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Giving with Heart
Rabbi Meir Shindler Rabbi Richmond United Synagogue

The Rambam famously lists the kindness of giving a 
loan to someone in need as the highest form of tzedaka 
(Mishne Torah, Tzedaka Chapter 10). It is a method of 
giving to someone with minimal embarrassment on their 
part. The obligation to give a loan to those in need is explicit 
in Parshas Re’eh: “והעבט תעביטנו די מחסרו” – “You shall lend 
him his requirement” (Devarim 15:8). 

It is therefore somewhat puzzling that when addressing 
the prohibition of charging interest on loans, the Torah 
begins a little less decisively: “אם כסף תלוה את עמי” – “If you 
lend money to My people, to the poor person who is with you, 
do not act towards him as a creditor” (Shemos 22:24). Surely 
it is an obligation to lend in such a situation, so why say 

“if”?

Rashi quotes a Mechilta, that indeed this is one of 
three instances in the Torah where the word “אם” – usually 
meaning “if”  - should be translated as “when”, indicating 
that there is in fact an obligation to lend in such a scenario 
and it is not optional. The two other places where we see 
this phenomenon is regarding the obligation to build a 
stone altar in the Temple (Shemos 20:22) and concerning 
the meal offering of the omer (Vayikra 2:14).

However, this does not completely resolve the problem. 
Why not use the usual word for “when” such as the Hebrew 
word “כי” or an equivalent? Why does the Torah choose to 
use the softer, less definitive word “אם” which is usually 
indicative of something optional?

The Maharal of Prague in his commentary at the end of 
Parshas Yisro has an ingenious interpretation from which 
we can derive an extremely powerful message. He explains 
that with the majority of mitzvos the most essential outcome 
is that the mitzvah is done. It is even seen as a positive if the 
only reason it was performed was because it is the ‘Will of 
Hashem’. I performed the commandment simply because 
that was the Will of my Creator.

The Maharal explains that there are three exceptions 
to this. While they are mandatory statutes, they should be 
performed in the manner of “אם” – they should be performed 
as though the reason I am doing this action is because I 
want to; I feel it is the right thing to do.

Building the altar is part of the process which enables 
our avoda (service) of Hashem. To be a true servant of 

Hashem, the service must be wilful and not coerced. 
Therefore, despite the fact that we know that building such 
an altar is mandatory, the Torah chooses to use terminology 
that makes it sound optional.

Likewise, the omer offering was meant to represent our 
acknowledgement and thanks for the fact that Hashem 
sustains us; this cannot be performed in a manner of G-dly 
duty, but rather through a sense of appreciation for what 
Hashem has given us.

An essential part of helping those in need by giving a 
loan is by giving because you want to; because you care 
about others. The Torah itself requires that “it should not 
be evil in your heart when you give him”. Whilst it is an 
obligation to give a loan in such a situation, the loan must 
be given with a ‘good heart’. You genuinely feel for the 
plight of others and wish to help them out.

There is a famous story of Rabbi Yisrael Salanter zt’’l 
who went out early one morning during the freezing winter 
in Lithuania. His Yeshiva lacked the funds for fuel to heat 
the freezing cold Beis HaMedrash. He decided to visit the 
home of a wealthy, but not especially generous man who 
lived in that town. The man opened the door still clothed in 
his dressing gown and beckoned for Rabbi Yisrael to come 
in. Seemingly oblivious to all this, Rabbi Yisrael remained 
in the doorway and began a lengthy Talmudic discourse, 
whilst the owner’s hands became numb and his teeth were 
chattering because of the cold. Bearing it no longer, the man 
interrupted the Rabbi and persuaded him to come inside. 
Whilst warming their hands at the fireside, Rabbi Yisrael 
explained: “before I came inside, I wanted you to truly 
understand what my students are going through. They are 
freezing; we need money for fuel. If I would have asked you 
for money while you felt warm and comfortable you would 
not have been able to begin to understand what it means 
to study in an unheated room in sub-zero temperatures. 
Now that you have had a chance to feel what they feel I am 
sure you will help me”. The man provided fuel for the Beis 
HaMedrash for as long as he lived.

We must try and feel the pain and difficulty of our 
brethren and give them; not just because that is what 
Hashem commanded, but because we truly care about our 
fellow Jew and wish to help them in whatever way we can.
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1.  What Seder in Mishnayos mostly comes from Parshas Mishpatim?
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In Parshas Bo, when Moshe warns Pharaoh about makas bechoros 
he contrasts the death of the Egyptian firstborn with Ul’chol bnei 
Yisrael lo yecheratz kelev l’shono … l’maan teidun asher yafleh 
Hashem bein Mitzraim u’vayn Yisrael - But against all the Bnei 
Yisrael no dog shall ‘whet its tongue’ … so that you shall know that 
Hashem has differentiated between Egypt and Yisroel. The term 
to whet a tongue is generally understood to mean barking. The 
simple pshat therefore is that dogs, who have an uncanny ability 
to sense death (or the Malach HaMaves) will only be barking or 
howling in the Egyptian neighbourhoods and not the Jewish ones. 
This will be a straightforward way to tell that Hashem has treated 
the Egyptians and the Jews differently. 

