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People think Shabbos is a day of rest - and it certainly is. 
However, it’s not just a “day off”; if that’s all that was intended, 
it would not have been given the prominence of being in the 
Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments were the first 
commandments revealed by Hashem to the Jewish people en 
masse at the foot of Mount Sinai. Surely Hashem chose very 
carefully which of the ten statements He wanted to reveal to 
the Jewish people first, and so Shabbos clearly has enormous 
importance. This is not to say that the other mitzvos are less 
important - obviously, we have 613 commandments and the 
Ten Commandments are part of a much broader system, but 
nevertheless, Shabbos is of great importance, and cannot 
simply be understood as a day of leisure from work. In 
fact, we see from chazal that Shabbos is one of the most 
important mitzvos.

What is the significance of Shabbos?

To really understand the significance of Shabbos, we have 
to understand the concept of rest and leisure. What constitutes 
leisure? What counts as a holiday, as taking “time out”? How 
do we become refreshed and inspired, and what is it that makes 
us happy? These questions go to the heart of the Torah’s 
philosophy of life, its meaning and purpose.  

Shabbos is not an absence of activity
Rav Elya Meir Bloch zt’’l, the Telzer Rosh Yeshiva, says the 

clue to answering these questions is a passage in the Midrash 
which says that when Hashem finished creating the world, 
He looked at everything and said there is one thing missing 

- menucha, rest; so He created Shabbos. The Midrash likens 
this to a king who prepares a magnificent hall and wedding 
canopy and the only thing missing is the bride. So, too, when 
Hashem created the world, the whole of Creation awaited the 
bride - Shabbos.

Rav Elya Meir asks the following: if Shabbos is simply a 
day off, an absence of stress and difficulties rather than the 
presence of something positive, how is it symbolised by a 
bride? A bride is very much a presence at a wedding; she is the 

beauty, the meaning, 
the purpose of the 
whole function. If we 
understand Shabbos as 
simply rest and leisure, 
an absence of stress 
and challenge, why is 
it compared to a bride?

Rav Elya Meir says that Shabbos is not simply the absence 
of stress; rather, it is actually something active, positive and 
creative. A bride is a positive presence that fills the whole 
wedding. So, too, Shabbos fills the world with meaning, beauty 
and glory.

True peace and tranquillity
Conventional wisdom says that the way to achieve 

happiness in life is to remove stress. Western culture promotes 
this attitude, and it permeates our lives; the dominant 
message in society is that happiness means freedom from 
responsibilities. We are encouraged to find the most perfect 
beach on the most perfect deserted island, where there is 
no stress and no responsibilities. In such a culture, the goal 
of working is simply to get to a point where we have made 
enough money that we can retire and will not have to deal 
with the stress of working. Life becomes focused on the 
removal of stresses; if we can somehow find a way of making 
enough money to remove all stress and pressure, then we 
find happiness.

Judaism maintains just the opposite. It says that, 
paradoxically, we will find tranquillity and peace of mind not 
by running away from duty but actually by embracing it and 
doing the right thing. The Torah teaches us that we should 
do the right thing not only because it is the right thing to do, 
but because this is the best way to live as this is what will 
ultimately bring us fulfilment, happiness and tranquillity. The 
key to this is shouldering responsibility and doing our duty in 
this world.

To support this, Rav Elya Meir quotes a pasuk in Bereishis, 
chapter 49, verse 15, where Yaakov blesses his sons. In the 
blessing he gave to Issachar it says, Vayar menucha ki tov… 
vayet shichmo lisbol vayehi lemas oved, “And he 
saw that rest is good… and he tipped his shoulder 
to carry the burden and he became a person of 
service.” This verse seems to be a contradiction: 
what has rest got to do with work?

How do we understand this?

Connecting with our ultimate 
purpose

Rav Elya Meir explains with the analogy of 
a river. As we know, a river flows downward on 
a certain path towards the ocean. If one tries to 

continued on page 3
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The Pretzels 
An old Jewish lady sold pretzels on a street 
corner for 25 cents each. Every day a young 
well-dressed man would leave his office 
building at lunch time, and as he passed the 
pretzel stand, he would leave her a quarter, but 
he never took a pretzel.  

This went on for more than seven years. The 
two of them never spoke. One day, as the 
young man passed the old lady’s stand and 
left his quarter as usual, the pretzel lady spoke 
to him.  

“Sir, I appreciate your business. You are a very 
good customer, but I have to tell you that the 
pretzel price has gone up to 35 cents.” 

