
  
 

 
 
    
 
 
 

“BALANCING PRIORITIES” 
 

    On one occasion, the 
Chofetz Chaim, Rabbi Yisroel 
Meir Hakohain Kagan zt’l, was 
traveling on a train together 
with Rabbi Meir Don Plotzky 
zt’l, the Keli Chemdah. At one 
of the train-stations in Poland 
a tremendous crowd amassed 
hoping to catch a glimpse of 
the saintly Chofetz Chaim. 
When they reached that 
station a message was sent to 
the Chofetz Chaim asking if he 
could disembark from the train 
for just a few moments so the 
crowd could greet him. The 
Chofetz Chaim adamantly 
refused. When Rabbi Plotzky 

asked him why, the Chofetz Chaim poignantly replied, “How could they beseech of an old man to accept such 
honor? When one is accorded honor it is a spiritually dangerous test for the person!” The Chofetz Chaim then 
quoted Rabbi Yehuda HaChassid who stated that the pleasure one enjoys in this world does not necessarily 
detract from the eternal reward that one receives in the World to Come. The reason is that the physical 
pleasures of this world are diametrically different from the spiritual pleasures of the next world. However, 
when one is accorded honor, which is more of a spiritual benefit, it indeed does detract from one’s eternal 
reward. 
    Rabbi Plotzky replied, “Although I understand the Rebbe’s hesitation, I would like to offer two refutations 
of the Rebbe’s argument. Firstly, I would venture to say that despite the peril of honor, it is worth it for the 
Rebbe to lose some of his eternal portion in order to accede to the request of a group of Jews. Secondly…” 
Before Rabbi Plotzky could continue, the Chofetz Chaim interjected, “Stop! You need not continue! Your first 
reason was sufficient! Your opinion is ‘da’as Torah’

[1]
 and I am prepared to accept it despite my own opinions 

and premonitions.” With that, the Chofetz Chaim stood up and made his way toward the waiting crowds. 
 
    The entire book of Devorim is Moshe Rabbeinu’s last will and testament to his beloved Klal Yisroel, and was 
recited during the final five weeks of his life. 
    Moshe commenced his discourse by recounting the many sins that the nation had committed during the 
previous forty years. However, in order not to embarrass or offend his listeners, Moshe did not mention the sins 
explicitly, but rather alluded to them discreetly. There were however, two sins that Moshe recounted candidly, 
explicitly mentioning both sin and consequence. First, Moshe lamented his inability to deal with the burdens of 
the nation on his own. “I said to you at this time saying: I cannot carry you alone…How can I alone bear your 
contentiousness, your burdens, and your quarrels? Provide for yourselves distinguished men, who are wise, 
understanding, and well-known to your tribes, and I shall appoint them as our heads.

[2]
” Moshe was pained that 

the nation requested and required judges and officers who could transmit the Word of G-d to them. Now the 
people would be taught by ‘students’ instead of the ‘teacher’. 
    Moshe also addressed the pernicious sin of the spies. “All of you approached me and said, ‘Let us send men 
ahead of us and let them spy out the Land, and bring word back to us’…the idea was good in my eyes, so I took 
from you twelve men, one man from each tribe…But you did not wish to ascend and you rebelled…You 
slandered in your tents and said, ‘Because of Hashem’s hatred for us did He take us out of the land of Egypt, 
to deliver us in the hands of the Amorite to destroy us’…

[3]
” 

    The night when the spies returned and delivered their slanderous report, causing the nation to weep and lose 
faith, was the ninth of Av. Rashi relates that G-d responded, “You cried tears for nothing, I will cause you to 
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cry for generations.
[4]

” The ninth of Av became a harbinger of the numerous tragedies we would suffer 
throughout the exile. The endless rivers of tears that our nation has shed in exile are compensation for the 
unwarranted tears that our ancestors shed on that night.    
    Rashi notes that the tragic outcome of the debacle was rooted in their approach. The nation approached 
Moshe in a disorderly and disrespectful manner, with the youth pushing ahead of the elders, and the elderly 
pushing ahead of the leaders. S’forno adds that while their request was not completely outlandish, it should 
have been broached by the sages and leaders, not demanded by a raucous and rambunctious mass. 
    Rabbi Yitzchok Sorotzkin zt’l notes that Rashi’s insight is the key to understanding why both of these 
particular events were explicitly stated. Both sins are interconnected, in that they both essentially resulted 
from the same initial mistake, i.e. their approach! In both instances, they were convinced of the veracity of 
their arguments and they demanded compliance. Both times they undermined the leadership of the nation and 
sought to enervate the authority of Moshe Rabbeinu. When Klal Yisroel loses respect for its leaders it is a 
tragedy of utmost proportions. Therefore in referring to these two particular sins Moshe chose to be clear and 
unequivocal. 
 