The difficulty with this explanation is that 

in this week’s Parsha, Mishpatim, the Torah 

commands that we may not eat a treifa, an 

animal that has died or will die soon from 

injuries, rather we should throw it to the 

dogs. The expression ‘throw it to the dogs’ 

often means to throw away something that is 

useless. However on this pasuk the Midrash 

points out that although we cannot eat a treifa, 

we are not just discarding it, we are giving it to 

dogs as a reward for not barking that night in 

Egypt. The question is, if the reason that the 

dogs did not howl was because there was no 

death in the Jewish areas, why would they get 

a reward? Their silence was just a result of the 

circumstances on the ground? 

However, there is another explanation 

of what happened that night. The Maharal 

explains that this was the night when the 

Jewish people were changing from a family 

into a nation. At that very moment they were 

no longer a group of slaves, they were turning 

into a people in their own right. Whenever 

there is something new or special around, 

you can guarantee that there will be someone, 

somewhere, criticising it, yapping and 

commenting, focusing on all the negatives 

without considering all the wonderful positives. 

I sometimes need to drop a key at the home 

of a work colleague. It is usually late at night 

and I will just post it through the letter box. As 

soon as I slightly nudge the flap I am met with 

the most ferocious barking on the other side of 

the door and even though I know that the dog 

is a sweet little fluffy thing that wouldn’t harm 

a fly, I instinctively pull my hand back, before 

she can bite my fingers! This is the intrinsic 

nature of a dog. As soon as there is a change, 

something slightly different, an innocent 

person walks by, a person drops a little key 

through the door, they are immediately up in 

arms, barking, criticizing! 

When Am Yisrael is being created, at that 

very moment the world stops still, all of creation 

watches in awe. These downtrodden beings, 

slaves for generations, have been miraculously 

extracted from the depths and now stand tall 

as the Chosen People. Who is going to protest? 

Who is going to be pessimistic - “they cannot 

be chosen”, “they cannot be a mamleches 

kohanim, they’re slaves”! Surely, if anyone is 

going to react to the change it is going to be 

the dogs?! But no,  even they are quiet that 

night, and when they are, the world will know 

that ‘Hashem has differentiated (or separated) 

between Egypt and Yisroel’, that the destitute 

slaves have become royalty. 

For this silence, completely against their 

nature, not only they, but dogs of all breeds 

and for all time, receive a reward. The Chafetz 

Chaim in Shmiras HaLashon has a whole 

section where he investigates the tremendous 

schar for holding back from speaking 

negatively. He says that this command to 

reward the dog is there specifically to teach 

us a lesson. We may think that controlling 

the desire to criticise is nothing special. But 

Hashem wants us to realise that it is so 

choshuv that He bestows immense reward for 

controlling negative speech, even for only one 

occasion, even when it is an animal! So too, 

us, when we control that desire to criticize and 

speak negatively our reward is unimaginable.

Straight after the pasuk of throwing the 

treifa to the dogs, the Torah commands, lo 

sisa shema shav - Do not accept a false report. 

Rashi quotes the two explanations given in 

the Mechilta, the first being that one must 

not accept (The Chafetz Chaim explains that 

this includes even just listening to) Lashon 

Hara. The Gemara also reads the words as 

lo sasi - don’t cause to accept. Based on this, 

the Chafetz Chaim says that when a person 

either speaks or listens to Lashon Hara he 

transgresses this prohibition.

We can now understand the juxtaposition 

of the pesukim. Hashem is presenting us 

with both sides of the coin. Refraining from 

negative speech leads to a great reward, but on 

the other hand, if we do speak lashon hara, we 

need to realise that in many ways we are lower 

than a dog. Even a dog realises that there are 

times that it needs to be quiet; why don’t we?!
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Just one week after reading the account of the majestic and 
magnificent revelation at Har Sinai, we read today Parshas 
Mishpatim. Gone are the קולות וברקים “the thunder and lightning”. 
In their place, we are given detail after detail about laws of slavery 
and servitude, damages caused by humans, damage caused by 
animals, laws of acquisition, theft, laws of guardians and much, 
much more.

One struggles to understand the 

juxtaposition between the lofty events at 

Sinai, and the minutiae listed in this week’s 

sedra. We can readily understand the need for 

laws that govern everyday life, but why here? 

Why specifically after the account of maamad 

Har Sinai?

The question becomes even more acute 

when we discover that the narrative returns to 

the revelation at Sinai towards the end of the 

parsha. Why do we break in the middle for a 

lengthy list of details and laws?