The Farmers  
The Midrash on this week’s Torah portion 
Lech Lecha relates a fascinating episode[1]: 

When Avraham travelled through various 
cities of Mesopotamia, he observed the people 
engaging in excessive eating, drinking and 
frivolousness. He said, “I do not want to have 
a part in this land.” 

When Avraham arrived at the mountains 
surrounding the north of the Land of Israel[2] 

he saw the inhabitants engaged in “pruning 
during the season of pruning” and “ploughing 
during the season of ploughing.” Avraham 
declared, “I wish I could have a lot in this land.”  

So Hashem told Avraham: “To your offspring I 
will give this land[3].” 

Upon reflecting on this Midrash, four questions 
come to mind. 

First, what was it about the agricultural labour 
in the Land of Canaan that inspired Avraham 
to “fall in love” (so to speak) with the country[4]? 

Second, the fact that G-d promises this land to 
Avraham for all of his children, as the eternal 
homeland for the Jewish nation indicates 
that the agricultural nature of the country's 
inhabitants somehow captured the legacy of 
Judaism[5]. But what is the unique connection 
between Judaism and farming? 

Third, why, given the multitude of labours 
associated with agronomy and farming, 
Avraham was impressed by the two particular 
labours of pruning and ploughing. 

Finally, the order in the Midrash seems 
amiss. The work of ploughing - cutting and 
turning up the soil in order to make it fertile 
for production - must precede the work of 
pruning, which consists of removing weeds 
and harmful vegetation from the midst of the 
beneficial produce and takes place only after 
the ploughing season. Yet the Midrash tells 
us that Avraham observed first the season 
of pruning and only afterward the labour of 
ploughing [5].

Thou Shall Prune  
The essence of the Jewish experience consists 
of two phases: pruning and ploughing. 

Every human being is a garden, containing 
within his (or her) psyche both weeds and 
roses. Man is a duality of Heavenly grandeur 
and earthly beastliness, a vision of G-d and a 
mountain of dust, a ray of infinity and pompous 
aridity. Each of us operates on two levels of 
consciousness: a self-centred consciousness 
that makes us prone to narcissistic and 
immoral behaviour, and a transcendental, 
Divine consciousness which is the source 
of our ethical and spiritual yearnings and 
convictions.  

Our mission in life consists of pruning, of 
removing the weeds from the roses. We must 
ensure that the mountain of dust does not 
eclipse the vision of G-d. Each day of our lives 
we are called upon to battle the forces of aridity 
and darkness in our psyche and to cultivate the 
plants of light and G-dliness within our heart.  

Life is a daily battle for transcendence. On 
our own, we are a complex mixture of good 
and negative forces competing within us. Our 
choice and calling is to prune, to consistently 
cultivate the noble and pure dimensions in our 
psychological “garden,” to reign in the beast 
and reveal the Divine. 

Thou Shall Plough  
This work impressed Avraham deeply. But 
this was not all. He was even more moved 
by a philosophy and a lifestyle in which the 
season of “ploughing” followed the season of 

“pruning.” 

Many of us have engaged at some point in 
our lives in a battle against the noxious and 
poisonous “plants” in our psyche. Many of 
us have fought battles for our souls, integrity 
and happiness. With sweat and toil we pruned 
the weeds and – at least to some extent -- our 
roses emerged. 

Yet at some stage during the struggle we put 
down the tools in order to relax. At some point 
in our growing up, most of us make peace 
with the status quo; we become complacent 
with our garden, satisfied with our moral and 
spiritual condition. Once in a while we may 
look in the mirror and know that we can do 
better, but we learn to survive and even be 
happy with our destination. 

Moral and spiritual complacency, though 
tempting and easy, is an invitation to the 
abyss because of two reasons. First, life is a 
cliff. If you are not ascending upward, you are 
falling downward. The forces of selfishness 
and darkness never leave you completely, and 
if you drop your guard, failing to fight them 
each and every day of your life, they may 
overtake you[6]. 

What is more, truth is infinite. The moment we 
become spiritually fixed in a particular mode 
and smug with our condition, we have lost 
touch with truth and with G-d. A relationship 
with G-d must include a steady yearning; 
an ongoing search. What was wholesome 
yesterday is broken today. 

Avraham was transfixed by the vision of a 
human being who, following a successful 
season of pruning, returns to the plough to 
commence his spiritual process all over again, 
as though he never began[7].  

[1] Midrash Rabah Bereishis 39:8.  
[2] The words used by the Midrash are “Sulamah Shel Tzur.” The 

English translation is based on Rashi to Talmud Eruvin p. 22a-b. 
Cf. Matnas Kehunah to Midrash ibid

[3] Bereishis 12:7.  
[4] This question is raised in Maor V’shemesh to Parshas Lech Lecha. 
[5] The kinship between Judaism and the world of agriculture is also 

emphasized in that the three major Jewish holidays -- Passover, 
Shavuos and Sukkos -- were originally instituted in the Torah 
in relation to three seasons of farming: the time of ripening, 
harvesting and assembling.  

