no question!  Nowhere do we find recommended that people should go into business in order to give tzedaka.  If you’re in business, then see to it that you’re a baal tzedaka.  But the best business of life is the business of becoming great in knowing Torah.

Reprinted from a recent email of Torah Avigdor based on a December 1973 question-and-answer session from a classic Thursday night hashkafah lecture of Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l.


	
Thoughts that Count
for Our Parsha

You are standing this day, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d (Deut. 29:9)
"All of you" are before G-d, all of you are equal in His eyes. Your "leaders, elders and officers" are not considered any more important and privileged than your "woodcutters and water carriers." (Klai Yakar)

In your mouth and in your heart, that you will do it (Deut. 30:14)
Don't think that you have fulfilled your obligation "with your mouth" - just by speaking about doing a mitzva, or "in your heart" - just by thinking about doing one. Everything that is "in your mouth and in your heart" - all of these mitzvot - do it! (Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotsk)

Because my G-d is not in my midst have I found these troubles (Deut. 31:17)
The Baal Shem Tov taught that when a person sees bad in his neighbor, it is because he has a similar blemish of his own: the other person is a mirror, showing us ourselves. The second Chabad Rebbe, Rabbi Dov Ber, paraphrased this verse to bring out the above point. "Because G-d is not in me do I notice this evil." (Sefer Hasichot)

You have been rebellious with G-d. (Deut. 31:27)
It doesn't say "against G-d," but "with G-d." With every improper thing we do we cause G-d to be a partner. This is especially true when we do these things in the name of a commandment or turn a bad deed into a commandment! (Likutim)

Write this song for yourself and teach it to the children of Israel (Deut. 31:19)
According to the Sefer HaChinuch, from this verse we learn of the very last commandment in the Torah, the mitzva for every Jew to write a Torah scroll for himself. The purpose of this mitzva is that every Jew should have on hand a Torah in which to study. One way to fulfill this commandment today is to buy a share or letter in a communal Torah scroll, thereby taking part in this mitzva.

Reprinted from the Parshat Nitzavim-Vayeilech 5763/2003 (Issue #787) email of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.


Bringing the Horse 
Dealer to Do Teshuva

It is related that the Baal Shem Tov zy”a once entered a boarding house and saw numerous merchants there, including horse dealers, cattle sellers, butchers, leather dealers, etc. It was during the time of year when the fair was open, and they had all come to buy and sell their wares. They would spend every day doing business, and they would come in the evening to the boarding house to rest. 
When the Besh”t saw how immersed in their business these men were, he felt sorry for them. He said to them, “I have a question for you, my brothers. Can you tell me the difference in price between a good horse and a bad horse?” 
The horse dealers began to laugh at the silly question. One of them spoke up and said, “There is a huge difference! A good horse that is able to run fast and which can carry a rider can fetch 100 gold coins or more. A bad horse that is too weak to run fast or carry a rider and can only pull a small cart can only be sold for 10 gold coins at most.” 
The Besh”t, however, continued to speak and he asked, “Why is it good for a horse to be able to run fast? This could be a detriment. If it runs off the path, it will get very far away before you can catch it and get it back!”
The merchants now understood that he was hinting to deep matters and they waited to see what he would say next. The Besh”t continued to say, “It is true that a fast horse may get lost and run far away but it will also get back on the right path very quickly!” 
He then said in a voice full of love and pleasantness, “You should be able to understand on your own what I am getting at. You are all good Jews. You descend from great men. Even if you wander very far from the good path, do not despair! You still possess greatness within you and you can quickly return to the proper path.” 
This is the meaning of the Navi’s words (Yirmiyahu 3:22):
“Shuvu banim shovavim.” Return you backsliding children! Even if you have slid backwards, you are still Hashem’s children, and you can return to Him by doing teshuva. The road to do this is fully open during the month of Elul! May we all merit doing a full teshuva out of love, so that our sins are transformed into merits, and may we all have a kesiva v’chasima tova!

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Savo 5786 email of The Way of Emunah: Collected Thoughts on the Weekly Parshah from Rabbi Meir Isamar Rosenbaum.