Rashi seems to address the issue right at 

the start of his commentary on the sedra.

את  פסל  אלה  שנא'  מקום  כל   - המשפטים"  “ואלה 

הראשונים ואלה מוסיף על הראשונים מה הראשונים מסיני 

אף אלו מסיני.

Whenever a verse says אלא – these, it 

comes to reverse that which came previously. 

However, whenever it says ואלא – and these, it 

comes to add on to that which came previously. 

In this context, it comes to inform us that just 

as that which came in the previous sedra was 

given over at Sinai, so to everything which 

follows in this week’s sedra. 

The Slonimer Rebbe zy’’a  in his famous 

work, Nesivos Shalom, gives an insight to 

Rashi’s comment, and indeed, to the entire 

issue. His commentary hints to a prevalent 

misconception. We feel that Judaism is 

marked by religious concepts and spiritual 

moments. Things like Shabbos, Yom Tov, 

Kashrus, davening, learning Torah. These are 

what we consider to be spiritual pursuits. 

But conversely, we tend to think that the 

way we conduct ourselves in business, our 

relationships, our lives in general, is guided 

by something other than Torah and mitzvos. 

When we deal with people in a polite way, we 

sometimes tend to see that as just behaving 

like a mentsch. When we act honestly in 

our financial or business dealings, we can 

sometimes feel that that’s not an expression of 

holiness, but rather a legal requirement.

This is reinforced by the fact that we’re 

not the only ones who have laws, guidelines 

or expectations, relating to these aspects of 

life. Almost every country or state has laws in 

place for this.

With that in mind, we can understand that 

the Torah would be concerned that we do not 

see our general conduct in life, as something 

separate from Torah. When we act honestly 

in business, when we deal kindly with people, 

when we respect one another, that is as much 

an expression of yiddishkeit as is all the other 

aspects we listed above.

That is why the Torah interrupts the account 

of maamad Har Sinai  with a detailed account 

of laws of slavery, damages and more. To 

convey to us that it’s not only in our ritualistic 

observance that we are guided by the Divine. 

Every aspect of life is an opportunity for Torah 

guidance and spiritual gain.

Being polite, acting honestly and other such 
traits are all as much an expression of holiness 
as is keeping Shabbos, learning Torah and 
giving charity. This is a mindset that requires 
much practice to perfect. To understand that 
there is spiritual potential in everything we do.

This weekend marks the third anniversary 
of the passing of the Yeshurun’s beloved Dayan 
Gershon Lopian zt”l. One thing that stands 
out from all the anecdotes and stories of the 
Dayan is that he was a living embodiment of 
this concept. Everything he did, everything he 
said, every psak halacha he gave, was imbued 
with and guided by Torah. 

It wasn’t that he was a Talmid Chacham 
and separate to that, that he was a mentsch. 
The mentschelechkeit he expressed and 
the sensitivity with which he dealt with 
people’s shailos flowed directly from his 
ahavas habriyos that was an expression of 
his chashivus haTorah. He cared about every 
single yied, whether he was a member of 
the shul, the wider Edgware community or 
anywhere beyond!

There is one anecdote that always come to 
mind. A close friend of mine had his brother 
with him for Shabbos, who sadly had recently 
lost his wife. They went to daven with the 
Dayan for Shabbos mincha. After davening 
had finished, he left the shul but noticed that 
his brother was still inside. He went back in 
and found his brother in a corner of the shul 
sitting with the Dayan. Both were sobbing. 

When the brother finally left the shul my 
friend asked him how he knew the Dayan. The 
brother replied that he had not met him before, 
but the Dayan asked who he was and where 
he was from, and so he had told him about 
the recent petira of his wife. At that point the 
Dayan had just sat down with him and cried.

This is a legacy to behold and to live up to. 
To be able to internalise Torah values so that 
they guide our every thought, word and action. 



??
livingwithmitzvos.comQ

U
IZ

TI
M

E

3. What are some of the mitzvos in Parshas Mishpatim that are relevant nowadays?

Text MAASER to 
07800 006 913 to 
use the Federation 
 coin and מעשר
receive instructions

Need to 
separate 

?תרומות ומעשרות 
TEXTS CHARGED AT YOUR NETWORK PROVIDER’S STANDARD RATE

TEXT MAASER TO 07800 006 913

A COMMUNITY 
SERVICE OF THE 

PA
RS

HA
HWho Needs  

'Dina Demalchusa Dina'?
Chazan Michael Simon 
Author of Mimini Michoel, weekly email on the Torah & Mo'adim

4

Picture the scene (I appreciate that this may be easier for some, 
depending on the caprices of one’s local clime). It is pouring. The 
vertical stair rod style of rain. And you are driving a packed car on 
a motorway - in a foreign country, noch. You are heading for the 
next destination on your driving holiday.  And then it happens. In 
the rear-view mirror, through the driving rain, you can just make 
out the almost universal blue flashing lights indicative of the local 
law enforcement operatives (police, in pre-Brexit money). As they 
sail past in their mildly ostentatious Porsche sports car, you realise 
that they are indicating to you to pull over. With a heady mix of 
apprehension as to the severity of the road traffic infraction of 
which you may be guilty and anxiety to comply promptly with the 
officer’s directive, you pull carefully onto the hard shoulder behind 
the Porsche. 

