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Parshas Devarim 

Bitachon; a State of Serenity 

R’ Shmuel Kaufman was once standing on the street corner with a friend; both were in need of a ride. The 

friend said, “Let me make a call in attempt to secure a ride.” R’ Shmuel responded, “There is no need, I 

have bitachon that the next car that passes will stop to offer us a ride.”  

A few minutes later a car approached but failed to stop for them. The friend asked, “What happened to 

your Bitachon?” R’ Shmuel replied, “You will see, nebach the poor guy will now have to make a U-turn 

to give us a lift.” Sure enough, seconds later the car turned around to offer them a ride. 

Bitachon works. Hashem is all-powerful and he is our father who loves us. If we place our trust in Him, 

He will take care of our needs. Moshe chastised the Yidden for requesting meraglim. What was wrong 

with requesting spies? Are we not obligated to do our hishtadlus? Did Yehoshua not send meraglim as 

well? 

R’ Eliyahu Meir Bloch explains: there was nothing wrong with their request; indeed we are obligated to 

do our part. However, we have to realize that it is Hashem who provides, our hishtadlus is merely a way 

of disguising the miracle in the façade of nature.   

R’ Gifter used to relate the following story. R’ Ahron Eisenberg of Chicago was an astute businessman. 

He once called up his stock broker and said, “I would you like you to invest my money in a company by 

the name of ‘Forest’”. Sure enough that stock rose significantly.  

A while later he once again requested to invest more money in that stock. Within a few days the stock 

once again skyrocketed. Finally the stockbroker asked, “How do you know to invest in that stock; do you 

have inside information?” R’ Ahron replied, “I work in real-estate; the housing industry is booming. To 

build so many houses you need a lot of wood. Thus, I am sure that the forest company is doing well.” 

Hearing this, the stockbroker burst out laughing and said, “Forest is a pharmaceutical company.” We have 

to do our hishtadlus, but we must realize that this is not what helps us. 

Bitachon does not mean ‘trust’. Rather, it connotes the feeling of security with the knowledge that you are 

in good hands. Thus, when you do hishtadlus, you are not as emotionally involved as you realize that it is 

merely a façade. Klal Yisrael came to Moshe in utter turmoil. The younger were pushing the old in total 

chaos. Their approach revealed that this was not mere hishtadlus; this was what they were putting their 

trust in. They exhibited a lack of bitachon. This was the criticism that Moshe had against Klal Yisrael (as per 

  .(פניני דעת

Sometimes we go through a difficult situation where it is difficult to have bitachon. What can we do to 

strengthen our bitachon? 

At the end of the Parsha, Moshe was strengthening Yehoshua; “You saw what Hashem did to these two 

kings, so too he will conquer all the kingdoms that you will pass. Do not fear them for Hashem your G-d, 

He is the one waging war for you”.  



 

Why did Moshe find it necessary to mention previous wars? When we see that Hashem has been there for 

us, we gain confidence that He will aid us again. By thinking how Hashem fought off mighty kings in the 

past, Yehoshua could gain bitachon that Hashem will aid them in the future. 

Each one of us has countless personal stories of hashgachas Hashem. If we would just think about them, 

we would feel secure with the knowledge that Hashem is providing for us. The Chofetz Chaim suggests 

that we write a ledger of all the times that we have seen Hashem’s hand and we should update it regularly. 

During trying times, this journal will be the greatest source of inspiration.  

The Manchester Rosh Hayeshiva suggests that we analyze every step in our lives searching for Yad 

Hashem. If we would dissect a regular occurrence to see how many points were orchestrated by Hashem 

we would feel confident that we are in good hands.  

There is one more great story from R’ Shmuel Kaufman that I would like to share. A number of years ago 

a new airline opened in Detroit. As a grand opening promotion, they were offering tickets on the first 

flight to each location for the mere price of a penny per dollar. A flight which would normally cost $60 

was being sold for a mere 60 cents. Flights to Chicago at that time were regularly priced at $32, thus, the 

promotional price was thirty two cents.  

R’ Shmuel had a son learning in Chicago at the time. He figured that for 32 cents he could afford to visit 

his son. The big day came; he had a talmid drive him to the airport. Upon arrival, they saw that the line 

was out the door. The talmid questioned as to whether there was a point in waiting on the line, as there 

was already enough people to fill the flight. R’ Shmuel Kaufman was unfazed, “I have Bitachon that I will 

get a flight for 32 cents”. The Talmid asked, “Should I at least wait for you outside in case you don’t get a 

ticket?” R’ Shmuel said, “There is no need, I have Bitachon that I will get a ticket.” And so R’ Shmuel 

went to wait on line.  

After ten minutes, while there were still tens of people waiting on line, there was an announcement, “The 

flight is now full.” With much disappointment the crowd dispersed, forgoing their travel plans. R’ Shmuel 

however was not deterred; he went to the gate to wait and see how Hashem will orchestrate His plans.  

It was already time for take-off, but there were some complications and so the crowd had not yet boarded 

the plane. After two hours of waiting, one of the customers stood up and announced in frustration, “This is 

their first time flying. If they can’t even figure out how to get the plane off the ground, I don’t feel safe 

flying with them”. And with that, the man stormed over to the desk and demanded a refund for his ticket.  

Seeing this, R’ Shmuel approached the man and offered to buy it from him. The man said, “I am willing to 

sell it for two dollars.” R’ Shmuel declined the offer, “I have bitachon that I will not pay more than 32 

cents”, he said as he returned to his seat.  

A bystander approached R’ Shmuel and asked, “Are you a Rabbi?” Hearing that he was, the man 

approached the angry customer and gave him two dollars for the ticket. He then handed it to R’ Shmuel 

saying, “This is their first flight. I would feel more secure with a Rabbi flying along with us.”  

If we see the yad Hashem in our daily lives, we will have a sense of security knowing that we are in good 

hands.  



 

Parshas Devarim 

Focus On Your Internal Self 

Parshas Devarim always coincides with the Shabbos before Tisha Ba’av. What is the connection between 

Parshas Devarim and Tisha Ba’av?  

The Gemara relates that the time of the termination of our gallus was hidden because our sins that caused 

the second Beis Hamikdash’s destruction were hidden. In contrast, the conclusion of galus Bavel was 

revealed because their sins were exposed as well. What does this mean?  

There are some aveiros which are the result of inner decay. Other aveiros are just the result of an external 

glitch. In other words, at times our internal desires and feelings are rotten resulting in aveiros. In contrast 

other times internally we are perfect, but external factors lead us to sin. 

The first Beis Hamikdash was destroyed as a result of גילוי עריות, שפיכת דמים, ועבודה זרה. These were not a 

result of inner decay; rather they were an external force leading them to sin. 

In contrast, the destruction of the second Beis Hamikdash was a result of baseless hatred, an internal 

deterioration. An internal lacking that is not apparent on the outside is a lot harder to recognize and 

rectify. 

Have you ever been by a simcha where you see a beautiful cake, only later do you discover that it was 

cream covering over cardboard? Our external actions are intended to reflect our inner feelings, yet at 

times, our actions are perfect but they are merely like cream covering cardboard, as inside we are empty. 

Many people have trouble discovering their shortcomings because on the outside they are fine, yet 

internally they are hollow. Meforshim say that this is why we are still in galus because it is so hard to 

bring ourselves to teshuva when our deficiency is not apparent.  

Why were we sent specifically into Galus Edom? It is because they have this very characteristic of a 

perfect exterior covering an empty interior. This is why Chazal compare him to a Chazir who portrays his 

external kosher sign of split hooves, when internally he is missing his sign of chewing its cud.) (Much of the 

above insights are based on the teachings of the Vilna Gaon.)1  

Thus, Tisha Ba’av is a time that we must focus on improving our innermost being; by instilling our heart’s 

with Yiraas Shamayim, thereby rectifying the source of the destruction. 

Indeed we find that this very issue surfaced on Tisha Ba’av. The Meraglim returned and gave their report 

on Tisha Ba’av. This gave Klal Yisrael a feeling of hopelessness which revealed that they were lacking 

bitachon. This is an internal failing. 

Sefer Devarim comes after we finish the first four seforim of the Torah. There is a difference between 

Devarim and the previous seforim. Devarim is a repetition of the other seforim. The Sfas Emes explains 

that the 5 seforim of Torah correspond to our tefilin. The first four parallel the tefilin shel rosh, whereas 

devarim parallels the tefilin shel yad. The four parshios of the tefilin are in four separate compartments in 

                                                           
1
 See Parshas Toldos and Vayishlach 



 

the shel rosh, just like the first four seforim are separate. In contrast Devarim is compiled of all four 

seforim condensed into one sefer. This corresponds to the tefilin Shel yad that contains all four parshios 

inside one compartment. 