Are Deceased Parents Aware of
The Happenings of Our Lives?
By Yehuda Shurpin
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“For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing.”
Ecclesiastes 9:5
Based on this, some have (erroneously) thought that the dead are unaware of this world’s goings on. But as we will uncover, the verse means something quite different.
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a7472662]When his colleague attempted to bring proof from this verse to answer our very question, the Talmudic sage Rabbi Chiya told him: “If you read the verse, you did not read it a second time, and if you read it a second time, you did not read it a third time, and if you read it a third time, then they did not explain it to you properly…”1
Since the Talmud itself discusses this question quite extensively, let’s start there.
The Talmud relates that Rabbi Chiya once told Rabbi Yonatan to lift his tzitzit while walking through a cemetery. Otherwise, he explained, the dead might perceive this as lo'eg larash—mocking those who can no longer perform mitzvot. Rabbi Yonatan initially objected: If the dead know what is happening, how can the (above) verse state that “the dead know nothing”?
[bookmark: footnoteRef2a7472662]“You obviously haven’t learned Scripture properly,” Rabbi Chiya responded. “For the living know that they will die”—refers to the righteous, who are called living even in death ... “But the dead know nothing”—refers to the wicked, who are called dead even while alive.’”2

Where Is the Orphans’ Money?
The Talmud then tells a number of stories to determine whether or not the deceased know what is going on in this world. One example:
Shmuel’s father was often appointed a guardian for safekeeping money belonging to orphans. Shmuel did not know where the money was kept, and when his father died suddenly, a problem arose. Because he was unable to return the money, people started calling him “the son who eats orphans’ money.”
Determined to clear his name, Shmuel went to the cemetery to find his father. He asked around for “Abba,” but was told there were many souls by that name. He narrowed it down to “Abba bar Abba (Abba the son of Abba),” but there were still too many. Finally, he specified “Abba bar Abba, father of Shmuel,” and was told his father had gone up to the heavenly study hall.
While waiting for his father’s soul to return, Shmuel noticed his father’s old friend Levi sitting outside, away from the rest of the group. Levi explained that he was being kept out because he’d caused offense by skipping Rabbi Afes’s classes for years.
Then Shmuel's father arrived, crying and laughing at once. Crying, he said, because Shmuel would join him before long; laughing, because Shmuel was so highly regarded in the world of the living. Shmuel used the moment to intercede for Levi, asking that if he himself was so important, Levi should be let into the study hall — and his request was granted.
Finally, Shmuel asked about the money. His father told him to check the millhouse: the coins on the top and bottom were their own, and the orphans’ money was tucked safely in the middle. Asked why he’d arranged it that way, his father explained: if thieves struck, they’d take from the top; if the ground swallowed coins, it would take from the bottom. Either way, the orphans’ money in the middle would be protected.

The Soul’s Connection to the Physical World
After this, Rabbi Yonatan reconsidered his position:
[bookmark: footnoteRef3a7472662]From where is it derived that the dead converse with each other? As it is stated: “And the L-rd said to him, this is the land that I swore to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, saying: I will give it to your offspring.3” What is the meaning of “saying”? It means that G‑d told Moses: Go and tell Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, that the oath that I swore to you I have already fulfilled for your descendants.
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a7472662][bookmark: footnoteRef5a7472662]Based on this, many commentators, including Rabeinu Bechaye,4 determine that this is indeed the Talmud’s conclusion: Not only are the dead aware of matters of heaven, they are aware of matters taking place in this world as well—and they concern themselves with those matters.5
As for the verse in Ecclesiastes, it must be taken figuratively, as Rabbi Chiya asserts. The “dead who know nothing” refers to the wicked, who are called dead even while alive.
[bookmark: footnoteRef6a7472662]In his classic mystical work Ma’avar Yabok, Rabbi Aharon Berachiah Modena explains that the soul remains connected to the physical world even after death through the etzem luz, a small bone in the spine that does not decay and serves as the point of connection between the soul and the body until the Resurrection of the Dead in the Messianic era. In this sense, death is not a complete cessation of the body’s existence, but a temporary state until the body is restored to life. Therefore, death does not mean that all awareness or sensation ceases.6

The Departed Actively Pray for Us
[bookmark: footnoteRef7a7472662]Not only are the souls of the departed aware of what goes on, but the Zohar teaches that they actively intercede on behalf of the living.7
[bookmark: footnoteRef8a7472662]This is especially true when visiting the graves of the departed. A special lingering connection of the soul remains tied to the grave and aware of the suffering of those in this world. When people go to a cemetery to pray, the nefesh part of the soul is awakened, arousing the ruach and neshamah (higher levels of the soul), which in turn seek mercy from G‑d on behalf of the living.8
[bookmark: footnoteRef9a7472662][bookmark: footnoteRef10a7472662]In fact, the Zohar states that if not for the prayers of the departed on behalf of those down here, the world could not endure.9 This is especially true before Rosh Hashanah, when the world is judged; the souls of our ancestors seek mercy for us.10
[bookmark: footnoteRef11a7472662]The mystics also explain that the souls of our ancestors going back at least three generations, and at times going even further back, attend joyous occasions such as the weddings of their descendants.11