The rain has now eased somewhat as two 

uniformed policemen emerge from the car you 

rather wish you were driving (minus the blue 

lights and police decal, of course). One makes 

his way slowly around the car, inspecting every 

centimetre (you’re abroad, remember?) with 

an expert eye. The other walks purposefully 

towards your window, which you have lowered 

in anticipation of the inevitable conversation. 

In faultless English (the UK number plate was 

a reasonable clue) he asks, “Do you know 

why we have stopped you?” “I’m afraid not, 

officer”, you reply, aiming for a tone of genuine 

ignorance tinged with anticipatory remorse. 

“You were driving too slowly”, he announces 

to astonished silence from the car’s occupants. 

You mumble an apology, readily agreeing 

to the suggestion that you now follow the 

Porsche closely so that the officers can get you 

up to an acceptable speed.

In case you are wondering, this is a true 

story – fact can be stranger than fiction. I have 

been reminded of this episode a few times over 

the last months, as, since becoming a judge, 

I have been called on to sentence a number 

of people convicted of dangerous driving. It 

seems that a day hardly goes by without 

another horrific incident being reported in 

the news, the result of illegal and dangerous 

use of a mobile telephone whilst driving. 

Sentencing is getting tougher in this country 

for such offences. A sentence of nine years’ 

imprisonment was recently upheld by the 

Court of Appeal for a man who killed a cyclist, 

because his attention had been too much on 

texting and not enough on the road ahead. It 

all happened within a few seconds – but the 

effects will reverberate for all involved for many 

years to come.

Parshas Mishpatim, dealing as it does 

extensively with interpersonal laws, often 

gives rise to divrei Torah on the subject of dina 

demalchusa dina – the halachic concept that 

means, in essence, that the law of the country 

in which one resides is binding.  Yet, it strikes 

me that when one talks of driving and using 

a mobile telephone, something much more 

fundamental comes into play.

The first Rashi on this week’s parshah is 

so well-known that it hardly requires explicit 

quotation (but I will do so, just in case). On 

the opening words, ve’eileh hamishpotim – and 

these are the civil laws, Rashi clarifies (quoting 

the Medrash Tanchuma), lest there should be 

even a scintilla of doubt in our minds, that 

just as the laws bein adom la’Mokom – those 

between a human being and his Creator were 

given on Har Sinai, so too were those laws bein 

adom le’chaveiro – between a human being 

and his fellow. No one should think that they 

are merely the product of Moshe’s brilliance 

and foresight.

Some meforshim take this concept a 

step further. They point out that there is a 

synthesis between each of the five dibros 

on the first of the luchos with its respective 

counterpart on the second of the luchos. This 

means that Anochi Hashem Elokecho – the first 

of the aseres hadibros, correlates to lo tirzach 

– do not murder. Thus, the act of killing is 

directly causative of a diminution in Hashem’s 

glory in the world. Seen through this prism, 

putting ourselves at risk of such an outcome, 

through illicit use of our mobile telephones 

while driving, far surpasses the simplistic 

chillul Hashem that we might otherwise think 

characterises such behaviour.

We probably do not think of our cars as 

potential killing-machines. Perhaps it is time 

we did.
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Beginning the weekly Torah portion from the first pasuk is not 
always good enough. Recalling the previous week’s maftir is 
often essential when trying to understand the start of a new 
week’s parsha. The connection between the mizbeach at the 
end of Yisro and the Mishpatim this week is discussed by many 
meforshim. Rashi has the status of the bechor so it’s with him 
that we start.

Rashi asks, “Why is this section 
dealing with the “civil laws” placed 
immediately after that commanding the 
making of the mizbeach?” He answers, 

“To tell you that you should seat (i.e. 
provide quarters for) the Sanhedrin in the 
vicinity of the Beis Hamikdash.”

The Chassidic masters see in the 
juxtaposition of the mizbeach and the 
dinim a message for the avodas Hashem 
of the masses. The  Noam Elimelech finds 
a spiritual message encoded in Rashi’s 
interpretation. At the end of Yisro it says:

ֶעְרָוְתָך  ֹֽלא־ִתָּגֶלה  ֲאֶׁשר  ַעֽל־ִמְזְּבִחי  ְבַמֲעֹלת  ְוֹֽלא־ַתֲעֶלה 
ָעָלֽיו

“Do not ascend My altar by steps, that 
your nakedness may not be exposed 
upon it.” 