This connection runs much deeper. The shel yad is placed near the heart, indicating that it has the power to 

penetrate the heart. The shel rosh is placed near the brain, indicating that it has the power to penetrate the 

mind. 

We are instructed to only wear the shel rosh while we are already wearing the shel yad. What is the 

significance of this rule? It is not enough to serve Hashem on intellectual level. Our objective is to serve 

Hashem with our hearts. Thus we must first wear our shel yad. Only through the shel yad, is the shel rosh 

able to penetrate our hearts. 

The first four seforim of Torah are written in such a way that they can penetrate us on an intellectual level, 

but they do not contain the power to infiltrate our hearts. In contrast, Devarim was said in a way that 

penetrates straight into our hearts. Through Devarim we can pull the other 4 seforim into our hearts. Thus 

we see a direct correlation between Devarim and our tefilin shel yad (as per the Sfas Emes). 

Why does Devarim precede Tisha Ba’av? It is because Tisha Ba’av is the time of year that we must focus 

on having our avodas Hashem penetrate into our hearts, and sefer Devarim is the sefer that aids this 

process of penetrating our hearts. May we be zoche to the rebuilding of the Beis Hamikdash soon, in 

zechus of us focusing on perfecting our inner-self.  

  



 

Parshas Re’eh 

The Hidden Guiding Hand 

 

There once was a poor villager who lived in a small Shtetl in prewar Europe. His sole income was 

through his prized possession; his two strong horses. One morning our friend came out to his stable to 

discover the door open and the horses gone. All his friends came to console him, “This is so terrible” they 

said. He replied, “The story is not yet over. Give it some time.” 

The next morning his horses returned together with their newfound friend; a wild horse that they met in 

the fields. Hearing of this occurrence, all of the friends came and said, “How wonderful this is”. Once 

again the villager replied, “The story is not yet over”. 

The next morning the poor villager’s son was attempting to tame the wild horse. The stallion did not take 

kindly to this treatment and protested in his own subtle way; the boy found himself kicked to the ground 

with two broken legs. Once again all the friends came to express their sorrow. The villager merely 

replied, “You will see, the story is not yet over.” 

One week later, soldiers from the Czar’s army came to town and went from door to door recruiting all 

able-bodied young men. Seeing the villager’s son in his handicapped state, they chose to leave him be. 

Hearing about this, all the friends came to share in the villager’s relief and joy. Finally the villager said, 

“My friends, now the story is over.” 

If one’s relative passes away, one is prohibited to express their sorrow by cutting themselves or by giving 

themselves a bald spot. This prohibition is prefaced with the statement “You are children to Hashem your 

G-d.” What is the Torah teaching us with this introduction? 

The Ibn Ezra explains, “Once you realize that Hashem is our father, and He loves us more than a father 

loves his child, it is inappropriate to overly mourn His action, for obviously everything He does to us is 

for our ultimate good. Although we may not understand His reasons, we must rely on Him like a small 

child relies on his father despite his lack of understanding of his father’s actions.”  

Our comprehension is very limited. We can only see the current state; we do not see the past or the future. 

We look at one fragment of Hashem’s script and view it as bad. We have to realize that the story is not 

yet over; we will yet see how it is for our ultimate good. 

The Ramban once made an interesting deal with his friend. They were having trouble understanding 

Hashem’s ways, thus they agreed that whoever would die first would come to his friend in a dream and 

relate the proceedings of the upper-worlds.  

Sure enough the Ramban’s friend passed away first. The Ramban eagerly awaited the coming revelation. 

Finally his friend appeared to him and said, “I am not permitted to reveal the proceedings of the upper-

worlds. All I can tell you is how they translate a Posuk. The Posuk in תהלים מ"ח states, דמינו אלקים חסדך

 Up here it’s understood as follows: that which we imagine to be Elokim- strict judgment- in .בקרב היכלך

the heichal of Hashem is understood to be Chesed.”  



 

There is an expression, “Hashem closes windows of opportunity and He opens up a door”. At times, that 

which appears to be the worst possible scenario is really the best thing for us. 

R’ Avigdor Miller once related a personal story which he titled ‘The saddest day of my life’. For years the 

young Avigdor Miller had the ambition of becoming a teacher. His dream was to join the staff of the 

school that he gained so much from as a child.  

When he graduated from yeshiva the opportunity finally presented itself. R’ Avigdor went to his old 

school for an interview. While waiting, he saw there was someone else vying for the same position. R’ 

Avigdor however was confident that he would be selected, after all, he was much more learned and 

knowledgeable and he was an alumnus of school as well. Thus when he was turned down, he was 

devastated. All his dreams had been shattered and he was unsure where to head from there.  

That Shabbos R’ Eizek Sher, Rosh Hayeshiva of Slabodka, was in town. When R’ Avigdor heard him 

speak, he was extremely drawn to him to the extent that he decided to travel abroad to learn under his 

tutelage in the great Slabadka Yeshiva. As they say the rest is history; it was there that R’ Avigdor 

blossomed into the great Torah leader that he is known as today. That, which he though was the worst 

thing possible, was really the steppingstone to greatness (as related in the book ‘Walking With R’ Miller’).  

The Posuk says כי גבר עלינו חסדו, literally translated as ‘For his kindness has overpowered us’. What does 

this mean that Hashem’s kindness overpowers us? Meforshim explain, at times we labor to receive 

something which we think is good for us. Hashem however, knows that we would be better off without it. 

Thus his Chesed overpowers us and doesn’t give us what we desire. 

When we go through a tough situation it is challenging to see the good. We must realize that we are 

Hashem’s children and thus he only has the best in mind for us. We must tell ourselves, ‘The story is not 

yet over’. In the world to come, in hindsight we will understand how everything was really for our good. 

At that time we will be able to say, ‘The story is now over’. 

 

  



 
 

 

Parshas Shoftim 

The True Cause and Effect 

 

A good businessman knows that he must be attuned to cause and effect. If a business deal is succeeding he 

searches for the cause of the fortune. If business is bad, he searches for the reason. There are times where the 

true cause is not always obvious, but in order to insure success, one must discover the true cause of success and 

pursue it. A Torah mindset recognizes that there is always a spiritual cause and the true cause may be the 

opposite of what it seems. 

The Beis Halevi in Parshas Mikeitz illustrates this point as follows; when you see a businessman make a great 

deal earning him a million dollars, we think that the deal was the cause and the million was the effect. In reality 

the opposite is true; Hashem deemed the man worthy of receiving a million dollars, as a result He sent him the 

business deal as a means of giving him the money. The money was the cause of the deal, not the other way 

around. 

There is a parable from the Dubno Magid that illustrates this point beautifully. When the economy is down many 

people decrease the amount they give to tzedaka saying, ‘If I would give more, it would diminish my funds’. In 

his profound way, the Dubno Magid compared this to the following. There was once a poor villager who was 

visiting the big city. For the first time in his life he entered a post office to ship a package. The postmaster 

regretfully told him, “I am sorry but your package is too heavy”. “What should I do?” asked the villager. “You 

must put on another stamp” was the response.  Hearing this, the simpleton exclaimed, “Add another stamp! That 

will just make the package heavier!” One may think giving tzedaka will cause his funds to dwindle. He does not 

realize that tzedaka is the root of monetary success. We realize that success is dependent on what we deserve 

spiritually. 

The Torah tells us that when we go out to war there are two speeches given. One is a pep talk; ‘Do not fear, we 

will succeed etc.’ The second speech is: ‘all those who are guilty of sin should return home’. There are two 

leaders in the war; one is the Kohen, the chaplain. The other is the Shoter, who is concerned for the physical 

outcome of the war. One would think that the pep talk would be given by the Shoter, whereas the Kohen will be 

the one sending away the sinners, yet the Torah says the opposite. Why is this? 

R’ Baruch Sorotzkin explains, having the general of war tell us that we have what it takes, means nothing to Klal 

Yisrael. We realize that strength and strategy is not what wins the war. We can only win it if we are worthy. The 

only one who can give a successful pep talk is the Gadol Hador, the Kohen. Only if he says we have the merits 

needed to win, will we be confident. Thus he is the one to give the pep talk. The general of war also realizes that 

sinners are the biggest danger in war; thus out of his responsibility to win the war he instructs the sinners to 

leave. Klal Yisrael realizes the true cause and effect of success. 

Sometimes the true cause is obvious, other times it is obscure. Hashem gives us retribution measure for measure, 

thus it is easier to find the action that served as the catalyst of the results. 