We Bring Them Joy, Too!
Perhaps this can best be summarized by a letter the [Lubavitcher] Rebbe wrote to a grieving widow whose husband had been killed. The Rebbe explained that the bond between people is not rooted in the physical body, but in the soul, which is the person’s true essence. Death severs the soul’s physical connection to the body, but it does not sever its connection with those it loves. The soul continues to live eternally and remains connected to its family, sharing in their sorrow and rejoicing in their happiness. It is only those living in this physical world who can no longer see or touch that connection.
[bookmark: footnoteRef12a7472662]The Rebbe further emphasized that the soul derives particular satisfaction when it sees its children continuing to live with strength and purpose, being raised in the ways of Torah, building Jewish homes, and performing good deeds.12
While we have discussed the souls of the departed being aware of what goes on, and sharing in our joys and sorrows and praying for us in times of need, it is equally important to keep in mind that there is something we can do for the souls of the departed which they can no longer do for themselves: doing physical acts of mitzvot and Torah learning in their merit. For once they have departed this physical world, they are dependent on us, their descendants, to bring merit to their souls and help them climb ever higher.
May we merit the day when we will once again be reunited with our loved ones down here, with the coming of the Final Redemption and the Resurrection of the Dead!

Footnotes
[bookmark: footnote1a7472662]
1. Berachot 18a–b.
2. Berachot 18a–bguardian to safeguard.
3. Deuteronomy 34:4.
4. Rabeinu Bechaye, Deuteronomy 34:4.
5. Although we have stated that the Talmud’s conclusion is that the dead are aware of what is going on in this world, some have pointed to the commentary of Tosafot, which seems to understand the Talmud's conclusion as the opposite: that the dead don’t know what is going on in the physical world.
Elsewhere, where the Talmud notes that when the 12 Spies were sent to scout the Land while the Jews were still in the desert, one of the spies, Caleb, went to pray at the Cave of the Patriarchs so that he would not be swayed by the wicked counsel of his fellow spies, Tosafot question: Didn’t we conclude that the dead, even the forefathers, aren’t aware of the goings on in this world? So why did Caleb go there?
Tosafot explain that when we pray, the deceased are informed of our suffering and needs, and they help and pray for us, bringing proof from the Talmud in Ta’anit (16a) which asks why we go to the cemetery when praying for rain, and answers: “So that the deceased will ask for mercy on our behalf.”
This seems to indicate that Tosafot believed the dead (albeit, unless we pray, and perhaps visit their resting place) aren’t aware of what is going on in this physical world.
But it is difficult to reconcile this interpretation (as some seem to), not only because a reading of the Berochot indicates the conclusion that they do in fact have an awareness, but also because there are many other stories and statements in the Talmud all of which indicate that the dead are in fact aware of what goes on in this word.
This has bothered many commentators. Even the Mesoret Hashas on the gloss of Talmud Sotah 34b, in a very rare comment, wonders about Tosafot’s understanding and adds that it is a mitzvah to answer and reconcile what Tosafot is saying.
Some (see Yaarot Devash) attempt to reconcile this discrepancy by explaining that it depends on the person. Although most of the dead know and are interested in the affairs of this world, some of those of a higher spiritual level know nothing of this world unless through prayers and\or visiting their gravesites etc.), since they are no longer interested in physical, mundane matters.
This is still difficult in light of the various sources in the Zohar and elsewhere that specifically the righteous are aware of (and pray for mercy) for those in this world.
The Chida, in his commentary Petach Enyaim on the Talmud in Sota 34b, explains that Tosafot addresses the Talmud's initial assumption—before its conclusion—that the dead know nothing. 
The problem is that Caleb's statement, "my fathers, seek mercy for me," seems to assume the dead do know. One might try to deflect this by arguing that the Talmud's opening claim ("the dead know nothing") only applies to the ordinary dead, while everyone agrees the Patriarchs are an exception and do know.
But Tosafot block that easy way out. By noting that the Talmud's conclusion — that the dead do know — is proven specifically from the case of the Patriarchs, they show that the Talmud's original claim ("the dead know nothing") must have included the Patriarchs, too. Which brings the difficulty right back. How, then, could Caleb say "my fathers, seek mercy for me," if even the Patriarchs supposedly don't know what happens here?
6. Maavor Yaabok, Sefat Emet, ch. 1.
7. Zohar 2:16a-b.
8. Zohar 2:142b
9. Zohar 2:16a-b.
10. Zohar 2:142a
11. See Zohar 3:219b; Sefer Haminhagim Chabad 75. This is the source for the custom that brides or grooms who have lost a parent go to their gravesite and invite them to the wedding, See Minhag Yisrael Torah, Nisuin.
12. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 212-213; Igrot Kodesh, vol. 29, p. 77.
Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org
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Reprinted from the 2025 Sotheby’s Important Judaica Auction (Lot 42)
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