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Parshas Maatos- Maasei 

A Matter of Priorities 

 

R’ Eliyashev was accustomed to awake at 2 AM to 

learn. All of his learning Sedorim were important; 

but this early morning Seder was extra-special. 

Learning at a time when the rest of the world was 

asleep afforded him the opportunity to learn 

without any disturbances. One time, in middle of 

this learning session, he was interrupted, “I 

apologize for the disturbance but I have an urgent 

question. I was going to ask you earlier but I didn’t 

want to disturb your sleep.” R’ Eliyashev replied, 

“I don’t understand; you don’t want to disturb my 

sleep but you’re fine disturbing my learning?” (As 

heard from R’ Yehoshua Shamshon Brunner.) R’ Eliyashev 

preferred to have undisturbed learning more than 

undisturbed sleep. He had his priorities straight; 

perhaps this is how he became the greatest sage of 

the generation. 

When  ד ובני ראובןגבני  desired to have their territory 

in the Trans-Jordan area, they requested permission 

to build pens for their animals and cities for their 

children. Moshe pointed out that their priorities 

were wrong. It is important to take care of our 

possessions; they were given to us because we need 

them to reach our purpose in life, but it doesn’t take 

precedence to our children. 

There is a famous sad tale of a child who 

approached his father and probed, “Dad, How 

much do you make an hour?” The father replied, 

“$40. Why do you ask?” The son stuck his small 

hand deep into his pocket and removed a twenty 

dollar bill. He handed it to his father and said, 

“This is all I have; can I have a half-hour of your 

time.” It’s a matter of priorities. 

When someone has their priorities straight it serves 

them as a guiding light. I recently heard a great 

story from a friend; this friend heard it directly 

from Rebitzen Gifter. She was talking about her 

grandfather, a businessman, and she related the 

following story. “There were many Talmidei 

Chachamim who were accustomed to visit my 

grandfather’s home. One day my grandmother 

came home from the market with an exquisite rug. 

Upon seeing it my grandfather said, “When 

Talmidei Chachamim come to our home are we 

going to make them take off their shoes, or are we 

going to request that they enter through the 

backdoor? I cannot have a home that Talmidei 

Chachamim are not comfortable in.” The rug 

remained rolled up against the wall and was not 

used.” He had his priorities straight and it guided 

his life. 

There is another reason why it is so important to 

have our priorities straight; even if it doesn’t 

change what you do it gives value to your action. 

Klal Yisrael were told to take revenge against 

Midyan. Midyan’s fight was against us and 

Hashem, thus there were to revenges, ours and 

Hashem’s. The Posuk testifies that they went to 

war to take revenge for Hashem. They had their 

priorities straight and it transformed a war of 

personal vengeance into a Holy battle.  
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It is interesting to note the wording of Moshe in his 

talk to  ד ובני ראובןגבני ; as Rashi Quotes he 

instructed them, "עשו העיקר עיקר והטפל טפל". These 

words are normally translated as primary and 

secondary, but of course much is lost in translation. 

 is not merely something that is not as טפל

significant; rather, it is considered as if it does not 

have its own identity and is considered part and 

parcel of the primary item. Parnassah is not a 

secondary pursuit; when it is done for the right 

reason it becomes part and parcel of our avodas 

Hashem (as explained by R’ Dovid Goldberg Rosh Hayeshiva of Telshe 

Cleveland). Moshe was not merely telling them that 

protecting their possessions’ should be their 

secondary pursuit; he was saying that it should be 

 to their service of Hashem, for if they are there טפל

to assist us in serving Hashem, it becomes a 

component of our service. Indeed having our 

priorities straight uplifts our mundane acts and 

transforms them into great deeds. 

There is an interesting Medrash in regards to  ד גבני

 The Medrash relates that Hashem .ובני ראובן

declared, “You endeared your finances more than 

your children, I swear that there will be no beracha 

from it. In regards to them the Posuk states,  נחלה

תברךה לא מבהלת בראשונה ואחרית , ‘A territory of 

turmoil from the beginning; its end will not have 

blessing’. 

Why should their lack of priorities cause them to 

lack beracha? What does it mean by ‘a territory of 

turmoil’? 

Based on the above topic I would venture to say as 

follows. When one recognizes that their finances 

are merely an element of their Avodas Hashem it 

does not stir up their emotions, for they leave it in 

Hashem’s hands. It is only when one’s finances 

become its own independent entity that it is a cause 

of inner-turmoil.  ד ובני ראובןגבני ’s prioritizing their 

possessions’ was the source of their turmoil. 

Taking this to the next level; all beracha comes 

from connection with Hashem. When our finances 

are part and parcel of our Avodas Hashem, it is 

blessed. Since their finances were disconnected 

from Hashem, they were lacking beracha. 

How do our Gedolim relate to their finances? I saw 

an unbelievable story about R’ Shlomo Zalman
1
. 

When he got married, R’ Shlomo Zalman’s shver 

gave him a plot of land in Bat Yam as a dowry. 

One day a rumor spread that the British Mandate 

was going to impose high taxes on all undeveloped 

lands. All property owners were jolted into action 

in an attempt of avoiding this tax. What did R’ 

Shlomo Zalman do? He took a bus to Bat Yam and 

entered the first real estate office he saw and put 

his lot up for sale. He proceeded to sell it to the 

first customer who approached him, way below 

market price. He them returned to Yerushalayim 

with a smile, happy that he had succeeded in 

getting rid of this ‘headache’. 

Our gedolim view their finances as a component of 

their Avodas Hashem and they deal with it in that 

perspective. Their priority is ‘what would be the 

most beneficial to my service of Hashem’. as a 

result it does not cause them turmoil. 

I would like to conclude with one more story about 

R’ Eliyashev whose yahrtzeit is this Shabbos. 

There was once an incident where someone did 

something against R’ Eliyashev. Unbelievably R’ 

Eliyashev seemed completely unfazed; he did not 

even vent about this person. His close disciple, R’ 

Yitzchak Darzi )בעמח"ס שבות יצחק( asked him how he was 

able to remain so indifferent to the affront. R’ 

Eliyashev replied, “Being upset at people uses up a 

lot of emotional and mental energy. I need 

whatever I have to study Torah. I don’t have time 

and energy to waste on such petty matters. I give 

you a beracha that you should not have time for 

such things.” Within a year R’ Yitzchak had triplets 

(as heard from R’ Yehoshua Shamshon Brunner). R’ Eliyashev had 

his priorities straight and they guided him.  

If we straighten out our priorities they will be a 

guiding light for us and they will uplift our life to a 

life of holiness.  

                                                           
1
 In his biography page 51 