 
 

 

The talmidim of Yeshivas Etz Chaim were once at R’ Isser Zalman’s house for a bechina. Suddenly they heard 

the Rebitzen summon her husband to the kitchen. He returned shortly and excused himself for a few minutes to 

take care of an urgent matter.  

When he returned he explained what had transpired. “My wife was cooking milk in the kitchen when it 

overflowed, that is what disturbed her so much. I asked her why she is making such a big deal about it. She said 

that for years this has never happened, if it happened now there must be a reason for it.  

“She then explained what she thought could possibly have caused the milk to spill over. “For many years we had 

an old milkman delivering us milk every day. Every Rosh Chodesh he would get paid. As he aged he felt less 

able to do his route. Last month he finally retired. We were surprised when he came to our door last month for 

payment, he explained himself, ‘Just because I can’t work any longer doesn’t mean that I am not in need of my 

regular income’. We had pity on him and gave him his regular paycheck. 

“This morning was Rosh Chodesh. He must have come when we were away by a bris. Being that there was no 

response to his knock, he must have assumed that we decided to no longer pay him. He must be terribly 

miserable at the thought of having zero income. Perhaps as a result of not paying him, my milk spilled over.”  

“My Rebitzen decided that we must immediately go to the milkman’s house to rectify the situation. Sure enough, 

while standing by his door we heard him bemoan his fate of not getting paid, and he was delighted to hear that 

he would not be removed from the payroll after all.” 

This is someone who lives their life attuned to the spiritual cause and effect. 

With the approach of Rosh Hashanah we are all seeking ways to merit a good year. We have to pursue success 

by rectifying the true cause of success. If we improve our ways then we will be deserving of success. 

Everything we have is given to us as a tool to serve Hashem. On Rosh Hashanah it is determined how many 

tools we should be given the following year. If we focus our lives on serving Hashem, and daven for Hashem to 

give us, for his sake; we are pursuing the true cause of success and can hope that it will yield fruit.  

The key to success is to recognize the true cause and effect.   

  



 
 

 

Parshas Shoftim 

The Influence of Our Actions on Others 

 

How much of an influence do you have on others? When you do something privately does it affect those around 

you? What influence does your every action have on every other Jew? You will be very surprised to learn the 

effect that you have on others. 

If a corpse is found outside of a city, the elders of the town are required to bring an עגלה ערופה as an atonement 

for the murder. Why must the closest town bring it? What did they do wrong? 

The Ibn Ezra explains: if the townspeople would be totally innocent of such a crime, it would affect the 

atmosphere that no one would be able to commit such a crime in the area. If someone was killed outside their 

town, it is a sure sign that they have what to improve on in this area, thus they need atonement.  

There is a fable of a Rebbe of yesteryear who was traveling from one town to another. While traveling through 

great woods, the wagon driver stopped the wagon, pulled out a gun and told the Rebbe that his life was about to 

end. The Rebbe responded “I have but one request; please drive another 2 miles and shoot me there”. The wagon 

driver said, “It won’t save your life. This forest goes for another 10 miles, but I will listen to your wish”. After 2 

miles the wagon driver broke down in tears and said, “I don’t know what got in to me; how could I have stooped 

so low to consider manslaughter?” The Rebbe responded, “In that area in the forest there is a gang of robbers 

who kill a lot of people. Their sins have so affected the area that when you were there, you were influenced to 

follow in their ways. This is why I requested that you move away from that area before you kill me. Once you 

left that location you were no longer influenced by their deeds and thus your desire to kill subsided.” 

This is not only true when it comes to bad deeds; with good deeds there is an influence as well. A man was once 

traveling through Poland. While there he davened in a certain shul. After davening he approached the Rav and 

said, “I can’t explain it, but somehow my davening was on a whole different level when I davened here. It felt as 

if the davening just flowed; it was easier than usual to concentrate. I felt that my davening was somehow 

uplifted.” The Rav asked him, “Did you daven in this and this seat?” The man responded, “Yes, how did you 

know”. The Rav said, “There is a tradition that the Vilna Gaon once came to our town and davened in that very 

seat. Since then, whoever davens in that seat feels that their davening is uplifted. Apparently the great kavana of 

the Vilna Gaon had such an effect on the area that it affects everyone who davens there centuries later.”    

There is an interesting mitzvah in this week’s parsha. When witnesses testify against someone, they should be 

the first ones to execute the death penalty. What is the reason for this? If someone in your vicinity was capable 

of committing such a crime, than obviously there is some trace of such a sin in you. For if you would be perfect 

in that area, the people in your vicinity would be positively affected that they would be unable to commit such a 

sin. For this reason the witnesses must do something to eradicate this sin from themselves. This is accomplished 

by them being the ones to kill the sinners. 

The Posuk concludes if you do this ובערת הרע מקרבך, loosely this translates as, “And you will eradicate the evil 

from your midst”. However, it can be translated as, “And you will eradicate the evil from yourself”. Meaning the 

witnesses contain this evil in themselves that will be erased by them killing the wrongdoer (based on אמונת עיתך). 



 
 

 

The influence of our actions is not limited to our surroundings; it affects every other Jew. When one of us does 

something good, it lifts all of us up. And when someone does something bad it drags everyone down. The reason 

for this is because all of our souls are connected; we are considered as if we are one man. Chazal say  כל ישראל

זה בזה ערבים  this is usually translated as, “All Jews are guarantors for each other”, meaning, we are responsible 

for one another. However, the תומר דבורה says it means ‘we are all mixed in with each other’, because we are all 

considered one person.  

A classic parable of this is: a man is caught killing. In retribution, the authorities take him to be killed. The man 

defends himself, “What did I do? It was my hand that pulled the trigger. Cut off my hand and leave me alone.” 

Obviously such a defense is ludicrous, after all your hand is part of you. So to every Jew is responsible for the 

actions of every other Jew.    

This parable seems flawed; if your hand had a mind of its own and was not affected by your brain, would such a 

statement be so ridiculous? If so why should you be responsible for your friend’s independent actions? The 

answer is, his actions are not so independent, he is influenced by your actions to do his, thus you are held 

responsible. 

The Brisker Rav one time asked someone, “Why is it that no matter how estranged a Jew is from his religion, 

Yom Kipper is still something, whereas Shabbos is nonexistent?” The Brisker Rav explained that it is because we 

keep Yom Kipper the way it was meant to be therefore it affects every Jew that it still has some meaning. 

Whereas Shabbos is not always treated with the proper accord by us, this effects that it is non-existent by the 

non-religious.” 

The Talmidim of the Baal-Shem-Tov say on the verse יעקב חבל נחלתו, we are compared to a rope. The great men 

are the topmost part of this long rope, whereas the evildoers are the bottom strands. If those on top uplift 

themselves one inch, everyone is lifted with them. When those on bottom go down, everyone is affected by it. 

Reb Yisrael Salanter is quoted to have told his pupils, “When we learn Torah properly over here, it affects Jews 

in Berlin and causes them to keep Shabbos.” Let us internalize this great lesson and realize to what extent our 

every action influences all other Jews.  

  



 
 

 

Parshas Ki Seitzei 

Becoming the Real You

Yankel was a simple man who lived in a small village. Upon visiting the big city he decided to tour the 

workshops that did not exist in his hometown. He was interested in discovering the art of a jeweler. He 

stood in the jeweler’s shop for much time observing the process. He saw the jeweler take something that 

appeared to be a simple stone. Using his tools, he cut away the outer layer. Yankel was amazed at what 

he had seen. He asked, “How are you able to transform a regular stone into a sparkling gem?” The 

jeweler explained to the simpleton, “I am not creating a gem, under the surface it was always a sparkling 

gem. I am merely peeling away layers of stone to uncover the true jewel that it really is.” 

During Elul and the Yomim Noraim we uplift ourselves to a higher level. Some people think, “The whole 

year I am a simple stone, how is it possible to transform myself into a precious gem during this time of 

year?” The answer is: we are not transforming ourselves into a new object; we are merely shedding our 

layers of grime, caused by sin, thereby allowing the true brilliance of our neshamah to shine forth. 

The Torah states that when someone sins he should receive forty lashes. What is the significance of 

forty? The Ramban answers, “Since he transgressed the Torah that was given in forty days, thereby 

earning himself, who was formed in forty days, the death penalty, it is appropriate for him to receive 

forty lashes to atone for this”.  

This is a profound idea, however there is one difficulty; Chazal say that the penalty is actually thirty nine 

lashes, not forty. If so, how can it correspond to the forty days of the giving of Torah and the forty days 

of formation? 

