
BEYOND THE NORM II
By Rabbi Shraga Freedman, author of Living Kiddush Hashem 

Once, a restaurant employee in New York City 
began distributing leftover food from the restaurant 
to a group of homeless people who frequented the 
nearby streets. Although most of his beneficiaries 
were grateful for his kindness, one homeless woman 
refused to touch any of the food he offered. After 
several days, his curiosity overcame him, and he 
asked her why she would not accept his gifts.
“I would rather starve to death than accept food from 
a Jew!” she said.
“But I’m not Jewish!” the man protested. “Why 
would you think I am?”
“Only a Jew would be this generous,” she insisted.
When the man shared this story with his mother, he 
was utterly shocked by her reply. “You aren’t going 
to believe this, but the truth is that you are, in fact, 
Jewish,” she admitted. “Your father is Catholic, but 
I’m Jewish, and that makes you a Jew, too.”
The incredible revelation sparked an odyssey of 
soul-searching that eventually led the man to Eretz 
Yisrael, and a life of Jewish observance.
The homeless woman’s perceptiveness highlights 
the very goal for which we all must strive. As Jews, 
we must be not just ordinary gomlei chasadim, 
but gomlei chasadim of such magnitude that the 
rest of the world sees our kindness and knows it as 
unmistakably Jewish.
We must rise beyond the norm, demonstrating our 
link to the Master of the Universe—and in doing so, 
bringing great honor to His Name.  

THE SPIRIT OF LEARNING
By Rabbi Moshe Pogrow, director, Ani Maamin Foundation

Based on excerpts from the commentary of Rabbi Shamshon Raphael Hirsch zt"l on Chumash, with 
permission from the publisher.

Yerushalayim fell. Twice. So what should these days mean to us?

Consider this millennia-old question: Al ma avda haaretz? How did the land 
come to be destroyed? Historians are quick to say that the two exiles were 
natural—how could little Israel have resisted Assyria, Babylonia, and Rome? 
And they are right. It wasn’t the downfall that was miraculous—the real 
miracle was the existence of Judea for more than a thousand years.

But why did Hashem not save them from Babylon and Rome? This question 
seems superficial, as the causes for His anger are well-known. Long before 
the destruction began, Moshe predicted “Vayishman Yeshurun vayiv’at.” But 
why? How did we emerge from a centuries-long school of suffering too weak 
to withstand the test of good fortune?

Hashem answers: “Because they abandoned the Torah I set before them.” 
They still occupied themselves with it, saw it as a blessing—but to them, 
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The Torah commands us to say Krias Shema twice a day: once 
in the morning and once at night. It is not a prayer—it is a 
declaration of loyalty. Chazal call the first parsha of Shema 
“kabbalas ol malchus shamayim,” accepting the yoke of Hashem. 
In ancient times, when people used oxen for plowing, they 
strapped a wooden yoke over the animals’ necks, using the straps 
to direct them. The yoke symbolizes the willingness to accept 
someone else’s authority.  
Adapted from Biur Tefillah (Ani Maamin Foundation)
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the Torah was merely one of their possessions, 
just another one of the things with which they 
occupied themselves. Just another task they 
had to accomplish in life. Just another blessing 
to give thanks for. To them it was not the 
greatest possession of all; in their minds, it took 
no precedence over their other possessions.

The Gemara tells us that Israel was exiled 
because they did not say a bracha before 
learning. Why is this so serious? They saw 
Torah the way they saw any subject, as a science 
like any other. So they learned—but it’s easy to 
err when the bracha is missing.

In learning Torah, our desire should be to 
benefit G-d’s Cause on earth, not our own 
vanity. We should learn, to fulfill the mitzvah of 
the One "Who has sanctified us with His mitzvos 
and commanded us to occupy ourselves with 
words of Torah."  The spirit of this bracha leads 
to the Torah, and the Torah brings us closer to 
our great goal—there is no inherent value in 
learning it otherwise. When the bracha leads 
to the Torah, we feel commitment, for if we 
show the slightest disloyalty to our mission, the 
words we learned would reproach: "You knew 
Me, and nevertheless you left Me!"

With this bracha in mind, there will be no gap 
between theory and practice, between learning 
and yiras shamayim. The hearts of those 
learning and teaching Torah will have only one 
wish: vehaarev na, make the Torah sweet, so its 
spirit penetrates the people.

In remembering Jerusalem’s fall, we can elevate 
ourselves, to make knowledge of the Torah 
once more our own—as long as this knowledge 
is cultivated only in the spirit of the Birchas 
Hatorah. This spirit, whose absence paved the 
way for Jerusalem's fall, will cause it to rise 
again. 

WOE TO THE CHILDREN
by Rabbi Dovid Sapirman, dean, Ani Maamin Foundation

There are many mitzvos that can only be fulfilled when we have a Beis 

Hamikdash, among them aliyah l’regel, bikkurim, and eating maaser sheni in 

Yerushalayim.  But the Beis Hamikdash was not just a place where we could 

fulfill these mitzvos and offer korbanos. The experience was nothing short of 

electrifying.

The Beis Hamikdash had a special quality: when a person entered, he could feel 

the presence of the Shechinah as if with his senses. There was no need to use the 

imagination; it was as if one could actually perceive the Shechinah with his own 

two eyes, and be aware that Hashem was watching. The chachamim tell us that 

we came to the Beis Hamikdash “to see and to be seen.”

A story in the Gemara relates that the tanna Rabbi Yossi once entered the ruins 

of Yerushalayim to daven. Eliyahu Hanavi waited by the door for him to finish, 

then asked if Rabbi Yossi had heard anything inside the ruin.

“I heard a heavenly voice declare, ‘Woe to the children, for whose sins I 

destroyed My house, burnt My palace and exiled them among the nations,’” 

Rabbi Yossi answered.

Eliyahu said to him, "By your very life—not only this time, but every day, three 

times, that voice says this. Not only that, but whenever klal Yisrael enters the 

shuls and batei midrash and says ‘Yisgadal v’yiskadash shmei rabbah,’ He shakes 

His head [sadly] and says, ‘How fortunate is the king who is praised this way in 

his own house! What does a father who has exiled His children have? Woe to the 

children who have been exiled from their father's table!’”

And that is what a visit to the Bais Hamikdash was: like returning home to sit at 

our heavenly Father's table. The closeness we felt is indescribable.

Hashem is waiting for us to return. Our task is to make it happen. This is what 

we long for on Tisha B'Av.  

AN APPLE A DAY

Why is nutrition so complicated?

The miracle of eating and digestion should not be taken for granted. Take something as simple 
as an apple. It is a healthy fruit, high in fiber and vitamin C, but before it can use the nutrients, 
the body must break them down. It cannot use an apple as it is. It needs to extract what it can use 
and discard the rest. Countless systems, mechanisms and chemical factories are employed in this 
process. In order to get any benefit at all from that apple, the entire body must cooperate.   

Adapted from Emunah: A Refresher Course (Melohn Edition; Ani Maamin Foundation/Mosaica Press)
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