    Twice a year during the liturgy of our prayers we recount in detail the tragic debacle of the Asarah Harugei 
Malchus – the Ten Martyrs. On Yom Kippur, after reciting the procedure for the Service in the Bais Hamikdash, 
we recite a piyut (liturgical poem) beginning with the words “אלה אזכרה – These I shall recall.” On Tisha B’av 

too, we recite a kinah (lament) detailing their tragic deaths, that begins with the words “ון אדירי התורהארזי לב – 
Cedars of Lebanon, Mighty ones of Torah.” 
    Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik zt’l

[5]
 explained that although the basic story is the same, there is a difference 

in our reason for mentioning it during the prayers of these two days. 
    On Yom Kippur however, our focus is on repentance and forgiveness. The gemara

[6]
 states that the death of 

the righteous effects atonement for the sins of Klal Yisroel tantamount to the sacrificial service. After 
reviewing the procedure of the Service that was performed in the Bais Hamikdash on Yom Kippur, we recount 
the story of the Ten Martyrs in order to further bolster our prayers and hopes that G-d will grant us atonement. 
Therefore, throughout the piyut of Yom Kippur there is constant beseeching that G-d forgive us

[7]
. 

    The gemara
[8]

 also states that the death of a righteous person is a tragedy tantamount to the destruction of 
the Bais Hamikdash. On Tisha B’av when we mourn the epic loss of the Bais Hamikdash we also mourn the 
untimely and tragic deaths of these ten great men, each of whose passing was a loss equivalent to the loss of 
the Bais Hamikdash. On Tisha B’av we mourn our lost glory, which includes the loss of our Torah leaders. This is 
why the kinnah opens by depicting the great sagacity and scholarship of the Ten Martyrs, and refers to them 
with glowing adjectives, e.g. “The most desirable in Israel; the holy vessels”. 
 
    The Medrash

[9]
 states, “Rabbi Akiva said: Klal Yisroel is analogous to a bird. Just like a bird cannot fly 

without its wings, so too Klal Yisroel can accomplish nothing without its elders.” 
    The ninth of Av symbolizes and encapsulates all of our national and personal pain and tears. It is a day of 
lamentations, national remembrance, and mourning. At the root of it all was our unwitting failure to appreciate 
our leadership. That was the sin that set the trajectory of the tragedy of Tisha B’av into motion. 
    When Moshe lamented his inability to bear the burdens of our nations it portended Yirmiyahu’s anguished cry 
centuries later, “Alas! She sits in solitude; the metropolis that was bustling with people has become like a 
widow.

[10]
” The destruction of the Bais Hamikdash could have been averted had Klal Yisroel hearkened to 

Yirmiyahu’s message. There too the tragedy began because of the nation’s unwillingness to heed the cry of its 
leader. 
    The Chofetz Chaim noted that the final redemption is imminent. Just a few more decades, years, perhaps 
even days or hours before the Messianic era will be ushered in. Our descent into exile was rooted in failure to 
rally to the call of our leaders; the key to redemption lies in our strengthening our respect and appreciation for 
their leadership. 
 
    “How can I alone bear your contentiousness…?” 
    “Like a bird  cannot fly without its wings” 

 
(Stam Torah by R' Dani Staum) 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
[1] i.e. the opinion of a great a venerated Talmudic Scholar to whom one is obligated to subjugate his own opinions to. [2] 1:9-13. [3] 1:22-27. 
[4] Tehillim 106:27. [5] Harerei Kedem Vol 2, p. 309. [6] Mo’ed Katan 28a. [7] In addition, in the Yom Kippur piyut there is a long introduction 

which details how Rabbi Yishamel Kohain Gadol ascended to heaven to ascertain whether their death was a decree from Heaven. Once he was 
informed that it was indeed a heavenly decree, he the other martyrs willingly accepted their bitter fate. We invoke their subjugation to the Will 

of G-d in our pleas for forgiveness.. [8] Rosh Hashana 18b. [9] Vayikra Rabbah 11:8. [10] Eichah 1:1               