Reb Moshe Wolfson offers an amazing explanation. What is the significance of the number forty? The 

neshamah contains forty levels, (whose source is from the four letters of Hashem’s name with each one 

split up into ten levels corresponding to the ten sefiros). A baby is formed in forty days corresponding to 

these levels. The Torah as well was given in forty days corresponding to these forty levels. When we sin, 

we are defiling our neshama. The need for forty lashes would be to rectify the forty levels of our 

Neshamah that was defiled by our sin, one lash per level of Neshamah. 

If so, why do we only receive thirty nine lashes? It is because as much as we may sin, our aveiros cannot 

infiltrate the uppermost level of our neshamah. It is possible to sully thirty nine levels, but the highest 

level will always remain pure. This is why there is only a need for thirty nine lashes. 

During this time of year we are not transforming ourselves to something new; we are merely connecting 

ourselves to the higher levels of our neshamah where our aveiros cannot penetrate, thereby uplifting 

ourselves to our true level. 

The lowest level in Yidishkeit is someone who denies Hashem’s existence or the validity of Torah. Such 

a person is referred to as a כופר. What is the significance of this name? Reb Moshe Wolfson explains, the 

word כופר means a cover. Deep inside every Yid recognizes the truth, only by some people it is covered 

over by layers of falsehood. But the truth is always there waiting to resurface. 

R’ Yaakov Galinski relates a fascinating story. There was once a Jew walking along the shore when he 

witnessed the horrible sight of a man drowning in the sea. He quickly jumped in to save the man’s life. 



 
 

 

Upon approaching him, he noticed his lips moving; he listened to hear what the man was saying. He was 

bewildered to hear the drowning man’s potential last words. He said "אני לא חוזר בתשובה", “I refuse to do 

teshuva”. 

Upon bringing the man to shore, he inquired why the man had said this as his last words; after all 

wouldn’t it be more appropriate to do Teshuva at that point? The man replied with the following tale, “I 

was raised in Poland in a religious home. In fact my father was a devout Chossid of the Slonimer Rebbe. 

I however did not follow in his ways and got entranced by all the ‘isms’ of the time.  

“One day I announced that as a true Zionist I will be moving shortly to Palestine. My father begged me 

to at least come with him to the Rebbe to say goodbye. I told my father that the Rebbe will be unable to 

change me, but out of respect for you I will visit him. That visit to the Rebbe is one that I will never 

forget. The Slonimer gazed at me with his piercing eyes and said, “You can try to distance yourself from 

the path of your ancestors, but ultimately you will fail; I guarantee that you will not die without doing 

teshuva.” 

“When I was drowning in the water and was concerned my end was near, I knew that there was only one 

thing that could save me; the Rebbe’s promise. Thus I declared that I am not doing Teshuva. Sure 

enough you saved me shortly thereafter.” 

R’ Yankel concluded, “Did this man believe in Hashem or not? If he did, how could he not do teshuva? 

If he did not, why does he care what an old man with a long white beard says? Does a tzadik have any 

power if Hashem doesn’t exist?” 

We see that as distant as someone is and as much as he denies Hashem consciously, deep down he knows 

the truth. 

So many times we see people who are so distant come closer in ways we would never dream. What’s 

happening is, the spark of Yidishkeit in their soul awakens and bursts into a flame bringing them closer to 

Yidishkeit. 

I once heard from R’ Reuvein Levinson of Chicago the following personal story. “Many years ago I 

served as principal in a Sunday school. Being a principle is a job that yields much nachas, but there is a 

lot of heartache as well. The story of one of my students who we will refer to as Mike comes to mind. 

This story is a true inspiration; even when it seems that there is no hope, you never know what will 

ultimately fan the spark of the soul. 

“Mike was a teacher’s nightmare; he didn’t learn, he disturbed and was a defiant student. Most days he 

would be sent out of class and would roam the halls for the remainder of the day. The teachers would 

approach me and request that we expel Mike. I would respond, ‘This is his only connection to 

Yiddishkeit; expelling him would be a spiritual death sentence. I do not have the right to do that.’  

“Somehow, Mike made it through to graduation; when he left all the teachers celebrated. For many years 

I never heard from Mike, then one day out of the blue I received a call from him. Rabbi Levinson there is 

something I need to tell you. I recently got engaged to a non-Jewish girl. Last night, for some 

unexplainable reason, I had trouble falling asleep. I know that I did not learn much in Sunday school, but 

roaming the hallways I would hear all of the Jewish songs emanating from the classrooms. Last night, as 



 
 

 

I lay up in bed, all of these songs came back to me and were playing in my head. My consciousness told 

me, ‘You’re a Jew. How can you marry a goy?’ I spoke to my fiancé today and broke off our 

engagement. I want to thank you for not expelling me all those years. You get the credit for my not 

marrying a goy” (As heard from Rabbi Levinson). 

As distant as one may be, the spark in their soul remains pure. Our job is to peel off the layers of dirt and 

to reconnect to that spark, fanning it into a roaring flame. We are not changing into something new; we 

are merely connecting to who we really are.  

  



 
 

 

Parshas Ki Seitzei 

Elul Perspectives 

 month Elul is a time of preparation for Rosh Hashanah. What exactly should be our focus during this 

month? The name אלול is the acronym of the Posuk אני לדודי ודודי לי I am to my Beloved and my Beloved 

is to me (referring to Hashem), what is the significance of this? Would it not be more appropriate to have 

a reference to teshuva?  

TESHUVA 

What is teshuva? It normally is translated as repentance; however, literal translation would be ‘to return’. 

The Mahbit in his sefer, Beis Elokim tells us that Teshuva is really ‘returning to Hashem’. Someone who 

lives with recognition of Hashem’s presence cannot possibly go against his will.  

As the story goes; a man was once driving and skipped a red light. Sure enough a cop pulls him over and 

inquires, “Did you not see the red light”. The man responded “I’ll tell you the truth; I saw the light but I 

didn’t see you”. 

If we would have an awareness that Hashem is always with us it would be impossible for us to do 

something wrong. Thus, one who sins shows that Hashem is distant from their mind.  

There is a fascinating story about the Chofetz Chaim; one time he was traveling on a train. Sitting next to 

him was another yid who did not know who his travel mate was, but was trying to make conversation. 

“Where are you from?” He asked. The Chofetz Chaim replied, “I’m from the village of Radin”. “Really, 

so you must know the great sage the Chofetz Chaim!” the man responded. The Chofetz Chaim said, 

“You mean Yisrael Meir? He is not as great as people make him out to be”. Hearing this, the man said, 

“How dare you disgrace the Gadol Hador like that” and he slapped the Chofetz Chaim across the face. 

Only later did he find out the identity of his victim, and when he did he was filled with remorse. ‘How 

could I have slapped the Chofetz Chaim across the face?’ He went to ask the Chofetz Chaim for 

forgiveness. The Chofetz Chaim said, “What I said was true; I am not as great as people make me out to 

be”.  

If this is the remorse someone has for wronging a human when they realize who it was imagine the 

remorse one has when you realize that you went against Hashem. 

So when you bridge the gap and once again become close to Him, it is impossible not to regret your 

wrongdoings and you automatically will resolve not to do those actions once more. So teshuva is indeed 

returning to Hashem. 

It is said that R’ Saadya Gaon would do Teshuva daily, he would say, “Today I have a greater awareness 

of the greatness of Hashem, thus I have a greater realization of how bad my sin was.” 

This is why, when we say vidui we don’t suffice it to say על חטא שחטאנו; rather, we add the word לפניך; 

we admit that we committed the sin in your presence, insinuating that we are guilty of not 



 
 

 

acknowledging Hashem’s presence. And this is why we daven החזירנו בתשובה שלימה לפניך, we are not 

merely asking to repent, but to return to the presence of Hashem.  

So the first step of Teshuva is to recognize that Hashem is always with us and to build a relationship with 

Him. The month of Elul facilitates this process. That is why it acronyms אני לדודי ודודי לי I am to my 

beloved and my beloved is to me, the Posuk which expresses our relationship with him. Every month 

corresponds to a different Mazal (zodiac); the Mazal of Elul is בתולה, which hints at our relationship with 

Hashem.  

L’DOVID 

During Elul we say L’Dovid after davening. Perhaps, the reason we do this is because it talks about 

Dovid’s great yearning for closeness to Hashem and how this is his sole ambition. This theme is very 

much in sync with our focus of building our relationship with Hashem. 

THE AMALEK CONNECTION 

The parsha concludes with the mitzvah of wiping out Amalek. It is not for naught that this falls out in 

middle of Elul, what is the significance of this?  

