
 

A GLASS OF MILK OR A SMILE?  
  

     In this week’s parsha, Avraham’s quality of 

chesed is even more pronounced because we find him 

pleading for mercy for an entire region. Yet at the 

same time, when Hashem told Avraham that Klal 

Israel will be subject to a cruel, lengthy subjugation in 

Egypt, he did not protest.  Why didn’t Avraham plead 

on behalf of Klal Israel for the decree to be abolished? 

Indeed, if Klal Israel is so dear to Hashem, why were 

the Egyptians permitted to enslave them in the 

cruelest bondage? Why were they delivered into the 

hands of their oppressors in the first exile and 

subsequent exiles throughout history? 

The medrash offers a fascinating answer. 

Rebbi Chanina says that Hashem’s modus operandi is 

mida keneged mida, to reward or punish measure for 

measure. The medrash goes on to tell us that before 

the shevatim were exiled to Egypt, the children of 

Rochel and Leah acted with disdain towards the 

children of the concubines Bilhah and Zylpah. They 

were all brothers from the same father and were 

expected to get along, but their mothers’ positions 

created frictions. The infighting created great pain not 

only for Yaakov and his family, but for Hashem as 

well. Hashem needed a way that would bring the 

brothers together as a nation and servitude was that 

way. The experience of the Egyptian servitude would 

be the one to humble their spirits and teach them how 

to care for each other. Eventually when they would be 

redeemed, they would participate as a community in 

the mitzvah of korban Pesach. The medrash is 

essentially telling us that Egyptian bondage came as a 

punishment and a subsequent remedy for the discord 

between the Tribes. Once they endured the egalitarian 

nature of slavery, it would humble them and bring 

them closer as a nation. Once they went through this 

torment, they would be prepared to inherent the land 

of Israel. The Shlah HaKodosh explains that the land 

of Israel is called Eretz Canaan. The word canaan 

comes from the word “humble.” In order for a person 

to deserve the privilege of dwelling in the land of 

“A PERSON WHO DISPLAYS THE 

WHITENESS OF HIS TEETH (I.E. SMILES) TO 

HIS FRIEND IS BETTER THAN ONE WHO 

GIVES HIM MILK TO DRINK.” בקיא כתובות    
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Israel, he must prove his humility and his concern for 

his community.  

The prophet Yirmiahu exalts the praises of 

Klal Israel. ( ָ֔ר ְיָי ַ֣ ה ָאמ  ר כ ֹּ֚ ם ֵלאמ ֹ֗ ָראָתָ֩ ְבָאְזֵנ֙י ְירּוָשל  ִַ֜ ְך ְוָקָֽ ב( ָהלֹ֡

י ָלְ֙ך  ְרת  ַ֤ ֶרץ ָזכ  ר ְבֶאַ֖ ְדָבָ֔ מ  ֙י ב  ֲחר  ְך א  ְך ֶלְכֵתַ֤ י  ת ְכלּולָתָ֑ ַ֖ ֲהב  ְך א  י  ָ֔ ֶסד ְנעּור  ֶחַ֣

ה א ְזרּוָעָֽ  Thus says Hashem: I recall for you the“ ל ֹ֥

kindness of your youth, the love of your nuptials, you 

following Me into the wilderness into an unsown land.” 

This verse is praising Klal Israel for following Hashem 

into the desert with extraordinary faith.  Why wouldn’t 

they follow Hashem? They had just been redeemed 

through a series of most unbelievable epic miracles.  

What this verse is really teaching us is that Hashem 

remembers how kindly they treated each other while 

they were enslaved, how the Egyptian bondage united 

them. When they witnessed each other’s suffering, 

they were compelled to put aside their superficial 

differences and act in the kindest way possible. The 

slavery brought out their true character, their real 

essence.  Avraham understood that his descendants 

would need to be tempered in the cruel furnace of 

exile and enslavement in order for them to meld into a 

nation of chesed and rachamim.  

The medrash 1  says in the name of Rav 

Berachia that the sins which lead to the destruction of 

the Bais HaMikdash were much greater than those 

committed by the inhabitants of S’dom and Amorah, 

but in S’dom and Amorah there were no survivors. 

What did the people of Yerushalayim do to deserve 

being spared complete annihilation? The medrash 

explains that during the siege and famine in 

Yerushalayim, tens of thousands of people starved to 

death. Those who survived would share scraps of 

leftover bread with the mourners so they could all 

partake in the seudas havro, the mourner’s meal. They 
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showed incredible compassion, even to the point of 

endangering their own lives so they could help their 

brethren.  

The Yom Tov of Pesach is synonymous with 

Avraham who was the pillar of chesed. The Egyptian 

slavery gave the Jews an opportunity to learn chesed. 

However, what were they doing chesed with? How did 

they fulfill this beautiful mitzvah?  The Rosh Yeshiva 

of Bais Medrash Govoha 2 writes that there were no 

committees or fundraisers in Egypt to facilitate the 

mitzvah of chesed. Most of the time, the only thing 

they had to offer was their encouragement. They 

inspired each other by lifting each other’s spirits. This 

is what the Gemora3 explains. “A person who displays 

the whiteness of his teeth (i.e. smiles) to his friend is 

better than one who gives him milk to drink.”  

Avraham understood that discord among the 

Jewish people is the root cause of us being exiled time 

and again. He realized that Klal Israel had to become 

loving and loyal to each other, to shed their sibling 

rivalry in favor of fierce devotion to their extended 

family. This could happen only the hard way, through 

the oppression of Egypt, through the painful exiles of 

golus. When Hashem told Avraham of the terrible 

events that would befall Klal Israel in the future, he 

did not protest because he knew they had to go 

through these to solidify into a nation that would be 

worthy of each other, that would be worthy of the 

Promised Land of Israel. 

May we learn how to redeem ourselves 

through the examples of lovingkindness and peace 

which brought about the redemption in Egypt.  
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טוב המלבין שינים לחבירו יותר ממשקהו חלב, שנאמר: ולבן שנים 

 מחלב, אל תקרי לבן שינים אלא לבון שינים. 



Have a great Shabbos!  