When the Beis Hamikdash was 
standing people were able to bring 
korbanos if they sinned. Today we can 
achieve atonement through Torah study. 
Chazal state in Vayikra Raba that one 
who is accustomed to learning one page 
of Gemara should in the case of sin 
learn two pages. In this way they will be 
forgiven. Thus we find that the Torah is 
called a mizbeach, as it also atones.

This links to the pasuk above, which 
is now read slightly differently. When a 
person wants to be forgiven, he shouldn’t 
think too highly of himself, (“Do not 
ascend my altar.”) Additionally one 

shouldn’t rush to behave on high exalted 
levels, or to take on stringencies that 
aren’t part of one’s personality. Instead a 
person should move slowly one step at a 
time. If one fails to head the warning of 
the Noam Elimelech, the end of the pasuk 
contains a warning “that your nakedness 
may not be exposed upon it”. If a person 
gets beyond themselves the end will 
be humiliating. In my experience as a 
teacher I have witnessed just this type 
of situation. Newly religious students 
taking on the trappings and behaviour of 
the Torah world only to spring back the 
other way and often with a more extreme 
rejection than before they started.

Additionally the opening pesukim at 
the start of Mishpatim teach that when 
the Sanhedrin rule properly and the 
nation follows Torah law, their rulings 
also become a mizbeach that protects the 
welfare of the Jewish people.

The Sadigura Rebbe gives a different 
approach: A person who wants to develop 
a connection with Hashem needs to 
grow slowly. The first stage is to realise 
how distant one is from Hashem based 
on the pasuk from Tehillim (51:19) “The 
sacrifices of G-d are a broken spirit - ִזְבֵחי 
.ֱאֹלִקים רּוַח ִנְׁשָּבָרה

Secondly one must acquire yiras 
Hashem, the lower level being fear of 
punishment the higher level being in awe 
of Hashem. This is hinted at in the first 

words of the parsha. V’eleh, adding to 
what was said at the end of Yisro. After 
being told 

ַעֽל־ִמְזְּבִחי ְבַמֲעֹלת   meaning ,ְוֹֽלא־ַתֲעֶלה 
don’t take big giant proud steps on the 
path to kedusha. Instead, live ַעֽל־ִמְזְּבִחי 
and fulfil the pasuk in Tehillim ִזְבֵחי 
ִנְׁשָּבָרה רּוַח   to be humble. Now in  ֱאֹלִקים 
Mishpatim the Torah is instructing us 
what is needed next. 

ִדיַנָיא  ְוִאֵלין   - ִלְפֵניֶהֽם׃  ָּתִׂשים  ֲאֶׁשר  ַהִּמְׁשָּפִטים  ְוֵאֶּלה 
ִדי ַתְסַדר ֳקָדֵמיהֹון

After being humble one must have an 
awareness of dinim - punishment – fear of 
Hashem. Before doing anything ֳקָדֵמיהֹון. 
We must know that our behaviour will 
be scrutinised and we will stand in 
judgement before Hashem. So first comes 
humility then comes an awareness of 
personal responsibility. 

Taking a different approach, Rav Moshe 
Feinstein zt’’l sees in the connection a 
lesson not for the masses but for the 
talmidei chachamim. Each chacham must 
realise that even though they are not part 
of the Sanhedrin, that whenever they sit 
as a beis din they are in the presence of 
Hashem. If one doesn’t have an awareness 
that they are constantly in the presence of 
Hashem even when learning Torah , then 
that person doesn’t deserve the honorific 
title of talmid chacham.

The different approaches of the 
Chassidic masters and Rav Moshe might 
possibly reflect their world views talking 
to the uneducated masses versus the 
scholastic class. Either way the central 
message is our avodas Hashem must be 
gradual, with humility with an awareness 
of yiras Hashem and the reality of Hashem 
in all that we do.

L’ilui Nishmas R’ Moshe ben Beryl
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5. (22:17) It is forbidden to perform magic. Is there really such a power as magic?

PA
RS

HA
H

Rabbi Jonathan Guttentag 
Rav, Whitefield Hebrew Congregation, Manchester; Founder, Whitefield Community Kollel / The Forum

Grandparent 
Power!

6

"את מספר ימיך אמלא" 
“The number of your days I will fill” (Shemos 23:26)
What is the purpose of length 

of days? In some ways our 
society is not positively disposed 
to the elderly. In the job market-
place one encounters an attitude 
of ageist discrimination, denying 
employment opportunities to 
those of more advanced age. 
An underlying utilitarian view 
of the human being abounds, 
reasoning that a senior citizen 
has fulfilled his task in life and 
society, and now is the time for 
them to step aside because it is 
only the young whom society 
should truly value, since they still 
have their contribution to make.