Amalek represents distance from Hashem, not recognizing that Hashem is here (as I explained at great 

length by Parshas Zachor). Obliterating the name of Amalek represents eradicating this trait from the 

world, when that happens the whole world will recognize Hashem. During Elul, it is our obligation to 

come to this recognition, thus the Parsha of Amalek is read during Elul.  

Fight the war 

How many times were you in a difficult situation where you knew what the right thing to do was, but 

you told yourself, ‘there is no way I’m going to win this battle, so don’t even try’. What can we tell 

ourselves when we are in such a situation?  

The Parsha begins with, “When you go out to war with your enemies”. The Zohar says this is referring to 

the war with our Yetzer Hara. There is an important lesson to be learnt from this Posuk; it concludes, 

‘Hashem will place him into your hands’. Our job is not to win the war; rather we must go out to battle. 

Hashem will take care of the rest. 

The Gemara states that in essence the Yetzer Hara is stronger than us and if not for Hashem’s help we 

would be unable to be victorious. Are job is merely to do our part.  

This is true the whole year, however, in Elul there is special assistance, but it comes on one condition; 

we must do our part first. 

How much effort is needed to forge a relationship with Hashem? The Posuk tells us that we are in luck, 

 I am to my beloved and my beloved is to me. You just show that you’re doing your part ,אני לדודי ודודי לי

and that you are devoted to Hashem and Hashem says he will be with you. 

This is a special time of year when our small exertion can go a long way.  



 
 

 

Parshas Ki Savo 

Living the Dream Life 

    

What will it take to make you satisfied with your lot? A bigger house? A better car? A more prestigious 

position? 

We constantly think ‘If only I had_____ I would be living the dream life and would be satisfied’. How many 

people are there who have actually achieved satisfaction? Somehow whenever your previous goal is achieved, 

mysteriously a new one pops up. 

Yet, we have a need to follow our dreams; for without it we feel lacking. We have this searching sensation 

within us that refuses to be satiated unless we pursue our temptations. Unfortunately, feeding our temptation 

does nothing to quench our thirst. The Chovos Halevavos compares it to a raging fire; it refuses to die out and 

demands to consume everything in its path. If you give in and throw it a log does it get satisfied? Not at all; the 

log merely fuels the fire. So too with temptations; it is a roaring fire, giving in does not squelch the flames, it 

merely adds fuel to the fire. 

So what is the secret? How is it possible to silence this desire for more? How can we attain a state of 

satisfaction?  

The Torah commands us to bring the first yield of produce to the Beis Hamikdash. After the whole procedure, 

the Torah instructs usושמחת בכל הטוב אשר נתן לך ה' אלוקיך, ‘And you shall be happy with all the good that Hashem 

your G-d has given you’. What is the connection between this and Bikurim? It would seem that Bikurim is what 

enables us to glean happiness from our possessions. What is the connection? 

R’ Moshe Feinstein has a remarkable insight in regards to this Mitzvah. Is there any intrinsic value to the first 

harvest? It is merely sentimental value to the farmer who spent so many months tending to the field. Isn’t it a 

waste to take the first crop and give it to a Kohen to whom it has no special value? 

There is one exception, if the farmer was merely a worker, it would be appropriate to bring the first crop to the 

owner. R’ Moshe explains that this is the lesson of Bikurim; by giving the first crop to Hashem we are 

demonstrating that He is the true owner of the field, not us. 

Part of the procedure of Bikurim is, “The Kohen takes the basket from your hands”. When someone is on the 

receiving end, it is inappropriate for them to take the item from the donor’s hand; you wait until they hand it 

over. Why does the Kohen remove the basket from the donor’s hand? 

The אוצר הראשונים explain that this is to demonstrate that in essence the Bikurim belong to Hashem, not the 

farmer. Hashem gives it over to the Kohanim. Thus it is not inappropriate for them to take what is rightfully 

theirs. 

Why is it that bikurim enables one to be satisfied with his possessions? What enables us to be happy with our 

lot? We must realize that what we have is not a result of our own labor, rather it is a gift of Hashem. He knows 

what we need and He gives us accordingly. This knowledge has the power to silence the raging fire of desire for 



 
 

 

more, for we realize that we have everything that we need. Bikurim brings us to this realization. Thus it enables 

us to be satisfied with our lot. 

I recently saw a remarkable story. R’ Mordechai Tzukerman of Yerushalaim was once visited by two wealthy 

individuals. One was a frum man, a well-known baal tzedaka from the states, and the second was his partner, a 

non- religious Jew.  

After receiving a warm beracha, the Frum visitor pulled out his checkbook and wrote out a check for ten 

thousand dollars, and handed it to the venerated sage. R’ Mordechai refused to accept the gift. Seeing this, the 

partner told the donor, “I know this game; obviously the check wasn’t large enough, give a little more.”  So the 

wealthy businessman increased his donation, but once again it was turned down. Finally he gave his final offer; 

one hundred thousand dollars. 

Seeing that the man was not getting the point, R’ Tzukerman explained himself, “I only need a few shekel a 

week for groceries plus a few shekel for the mikva on Erev Shabbos. Baruch Hashem I have that much. More 

than this I have no need for.” 

Where in the world can you find someone who has no desire to amass wealth? It is only by a Yid who knows 

that their lot comes straight from Hashem, custom designed to fit their needs. 

Why do we all follow our temptations, it is not that we need what we are pursuing. We are merely trying to 

achieve happiness which eludes us. We think ‘If only I had ____  I would be satisfied’. The simple Jew who has 

bitachon has achieved the dream life that eludes the wealthy. 

We all want our children to live a life of avodas Hashem. What is the most important lesson to teach our children 

(and ourselves) to ensure that they follow the right path? The Chazon Ish says it is this message, “Don’t be lured 

by the table of the wealthy for our table is greater”. That which they are attempting to achieve with their wealth 

is what we have through Avodas Hashem. 

There is a remarkable vort from R’ Elya Lopian. The Posuk says, ודורשי ה' לא יחסרו כל טוב, ‘Those who search for 

Hashem will not lack any goodness’. It does not say that they will have everything, rather they will not be 

lacking. He explains this with the following mashal. There once was a wealthy man who visited his poor 

nephew. It took him a total of two minutes to tour the tiny home. At the conclusion of the tour the uncle said, 

“Poor you, I have searched your whole house and have been unable to find any medications. In this bag that I 

travel with I have thousands of dollars of medication. On a daily basis I take expensive pills to help with a whole 

list of illnesses. Yet poor you, you have no medications in your house.” 

We all understand that there is nothing to be jealous of; the poor nephew has the health that what the wealthy 

uncle is trying to achieve, he has without all the medications. This is the meaning of ‘Those who search for 

Hashem will not lack any goodness’. We may not have everything, but we have no need for it. We are living the 

dream life without the wealth. 

  



 
 

 

Parshas Ki Savo 

Will the Real You Please Stand Up 

If we serve Hashem, does it make a difference if we serve him happily or not? If I fulfill every mitzvah, but I do 

them without happiness, is it not sufficed? From this week’s parsha we see how important it is to serve Hashem 

with joy. 

One of the main themes of the parsha is the prophetic foretelling of holocaust-like punishments. What was it that 

deserved us such horrific retribution? The Torah says it is because you did not serve Hashem with joy. This 

insinuates that they were not lacking in their service, they were merely missing in their happiness in serving 

Hashem. Why is it so bad that it deserves such retribution? 

How much happiness must we have in serving Hashem? There is a remarkable idea stated by the Ari Z”l; you 

must get more joy from serving Hashem than what you get from physical pleasures. His source for this gauge is 

from our Posuk itself. "תחת אשר לא עבדת את ה' אלוקיך בשמחה ובטוב לבב מרב כל", because you did not serve Hashem 

your god with happiness and with a good heart from an abundance of everything, the Ari Z”l explains that the 

way to translate the Posuk is ‘because you did not serve Hashem your god with happiness and with a good heart 

more than physical pleasures’. This means even if you do enjoy serving Hashem, but you get more delight from 

physical pleasures, you are still in trouble. Why should it be that way? Why should this be the measuring stick? 

On Rosh Hashanah we are judged if we are a Tzadik or not. How is this judged? From our youth we are taught 

the notion that there is a scale, on one side are all of our Mitzvohs, and on the other side are our Aveiros. We 

then see which side has more on it. The Rambam  tells us that the judgment is not based on the number of  )תשובה ג' ב'(

mitzvohs and aveiros, for there are some mitzvohs that have the power to out-way many aveiros and visa-versa. 

Hashem knows how to measure the mitzvohs. 