    We sing on Friday evening the following poetic words, “Lovers 
of Hashem, those who long for the building of The Temple, 
delight and rejoice on the Holy Shabbos, like one who has 
received an endless inheritance…” 
What does loving HASHEM and longing for the rebuilding of The 
Temple have to do with the depth of delight we have on the Holy 
Shabbos? 
    The story is told about a sole survivor of a shipwreck who 
washed up on a dessert island. After having taken care of his 
most basic needs of food, clothing and shelter he began to forage 
soon after to satisfy the next level of lacking, the need for human 
interaction. Looking down from a mountain view he espied what 
seemed to be signs of civilization. His hopes were confirmed 
when he stumbled upon a fully developed housing and 
commercial district. People, however were not to be found as he 
wandered from store, to store, to home calling out unsuccessfully 
for a human response. After six full days, in a moment of lapse, 
he suddenly felt a hand on his shoulder and noticed the streets 
bustling with people. The stranger invited him to come to his 
house for Shabbos. Nobody dare pause to answer his inquiries 
about where they had been because they all claimed to be too 
busy “getting ready for Shabbos.”    On Shabbos they would not 
speak about weekday matters. 

    He decided to wait till after Shabbos and meanwhile enjoy the high-spirited prayer services, divine cuisine, deeply 
resonant words of Torah, and angelic singing that accompanied the Shabbos there. After Shabbos, with just the light 
of the flickering havdallah (traditional observance marking the end of Shabbos) candle flashing in the eyes of all, the 
final blessing was recited and the candle neatly plunged into the awaiting dish of wine. Immediately the man began 
to ask but found to his surprise that he was alone again. The next week after six days the same scene transpired. 
Nobody uttered a word about the weekday activity and where all had been. Shabbos, another delicious Shabbos 
passed and after havdallah he was plunged into darkness and isolation again. Enlightened by two previous 
experiences he waited till next week and at the moment when the great dancing light of havdallah was about to be 
extinguished he quickly grabbed the Rabbi’s hand and refused to yield until his curiosity was satisfied. Where does 
everyone go? Seeing that he “meant-business” the Rabbi explained, “This town has been here for hundreds of years 
as a port city even during the times of the Temple. Our greatest joy was the three times of the year when special 
emissaries were chosen and launched with great ceremony laden with a multitude of gifts to represent the 
community in Jerusalem at The Holy Temple. Upon their return we would live from holiday to holiday on the 
inspiring stories of open miracles and the tangible holiness present at those splendid events. 
    “One time we were awaiting the arrival of our messengers after the holiday. We all stood at the beach at the 
appointed time. The whole day went by and at the very end when the sun was setting the band started to play as our 
ship appeared on the horizon. As it moored closer we began to sense something was amiss. The lone figure on the 
boat sat with his head bowed in silence. “We gathered around him riddling him with questions till we grew silent and 
he spoke unspeakable words. He whispered in barely audible tones this impossible uttering, ‘The Temple was 
destroyed!’ We were all so shocked and hurt by the awful news that our hearts burst with grief and we died a 
simultaneous death because of our loss. In the heaven there was a great stir because we had all arrived before our 
time and yet we had left the world. A compromise was offered that since we died because of our love for The 
Temple we were sent back to live out our appointed days on earth, only on Shabbos.” That’s the legend! What does 
it mean? 
    The Bais HaMikdash rested in a place where we went three times yearly to be seen by and see HASHEM. The “eyes 
of the congregation” the Sanhedrin sat in that place. It was a place where HASHEM impressed human eyes with the 
certainty of His presence. Shabbos appeals to other senses and takes precedence in many ways over the Holy 
Temple. Therefore we cease building the Tabernacle to observe Shabbos and we eat and rejoice when the 9th of Av 
falls on Shabbos! Shabbos offers the experience of the Bais HaMikdash in time. 
    We once went to visit a blind woman in Jerusalem who was able to tell us volumes of accurate incites about our 
children just from “feeling the room”. We were amazed. When we left one of our little boys said, ‘That lady can’t 
see with her eyes but she sure can see with her heart.” 
    When a person loses their ability to see, we often find that other senses become more heightened. That extra 
sensitivity, although not a complete compensation, allows the person to apprehend reality. Similarly, without The 
Temple, “The Almighty’s Place”, where His presence could be visibly perceived, we are stricken blind. However, if 
one loves to that degree and truly longs to behold HASHEM’s presence, then Shabbos Kodesh-“HASHEM’s Time” takes 
on a richer flavor of joy, consoling us each week with the awesome gift of seeing HASHEM with our hearts. 

 
 (By Rabbi Label Lam) 



  



 