This is not the Jewish view. 
An idea arising from this week’s 
sedra indicates that Judaism 
believes age is not at all a bar 
to making a really meaningful 
contribution to life and to society. 
In particular grandparents have 
an important role to play.  

The promise in our verse that 
Hashem will “fill the number of 
your days” is explained by the 
commentator Seforno: When 
a person merits to live until a 
ripe old age, he generally has 
the opportunity of seeing his 
children’s children. He therefore 

has the opportunity to teach Torah 
to them, in accordance with the 
instruction and you shall make 
them known to your children and 
your children’s children (Devarim 
4;9). The young generation, who 
are blessed with grandparents, 
consequently have the benefit of 
a double measure of educational 
input. Not only do they receive 
guidance from their parents, but 
also from their grandparents. 

In this way, contends Seforno, 
the ‘matters of the generations 
become repaired’, something 
that occurred in regard to Levi, 
Kehas and Amram.

With this, the Seforno sets out 
to resolve a puzzling difficulty 
in parshas Va’era of where the 
chumash (Shemos 6;14 ff) lists 
the families of Reuven, Shimon 
and Levi, giving the genealogy 
all the way down to Moshe and 
Aharon, but then stops and is 
silent in regard to the remaining 
tribes. 

The Seforno’s explanation is 
that the Chumash is coming to 
answer a question: why were 
both Moshe and Aharon chosen 
for leadership out of all the 
tribes? What special qualities, 

and what was the background to 
their special qualities? 

They were unique, argues 
Seforno, because they came from 
a line of long-living grandparents, 
and therefore they could be the 
recipients of a ‘double package’ 
of education - from parents and 
from grandparents. Levi, Kehas 
and Amram had all lived for 
longer than their contemporaries 
and so in that family line 
grandparents had educated not 
only their children but also their 
grandchildren.   Moshe and 
Aharon thus became the unique 
and special who they became 
because they had been twice as 
educated as everyone else; they 
had been taught by parents and 
grandparents, for that is the role 
of grandparents, vehodaatam 
levanecha ulivnei vanecha 
to teach Torah to children 
and grandchildren

In the Rosh Chodesh Bentsching 
we pray to be granted long life, 
vesiten lanu chayim aruchim. 
The Divine promise of length of 
days offers the opportunity to the 
senior generation to fulfil a real 
purpose in society - to provide, 
by their example and inspiration, 
a great measure of guidance to a 
young generation.    

May we be granted the length 
of days so to do. 
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6. (23:8) A judge must not take a bribe. What is so terrible about doing so ?
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Rabbi Alan Wilkinson | Rabbi, Great Ormond Street Hospital

‘It’s not in our hands’

7

 A few weeks ago, I was invited to speak to consultants and 
senior nurses at a training event. The topic was ‘Pastoral Care 
in the last days of life’. Although medical professionals might 
be uncomfortable with the concept, stress was placed on the 
importance of patients having ‘hope’.

In this week’s  parsha The Torah records 
that among the compensatory damages 
which a person who has inflicted bodily 
harm on another must pay, are the medical 
bills. The phrase used is ‘v’rapo yerapeh’ 
[21:19]   “…and he shall provide for healing” .

The Gemara in Bava Kamma 85a 
derives from this pasuk that “nitna reshus 
larofeh lerapos” – “The Torah grants 
permission to a doctor to heal.” There is 
similar authorisation in Berachos 60a. The 
Rambam in Perush Hamishnayos, Nedarim 
84 rules that healing the sick is not only 
permissible but mandatory. The Shulchan 
Aruch Yoreh Deah 336:1 says ‘he who 
withholds his services, it is considered as if 
he were shedding blood.’

Ibn Ezra commenting on the phrase 
‘v’rapo yirape’ notes that the Torah juxtaposes 
the verse regarding a physician needing 
permission to heal to the verses which 
discuss various types of external wounds 
inflicted upon a person. He deduces that a 
physician may only heal external wounds; 
all internal maladies are in the hands of 
Hashem. The Mateh Moshe disagrees 
citing numerous references in the Gemara 
to medical procedures and medications 
which were given to treat internal ailments. 
He therefore concludes that a physician is 
required to treat internal ailments and if he 
refrains from doing so, causing the death of 
his patient, he will be held responsible.

The concept of “nitna reshus larofeh 
lerapos” is generally understood to be 
granting permission to a doctor to heal. An 
alternative definition of the word “reshus” is 

“domain” or “realm”. The Gemara might be 

stating that Hashem has placed the ability 
to heal entirely in the realm of the doctor. 
He is equipped to deal with the illness in a 

“derech hateva” – natural manner; we do not 
view the illness or its cure as a supernatural 
phenomenon which require Hashem’s 
intervention. To this, the Ibn Ezra comments 
that only external ailments are completely 
within the realm of medical procedures, 
while internal ailments are not subject to 
clear cut medical diagnoses and cures. 
Although a physician must tend to internal 
ailments as well, these require Hashem’s 
hand to insure full recovery. Treatments 
offered by the Gemara for internal ailments 
were not completely scientific in nature 
and were often accompanied by amulets, 
and incantations which supports the Ibn 
Ezra’s assertion.