There are some mitzvohs that were done properly and brought you closer to Hashem. The person is not judged on 

his actions, but rather on his essence. Is he someone living a spiritual life with a closeness to Hashem, or is he 

living a materialistic life distant from Hashem
2
. Therefore it’s not measured by the number of actions, rather by 

the quality of the actions. 

If all actions would be equal we would have an easier time discovering if we are on the right path or not. Now 

that it is not measured by numbers how are we to know if we are on the right path? How can we know on what 

level our inner essence is at?  

There is a way of gauging what is going on inside, and that is by using the barometer of happiness
3
. Only 

someone who is living a spiritual life will truly acquire pleasure from Mitzvohs. And such a person will not get 

blown away with joy from physical happiness. R’ Avraham Shmulevitz (son of R’ Chaim) once said “Torah is 

so geshmack, what does the Yetzer Hara have in comparison, falafel? Pizza? Is he not embarrassed to try to lure 

us away from Torah with such an inferior parallel?” 

In converse, someone who is living a non-spiritual-oriented life is unable to truly enjoy spirituality. So how do 

you know what level you are at? Just see what brings you more pleasure. 
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 See שיעור דעת אורי וישעי, מאת הגרא"י  

3
 See שיעור דעת חיים מאת המהרי"ל 



 
 

 

With this knowledge we can now appreciate how important it is to be happy when serving Hashem. We now 

understand why the lack of happiness is reason for exile, for it is a sign of spiritual decay. And we certainly can 

appreciate the words of the Ari Z”l, the best measuring stick for happiness is to have more pleasure from 

Ruchniyus than from Gashmiyus, because this shows that you are living a spiritual life. 

With the Day of Judgment fast approaching, the above revelation leaves many of us in a quandary. If we find 

that we get more pleasure from Gashmiyus, what can we do to merit a good verdict? Let’s focus our attention on 

another topic that will help us out of our quandary. 

This time of year we are instructed to raise ourselves to a higher level than the rest of the year. There are things 

that we are not stringent on the whole year that we have to be stringent on during Aseres Yemei Teshuva. What is 

the purpose of doing this? Who are we fooling? Do you remember when you had a dentist appointment when 

you were a kid? You recall how that morning you brushed your teeth ten times to compensate for not brushing 

the whole year? So what is the purpose of improving our actions for this period of time? 

How many times have you put forth much effort to improve your ways during Elul, just to find yourself on the 

same low level 1 year later? Is there a point in exerting effort if you know that chances are that it is not going to 

last? Let’s answer this question with the help of the following fable. 

Yankel was a poor blacksmith of yesteryear. During the week he wore his black shirt and simple hat, his beard 

was unkempt, and he looked extremely undignified. Come Shabbos and Yankel would straighten his beard, wear 

a white shirt and don his shtreimel. On Shabbos he looked dignified and was treated such. He was escorted to the 

mizrach vant, and by the Rebbe’s tish he was invited to sit next to the Rebbe.  

Eventually Yankel’s dual appearance started to nag on his consciousness; ‘I put a shtreimel on my head and all 

of a sudden I become a prominent person?’ Yankel decided that the coming Shabbos he will not put on his 

Shabbos façade. Sure enough he was not accorded his regular honors. By the end of Shabbos Yankel approached 

the Rebbe with tears in his eyes and said “I was just trying to be honest”. The Rebbe responded “I was aware of 

the discrepancy between the Shabbos Yankel and the weekday Yankel. However I thought that your Shabbos 

appearance is the real you and your weekday apparel is merely because of your profession, thus I showered you 

with much honor. Now you have shown me that the weekday Yankel is the real you, and the Shabbos Yankel is 

merely a façade, thus you do not deserve all of the honor. 

Our behavior this time of year is different than that of the rest of the year. Which one is the real us and which 

one is the façade? Our performance on Rosh Hashanah portrays the real us. Our conduct the rest of the year is 

not a true reflection of our true selves. The more we improve our actions now, the more we raise our true level. 

 Why is it so? Our inner essence is composed of the culmination of our actions, at what point do our actions form 

who we are? On Rosh Hashanah when we finish the year. If we boost our actions at this time it has the power of 

affecting the level of our inner self. This is why it is important to exert much effort to improve our ways at this 

time, for even if it doesn’t last it still raises our true level
4
. 

This concept is what gives us hope to merit a good verdict. If during the year we are not living a proper life, if 

we uplift ourselves now, we will be judged for how we are now, for this is the true level of our soul. So yes there 

is hope. 
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Parshas Nitzavim- Rosh Hashanah 

Shed the Shackles of Your Limitations 

We all want to serve Hashem, yet we have our limitations. We can’t give a million dollars to tzedaka if 

we don’t have a million dollars. We are limited to our capabilities and resources. Yet, we see that some 

people don’t have this problem; they decide to do something and all the resources fall into place. They 

were never considered smart yet they somehow have become a genius. What is their secret? In light of the 

following vort we can gain perspective into this topic. 

Hashavas Aveida 

When we find an object that was lost by a Yid we are obligated to return it. If it belonged to a Goy we are 

not obligated (unless it is to make a Kiddush Hashem). Is there anything wrong with returning it to a 

Goy? There is an astounding Gemara that discusses this point. The Gemara in סנהדרין דף ע"ו ע"ב says, “in 

regards to one who returns an Aveida to a Goy the Posuk states,  למען ספות הרוה את הצמיאה לא יאבה ה' סלוח'

 .’Connecting the satiated to the thirsty, Hashem will not be willing to forgive him ‘ ,לו'

What is the connection between this posuk and returning a lost object to a goy? Rashi explains that the 

thirsty is a reference to Klal Yisrael who are thirsty for mitzvohs and for fear of their creator. The satiated 

is a reference to the goyim who are lacking this thirst. This in itself is a fascinating lesson; the difference 

between a yid and a goy is that we have a thirst for Ruchniyus.  

This Gemara needs explanation, why is this a reason to return an object to a yid and not to a goy? Why do 

we refer to a yid and a goy in this posuk specifically with this terminology?  

What is the reason for the mitzvah of hashavas aveida? The chinuch explains that it is so that Klal 

Yisrael’s possessions will be guarded for them even when they are lost. Why is this so important? What 

would be so bad if the halacha would permit the finder to keep it? 

I believe the answer is as follows: why was the owner given this object in the first place? Why did he 

receive it and not someone else? What we get is not by chance; Hashem has an exact calculation what we 

need. We all have a mission in avodas Hashem, what we have is the resources needed to fulfill our 

mission. The owner of the lost object received it because it is needed for his service of Hashem, not to 

lose it. Thus it is of utmost importance to return the object to him so that he will be able to fulfill his 

purpose in life. 

If we are giving it to him for this purpose, how are we to know that he will use it properly? If you give 

money to an addict chances are he will use it for his addiction. Yidden are thirsty, we are addicted to 

Avodas Hashem, and thus you can be confident that a yid will use it right. In contrast, a Goy is ‘full’ and 

does not yearn to serve Hashem, thus there is no mitzvah to return their lost objects. One who returns 

their objects (unless it is to make a Kiddush Hashem) is guilty of equating a yid and a Goy, equating the 

thirsty and the satiated. 

Why is this Eliyahu Hanavi’s job? 

With this understanding we can explain a difficult concept. The Gemara says that if you are unable to 

locate the lost item’s owner, you should put it in storage until Eliyahu Hanavi comes. At that time Eliyahu 



 

 

will reveal to us to whom each item belongs. Eliyahu Hanavi’s job is to reawaken our hearts to serve 

Hashem. How does returning lost items fit his job description?  

Based on the aforementioned idea we can answer as follows: why is it that the owner did not find his 

item? Just like Hashem gave it to him because he needed it, why did He not arrange that he find it? 

Obviously the man was not fulfilling his mission properly. He was lacking in his thirst to serve Hashem 

and thus Hashem determined that he was undeserving of receiving his lost item back. When Eliyahu 

comes he will reawaken this thirst in our hearts, however, one who lost an object that he received will be 

missing resources to serve Hashem properly. Thus part of Eliyahu’s job is to return lost items to enable 

their owners to properly serve Hashem in accordance to their newfound thirst for avodas Hashem. 

We see from here that every person receives exactly what he needs for his Avodas Hashem. If we fail to 

utilize it properly, we will lose it. In contrast, if we use our resources to the fullest, as the Chovos 

Halevovos says, Hashem will increase our resources. If we use our brain to its capacity for Torah, 

Hashem will give us more wisdom. If we use our wealth for Hashem, He will give us even more wealth.  

There are dozens of stories that bring out this point. Many people used their money right and then became 

rich. R’ Chaim Pinchas Sheinberg was well known to utilize every moment of his day. He would wash 

dishes at home while learning Mishna Berura, every minute was calculated. We see that Hashem 

responded in kind and he lived till over a hundred (the same can be said about R’ Elyashev as well as 

many other Gedolim).  

Rosh Hashanah 

A number of years ago when I was learning in Yerushalaim, R’ Ahron Leib Shteinman Shlita came to the 

Mir Yeshiva to give a schmooze during Elul. Understandably, thousands of people converged upon the 

Merkazi building to catch a glimpse of the Gadol Hador and to be inspired from his words. R’ 

Shteinaman said as follows, “Why is Rosh Hashanah the day of judgment?  The ר"ן explains: ‘on the first 

day of creation Adam sinned and was judged. Thus every year Rosh Hashanah is a day of judgment. We 

daven, that just as Adam received a good verdict, so to we should receive a good verdict’. 

“How can you say that Adam received a good verdict, he was found guilty and was duly punished? From 

here we can gain perspective into the judgment of Rosh Hashanah. It is true Adam was punished, but he 

was given another chance to serve Hashem. The judgment was whether he should be given resources to 

further serve Hashem or not, and he got a good verdict. 

“This is the judgment on Rosh Hashanah, did we utilize the resources given to us and do we deserve more 

resources or less.” This was the message that R’ Shteinman delivered at that time. 

I would like to conclude with the following great story. I heard this story from R’ Ezriel Cziment. His 

great-great-grandfather was the poor man who this story begins with, and this tale has been part of the 

mesorah of his family. 

Berel (all names are fictional due to lack of knowledge of the authentic names) was a poor man, but somehow, under regular 

circumstances, he was able to make ends meet. But now his daughter was engaged and he had no money 

for the Chasunah. As a devout Chossid, he went to his Rebbe, the first Zhiditchoiver Rebbe to receive an 

Eitza. The Rebbe said, “I have a Chossid R’ Moshe who is wealthy. I will write you a letter to bring him. 



 

 

And so Berel ended up by Moshe’s door. Moshe was excited to receive a personal letter from the Rebbe, 

but he was stupefied by its content, it said ‘Berel is making a chasunah, please give him one thousand 

ruble from my cheshbon’. Moshe said, “I don’t know what the Rebbe means, he doesn’t have any money 

by me. I will give you one hundred ruble, but a thousand is too much”. 

And so Berel returned to the Rebbe. The Rebbe said don’t worry, I will write you another letter to bring to 

a different Chossid of mine, R’ Mendel.” And so soon thereafter Berel found himself ushered into 

Mendel’s humble abode. Mendel read the letter. He was surprised that the Rebbe asked this of him for he 

was far from wealthy. Yet, if the Rebbe gives instructions we must follow. So Mendel found himself 

selling his cow and his furniture to raise adequate funds. Finally Mendel ran home and excitedly handed 

the money to Berel. 

Slowly the tables turned; Moshe was reduced to a beggar, and Mendel became more affluent by the day. 

One day the two met by a Chasunah and were astonished to learn of each other’s lot. After a few minutes 

they discovered that the change took place shortly after the story with Berel. They were baffled; is that a 

reason to lose wealth? They approached the Rebbe, who was also by the Chasunah, for an explanation. 

The Rebbe said, “Before I was born I was shown my lot in life. I saw that I was destined to be quite 

wealthy. I thought it would be too hard of a test for me and I asked that they should leave my wealth by 

my faithful follower Moshe. Thus I asked you for some of my money that was by you. When you proved 

yourself unreliable and Mendel instead showed his trustworthiness, I took my money from you and gave 

it to him.” 

In essence everything that we have is given to us by Hashem for us to use properly. If we show that we 

are not using His resources properly, he will take them away. However, when we do use them properly 

He will surely give us more. We need not be bound by our capabilities and resources; if we show Hashem 

that we are using it right, He will increase our capabilities and resources. Through gaining the right 

perspective and ambitions we will be deemed worthy of being blessed with a good year. 



 

 

Parshas Nitzavim 

It Is Time to See the Light 

 

With the approach of Rosh Hashanah we feel a desire to take advantage of what the day has to offer. 

What should we do to utilize this day? To fully answer this question would take hours, I would like to 

offer one suggestion based on this week’s Parsha. 

What is it that makes the human race unique? We are the only ones who have freedom of choice. At the 

end of the Parsha, Hashem commands us to make the right choice. But Hashem introduces this topic with 

a statement; "העדתי בכם היום את השמים ואת הארץ", “The heavens and earth will bear witness today for you”. 

Rashi elucidates; Hashem was pointing out to them ‘look at the heavens and earth that I created to serve 

you; have they ever veered from their mission? Has the sun ever failed to rise in the east? Have you ever 

planted wheat and the earth sprouted forth barley in its place? If they, who do not receive reward for 

doing their task, nor do they receive retribution for not doing their job, fulfill their mission to the T, you 

who get reward and punishment for sure should not veer from your instructions.’ 

How can Hashem compare us to the sun; it is a programed machine. Do you expect a man to be as 

consistent as a robot? Does the sun have a mind of its own? 

Reb Moshe Feinstein answers that indeed the sun and earth are independent minded. They do have the 

ability to not follow its instructions. Does that mean that they have free will? Why do they never fail in 

their task? 

Reb Moshe explains: indeed we are the only ones with free will. But this is not because the heavenly 

spheres lack the physical capability to choose; rather it is their comprehension that does not allow them to 

deviate. We live in a world where Hashem’s existence is hidden; this allows us to not follow his orders. 

The angels live in a spiritual world where Hashem’s presence is revealed, thus it is impossible for them to 

ignore his commands. We are instructed to learn from the heaven and earth to follow Hashem’s decrees. 

The following parable illustrates this point. Jack was a simple farmer who lived in a small village. He was 

more the lazy type who was unmotivated to help others. One day he received a letter in the mail from the 

king of the country. The king instructed Jack to come to the capital city to assist in planting a vineyard for 

the royal palace. Jack was really not in the mood of planting a vineyard, he also was not really sure what a 

king was after all there was no king in his village. Regardless Jack determined that he will go to the city, 

later he will decide if he will follow the instructions or not. Arriving in the city, Jack saw hundreds of 

knights standing guard, as well as many servants tending to the needs of the palace. Jack asked someone, 

“Why are all these men so devoted to their tasks?” The man replied, “They have been appointed to their 

posts by the king himself, thus out of awe of the king they cannot deviate one iota from their jobs”. When 

Jack saw to what level the king’s men revered him, he realized that he too must obey the king’s wishes”. 

We are little villagers who don’t know what the king (of kings) is all about, yet, when we see the 

reverence that the angels have for Him that forces them to be devoted to his will, we too realize that we 

dare not disobey his commands.  



 

 

There is a way that we too can reach this level of the angels. If we were to contemplate Hashem’s 

existence until we instill our hearts with the knowledge of His presence, we will no longer have the ability 

to go against Hashem’s will.  

Recognizing Hashem’s existence automatically leads to accepting to do his Mitzvohs. This is why in 

Shema the theme of the first Parsha is proclaiming Hashem’s oneness, and the second Parsha is accepting 

to keep his Mitzvohs; because one leads into the other.  

ROSH HASHANA 

This is what Rosh Hashanah is all about. It is an opportunity to connect to this level of recognition of 

Hashem’s existence. It is a day where Hashem’s presence is revealed. With the proper effort you can 

come to the high level of recognizing Hashem. However, this recognition is not long lasting. It is our job 

to take advantage of the time when we have this recognition, to guide our life. I would like to illustrate 

this idea with the following analogy. 

Imagine yourself on a 5 hour hike. The hardest part of this challenge is the 2 hour trek through a large 

forest. It is vital to stay on the path in order not to get lost. After walking 3 hours you realize that you are 

clearly lost in the woods. You try retracing your steps but it doesn’t help. Just as you think matters can’t 

get worse, the sun starts to set. Before you know it you are alone in a dark forest. You climb a tree in an 

attempt to see the path, but to no avail, all you see is darkness. 

You start to fear the worst when suddenly a flash of lightening lights up the world. It lasts only a second, 

but it’s long enough for you to see where the right path is. Now you just have to follow your momentary 

vision. Within 1 hour you are out of the woods. 

At times we get so engrossed in our day to day lives that we lose focus of our spiritual path. We find 

ourselves lost in the dark. On Rosh Hashanah, when Hashem’s presence is revealed, we are able to 

refocus our lives to its spiritual mission. Thus Rosh Hashanah is this flash of lightning that allows us to 

see where the right path is. It is our job to recalculate -based on Rosh Hashanah- our new route. Then we 

have the work of following that path. This is why Chazal say that "ה' אורי", “Hashem is my light”, is 

referring to Rosh Hashanah. 