Rav Joseph B Soloveitchik zt’’l provides 
a summary of the role of the doctor: ‘To 
prolong life and to enhance its quality 
are dignified and noble endeavours. The 
Torah supports scientific research in the 
healing arts and sanctions the physician’s 
role. Clearly, sickness and death are not to 
be accepted with complacency as Divine 
decrees, but are to be resisted on the 
premise that the Creator wishes us to utilise 
all resources to preserve life and health. We 
cannot defeat death, but we can alleviate 
its effects upon us, both medically and 
psychologically, to limit its frequency and 
terror. Longevity can be extended through 
human initiative. (Reflections, 2:110).’

Other commentaries on the phrase 
‘v’rapo yirapeh’ are particularly relevant to 
the current focus on ‘palliative care’ where 

more of an emphasis is placed on pain relief 
and achieving the best quality of life rather 
than active medical intervention.

The Chozeh of Lublin zy’’a, for example, 
states that a doctor is restricted to practising 
the art of restoring health; he does not 
have the right to declare a patient’s status 
hopeless or terminal. He has neither the 
competence nor qualifications to make such 
judgements. Life and death are in Hashem’s 
hands alone.

Rabbi Alexander Zusia Friedman zt’’l 
in Ma’ayanah shel Torah writes: ‘people 
begged a pious man of old to pray for a sick 
man whose life doctors had already given 
up on. The pious man said:’ the Torah gave 
the physicians permission to heal, but it 
didn’t permit them to despair of a person’s 
life. They have no right to take any action 
for which they have no divine authorisation.’

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk used 
to say: ‘unwitting resignation – yi’ush 
shelo midaas- implies that all resignation 
and despair stems from ignorance - yi’ush 
mitoch she’ein midas.’

The Ramban in Vayikra 26:11 contends 
that in an ideal world sick people would turn 
to Hashem and not to doctors to heal them. 
The Ramban concedes that this madreika 
is for a righteous generation. The Torah 
recognises that our generations should 
not be discouraged from seeking medical 
treatment. The Birkei Yosef (Yoreh Deah 
336:2 ) states very clearly that we cannot 
rely on miracles, and an ailing person is 
duty bound to seek out a doctor.

We do see miracles in hospitals but we 
cannot rely on them. What about hope? 
Rabbi Maurice Lamm  z’’l in his book ‘The 
Power of Hope’ calls hope ‘the essential 
ingredient in life and love’. We must ensure 
that we don’t foster false hope, but we can 
encourage realistic hope that carries us 
through to a good outcome.



 ANSWERS
1. Seder Nezikim that deals with damages between people.

2. On the second day of Chol Hamoed Pesach. This is the first time Torah 
refers to the three festivals.

3. Not to hit parents; to judge the four different types of people who guards 
things; not to cause any pain to any converts; to cease working on 
Shabbos; to judge a thief or damages done to people; to lend a poor man 
money; not to be involved in interest on loans; to help someone unload an 
overloaded burden; not to take bribery; not to cook milk and meat together.

4. The number forty symbols spiritual change. This is seen here, the 
acceptance of the spiritual Torah. The mikveh that provides spiritual 
cleansing must contain forty se’ah. The time for spiritual teshuva takes 
place over forty days from Rosh Chodesh Elul until Yom Kippur.

5. The Rambam holds that magic is mere imagery while the Ramban holds 
that there is such a power as magic.

6. It makes a person one with the other party meaning that subconsciously 
they will always side with that party.

Please could you ensure 
that there are ample sheets 
left in shuls for Shabbos 
before taking one home.

This newsletter contains Divrei Torah and may 
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Atonement for  
the Sale of Yosef  
Rabbi Yehonasan Gefen 
Rabbi for Keter HaTorah

“This shall they give - everyone who passes through the census - a 
half shekel of the sacred shekel, the shekel is twenty geras, half a 
shekel as a portion to Hashem.”1

In Parshas Ki Sisa, the Torah instructs every 
man to give half a shekel (known as machatzis 
hashekel) towards the communal offering given in 
the Mishkan (Tabernacle). Since the destruction 
of the Beis HaMikdash, we no longer merit to have 
this Mitzvo, however, we remember it every year 
when we read Parshas Shekalim. Accordingly, 
there still remain valuable lessons that can be 
derived from the machatzis hashekel.