It last for just 2 days, but is has the power to guide us for a lifetime. So take advantage of Rosh Hashanah; 

see the light. 

  



 

 

Parshas Vayeilech 

Striving Higher 

One Erev Yom Kippur R’ Yisrael Salanter was seen leafing through his notebooks of Chidushim 

extensively. R’ Yisrael was one who used his time wisely and surely his Avodah on Erev Yom Kippur 

was preparation for the holy day. Thus, his talmidim asked him to explain his actions. R’ Yisrael 

explained, “Just as a person must do Teshuva for Aveiros he must do Teshuva for not fulfilling his 

obligations. A person is obligated to shteig, thus one must do Teshuva for failing to thrive. How am I to 

know if I grew this year or not? I gauge it by looking through my notebooks of Chidushim, if my 

Chidushim this year were better than previous ones I know I shteiged. However, if they are of the same 

quality then I know that I must repent for my failure to thrive. This is why I am spending so much 

precious time looking through my notebooks (as heard from the Rosh Hayeshiva R’ Yerucham Olshin in the name of R’ Yerucham Levovitz 

zt”l). 

 explains: Melachim פרי צדיק And Moshe went”. Where did he go? The Posuk does not say. The“ וילך משה

are called עומדים whereas we are called הולכים. A Malach cannot achieve higher levels, whereas man is a 

traveler, constantly moving from one level to another. On the last day of Moshe’s life, when he was 

already one hundred and twenty, the Torah relates that he did remain satisfied with his status quo; rather 

he continued to pursue higher levels. That is what is meant by וילך משה. 

A person by definition is a הולך. That is why by nature we are never satisfied. Our mission is to thrive and 

to make ourselves a better person. Yet, many people fail to thrive; they are the same person for decades. 

Why is it so hard to change? We live in the shadow of our self-image, we don’t do certain things because, 

‘that is just not who I am’. Many times when we try to adopt a new conduct, our efforts do not seem to 

bear fruit. I once heard a great mashal that sheds light on this phenomenon.  

The poor villager was making his way through the big city. As he passed by, the townspeople stared at his 

appearance; he was wearing a jacket that was a bit too large for his frame, his pants were tight and both 

were filled with an assorted variety of colorful patches. It was hard to tell what was a patch and what was 

the original suit. In his village this mode of dress was the norm, but in the big city he was a spectacle. Our 

friend started to get nervous from all the stares so finally he entered a tailor shop to buy himself a new 

suit.  

The tailor measured him and promised him a suit a month later. And so, a short time later our friend 

excitedly tried on his new suit. He looked in the mirror and was horrified with the image. The pants were 

tighter than ever, and the jacket had trouble closing. He was frustrated with the tailor for making him such 

a poorly fitting suit. The tailor calmly replied, “My dear villager, you must take off your old suit before 

you try on the new one”. 

We live in the shadow of our self-image. Yet we try to adopt conducts that are beyond our self-image. It 

is no wonder that we cannot succeed. We must learn to take off our old suit before donning a new one; to 

change our self-image. We must view ourselves as, ‘I am now a person who does such things’, or, ‘I am 

now I person that does not do that’. Only through changing our self-image can we hope to truly change 

our behavior and thus reach greater heights.  



 

 

There is one area where we do not focus enough on growth. Our leaders however, were very focused on 

this area. And that is in regards to our conduct with our fellow man.  

Returning to our original question: where did Moshe go? What preoccupied Moshe’s mind on his last day 

on earth? Moshe was their leader for the past forty years. He brought them out of Mitzrayim and led the 

nation for a generation. You can imagine the feeling of hopelessness that can overtake Klal Yisrael upon 

Moshe’s passing. The Even Ezra explains that Moshe went from one Shevet to another to insure that they 

will not be fearful upon his death. This is what was on his mind on the day he knew would be his last. 

Moshe was growing in his Avodas Hashem even on his last day. This growth included his concern for 

others. 

There is a similar story told about R’ Yisrael Salanter. At the end of his life he was ill and he had a 

Bachur attending to his needs. Feeling that his end was near, he had a long conversation with the Bachur 

calming his fears of staying with a dead body. This was his big concern before he returned his soul to his 

creator. 

I recently saw a few stories on this topic from R’ Elimelech Biderman of Yerushalayim. One Erev Yom 

Kippur, on the way to Kol Nidrei R’ Shlom’ke Zvihler saw that a yid’s downspout was broken. Fearing 

that it may cause extensive damage, he hired a worker to repair the pipe. He then assisted the worker with 

the repair. One of his Chasidim passed by and was horrified to see the Rebbe involved in such menial 

labor at such a holy time, “Rebbe”, he exclaimed, “shouldn’t you be busy with Avodas Hashem now, not 

with insignificant matters such as broken downspouts?” The Rebbe responded, “My fellow man’s 

Gashmiyus is my Ruchniyus”. The Rebbe viewed himself involved in a holy task. Worldly matters are 

only Gashmiyus if they are self-centered. When we are busy with the needs of others, we are actually 

transcending the physical. 

On Yom Kippur night the Chazon Ish saw a man who had come to him in the past complaining about his 

poverty. When the man came to wish him a Ksiva V’Chasima Tova, the Chazon Ish inquired how his 

monetary state is doing. The man motioned him with his hands as if to say ‘Is it not inappropriate to talk 

about this now?’ The Chazon Ish replied, “Indeed for you it is not proper, but for me to inquire is Avodas 

Hashem. 

Let us take advantage of this time of year to achieve true growth by changing our self-image, and 

especially to grow in our conduct with our fellow man. 

  



 

 

Yom Kippur 

Transcendent Energy 

During the year when we say shema we say ברוך שם quietly, yet on Yom Kippur we say it out loud. Why 

is this? Why is ברוך שם normally said quietly? The source of this Halacha is a Gemara in א פסחים נ"ו ע"  the 

Gemara relates that we have a dilemma; Moshe did not write ברוך שם    in the Torah, but Yaakov Avinu did 

say it. This puts us in a quandary, how can we say it if Moshe did not? Yet, how can we omit it when 

Yaakov did say ברוך שם?  What’s the solution? To say it quietly. The Gemara explains this compromise 

with the following parallel: there was once a princess who smelled delicious food that was being prepared 

for a party and got a craving for it, but it was not yet time to eat. What to do? The servants brought her 

some of the food discreetly. 

What is being added with the mashal? Is it not a whole different story line? Perhaps with a better 

understanding of this topic the Gemara will become clear. The Ramchal )דרך ה' ד,ד,ז( explains the concept 

of saying ך שםברו . In saying ברוך שם we are recognizing Hashem’s sovereignty and asking that it be 

increased. It is only appropriate to say this if Hashem’s kingship is fully connected to them, for only then 

is Hashem’s glory properly increased through them. The Melachim who are completely separated from 

the Tumah of the physical world are able to say ברוך שם. We however, are not on this level, thus it is not 

appropriate to say ברוך שם. After Moshiach when the world will be at this pure level we will be able to say 

it. This is why Moshe did not write it in the Torah. Yaakov Avinu on his deathbed was on this level, thus 

he said it. Through Yaakov we are able to somewhat tap into this level thus we say it but we cannot say it 

out loud, we must say it silently because we are not on that level. 

With this we can understand Chazal’s intent with the Mashal; we are like the princess, the world is not yet 

able to say ברוך שם, however we got a smell of this level from Yaakov Avinu and desire to say it now. 

The only solution is to sneak it in; saying ברוך שם quietly. 

Why on Yom Kipper are we able to say ברוך שם out loud? The Gaon י"א י' אבן שלמה  states that the month 

of Tishrei is a remez to the world to come. Rosh Hashanah is meramez to the ultimate Yom HaDin of the 

future. Yom Kippur is a remez to the period of time that Hashem will atone for all our sins (ע"ש). 

This gives us a new appreciation for Yom Kippur; it is a taste of the future; a time when we will be 

purified from the Tumah of this world and we will be fully connected to Hashem’s Kedusha. At that time 

we will be able to say ברוך שם out loud for we will be like the Melachim. Yom Kippur has in it the power 

of the future, thus we are able to say ברוך שם out loud on this day. 

The Ramchal 'ד', ח', ה'( ,)דרך ה  says that there is a prerequisite to connect to the Kedusha of the day, and 

that is the five ענוים. Only through them are we able to disconnect from the physicality of this world 

uplifting ourselves to the level of Malachim. As long as we are connected to the physicality of the world it 

is impossible to connect to the Kedusha of the day. 