The Medrash Rabbah offers a surprising 
reason for the mitzva, and in particular, why the 
specific value of half a shekel, must be given. The 
Medrash explains that the giving of the half shekel 
is an atonement for the sale of Yosef Hatzaddik by 
his brothers. The brothers sold Yosef for twenty 
pieces of silver. This is equivalent to five shekel. 
Ten of the brothers sold Yosef, each one receiving 
one tenth of this value, making a half shekel 
each. Accordingly, since each brother gained 
half a shekel in the sale, their descendants were 
instructed to give half a shekel as an atonement.2 
The obvious question to be asked is what is the 
connection between the giving of half a shekel 
and the sale of Yosef?

In order to answer this, we need to deepen 
our understanding of the sale of Yosef. The 
brothers knew that twelve tribes were destined 
to come from Yaakov Avinu. Each tribe would 
have its own unique qualities and they would all 
join together to combine to make up the Jewish 
people as a whole, with tribe complementing 
the others. The brothers decided that Yosef had 
lost his right to be part of this group, because of 
what they perceived to be his dangerous attitude 
and behavior. Therefore, they believed that they 
could remove Yosef from the destined 12 tribes, 
and be left with only eleven. The chiddush of 
this approach was that they planned to remove 
one of the twelve pieces to the puzzle that would 
constitute the Jewish people. They felt that they 

could do without Yosef’s potential contribution to 
the Jewish people, and the Jewish people could 
continue without him.

With this understanding we can now explain 
how the mitzva of Shekalim atones for the sale 
of Yosef. The commentaries note the significance 
of the fact that one must give half a shekel as 
opposed to a full shekel. Many explain that 
it comes to teach us about the importance of 
unity amongst the Jewish people by showing 
that each person is only ‘half a person’ without 
combining with the strengths of his fellow man.3 
One should not think that he can separate from 
his fellow Jews and be unaffected. A person 
who has this attitude he will be incomplete. In 
this way, the mitzva of giving half a shekel can 
act as an atonement for the sale of Yosef. Yosef’s 
brothers thought that they could get along fine 
without Yosef’s contribution to the Jewish people. 
Their mistake was that even if they believed him 
to be erring, he was still an essential part of the 
Jewish people. By giving half a shekel we remind 
ourselves that this is not the correct attitude - all 
Jews are part of a unified whole, and everyone 
needs to combine with their fellow.

This idea even extends itself to people who 
are not behaving in the most optimal fashion. 
Shortly after the mitzva of giving half a shekel, 
Hashem commands us to combine a number 
of spices to make the incense. One of these 
is the chelbanah, which Chazal tell us has a 
foul smelling odor. Why then is it included in 
the ingredients for the incense? The Gemara 
explains that any communal fast that does not 
include sinners is not considered a proper fast.4 
Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz zt”l explains that when 
the Jewish people are not united, then they are 
not considered one unit, and therefore the power 
of the community is drastically weakened.5 

The Bostoner Rebbe zt”l epitomized the 
attitude that every Jew should be treated with 
respect regardless of his religious affiliation. His 
funeral testified to this by the fact that there were 
numerous people attending who would not be 
classified as regular Bostoner Chassidim. He 
expressed his attitude in this area in a couple of 
brief sentences: “The trouble with our generation 
is we only love our fellow man if he’s like us - if he 
davens in my shtiebel, if he has the same Rebbe, 
if he goes to the same yeshiva - then [he says] 

‘ve’ahavta lereyecha’. If he’s not ‘kamocha’, then 
I have no business with him.” In a similar vein, 
he said, “When people try to disassociate one 
group from another, that’s part of the ‘Torah’ of 
sinas Yisrael (hatred of Jews). Every person can 
improve. Every group can improve. But it doesn’t 
mean that these people have to be blackballed 
because some people think that they’re not 
exactly the way they are...”

We have seen how the Medrash connecting 
the episode of the sale of Yosef to the mitzvo of 
giving half a shekel, teaches us that we should 
realize that we should never ‘blackball’ other 
Jews, regardless of who they are. May we all merit 
to learn from the words of the Bostoner Rebbe 
zt”l and emulate his actions, in striving to unite 
all Jews.

1  Ki Sisa, 30:13.

2  Bereishis Rabbah, 84:17. With commentary of ‘Matnos Kehunah’. 

One may ask, that according to this reasoning, the descendants 

of Yosef and Binyomin (who was not involved in the sale) should 

be exempt from this Mitzvo. It seems that there are other reasons 

for the Mitzvo of Shekalim which obligate every man to give it, 

however the amount of half a shekel is fixed by the calculation 

made by the Medrash. 

3  See Tallelei Oros, Shemos, chelek 2, p.202 in the name of the 

Chida, and beshem amroo, Shemos, Ki Sisa, 30:13 in the name of 

Arvei Hanachal (author of Levushei Srad on Shulchan Aruch).

4  Krisus, 6b.

5  Sichos Mussar, Maamer 54, p.231.

פרשת
שקלים 
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