[6] See Tanya chapter 13. 
[7] This essay is based on the writings of the Chassidic Masters (Maor 

V’shemesh Parshas Lech Lecha).   My gratitude to Shmuel Levin, a 
writer and editor in Pittsburgh, for his editorial assistance.
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This week’s parsha introduces us to the man who changed the world. 
Avram’s story is far more than just a historical narrative, it is replete with 
lessons for life. 

Born into an environment that was entirely 
unsupportive of his philosophical enquiry and his radical 
conclusions1, Avram dedicates his life to that which 
he knows to be true many years before Hashem ever 
appears to him in a nevuah2. During that time, Avram 
amd Sarai expend every effort in making Hashem’s 
name known to humanity3, risking their own lives in the 
process4. 

Every schoolchild knows that Avraham is the first 
Jew, but most fail to explain why he deserves this 
honoured title. Obviously he is not the first person to 
know about Hashem, because Adam, Kayin, Hevel, 
Noach, Shem, Ever and others are all recorded as having 
meaningful interactions with the Ribbono shel Olam. 

Yeshayahu HaNavi in this week’s haftarah5 refers to 
Avraham as Ohavi, ‘who loved me’. He is the first human 
being who realises that humans can have an individual 
relationship with a personal G-d. Like all relationships, 
a relationship with Hashem requires investment and 
brings with it reciprocation. The closer we move to 
Hashem, the closer Hashem moves to us6.

1  Rambam Hilchos Avodas Kochavim Chapter 1
2  See Sifsei Chaim Bereishis p 113
3  Bereishis 12:5 and Rashi
4  Bereishis Rabba 38:13
5  Yeshaya 41:8
6  Nefesh HaChayim 1:7

In the opening episode of our parsha, Avram is told 
to leave his current environment7, he leaves his nation 
and rather than joining another one, Hashem promises 
him that he will be the founder of a new nation. He 
renounces his moledes, homeland, but his prosperity 
does not suffer, rather Hashem blesses him with 
material wealth. He leaves his father’s house, his father’s 
reputation and communal standing to go it alone, and 
Hashem makes his name great8.

Avraham Avinu realises that the truth that he has 
discovered is both fundamental and universal. It is 
so important that humanity cannot continue without 
it. Motivated by love of Hashem which stemmed from 
his awareness of Hashem’s unending goodness and 
kindness, Avraham sets the wheels in motion for a 
revolution that changed the world. 

The Rambam therefore says9 “Our Sages also said 
that this mitzvah includes calling out to all mankind to 
serve G-d (exalted be He) and to believe in Him. This 
is because when you love a person, for example, you 
praise him and call out to others to draw close to him. So 
too, if you truly love G-d — through your understanding 
and realization of His true existence — you will certainly 
spread this true knowledge that you know to the ignorant 
and the foolish.

7  Bereishis 12:1-3
8  Rav Hirsch on pesukim 2-3
9  Sefer Hamitzvos, positive mitzvah 3.

[We see that this mitzvah includes spreading love for 
G-d to others from] the Sifri: “ ‘You shall love G-d,’ i.e. 
make Him beloved among the creatures as your father 
Avraham did, as it is written, ‘The souls that he made 
in Charan.’ ”

The meaning of this Sifri: Avraham, as a result of his 
deep understanding of G-d, acquired love for G-d, as the 
verse testifies, “Avraham, who loved Me”. This powerful 
love therefore caused him to call out to all mankind to 
believe in G-d. So too, you shall love Him to the extent 
that you draw others to Him.”

This idea is further emphasised in the Rambam’s 
definition and description of the mitzvah of Kiddush 
Hashem10. 

“This mitzvah requires us to publicise the true 
religion to the masses. This must be done without fear 
of retribution, to the extent that even if a powerful tyrant 
tries to force us to deny G-d (exalted be He), we may 
not obey him. We must rather unquestioningly submit 
to death, not even allowing him to think that we have 
denied G-d (exalted be He) [by outwardly denying Him], 
even if we still maintain belief in Him in our hearts.”

Avraham’s whole raison d’etre was to bring mankind 
to an awareness of and a relationship with the truth. He 
was the one whose mesirus nefesh sowed the seeds for 
his descendants, Klal Yisrael to be the bearers of this 
truth and the mission that accompanies it11. Ahavas 
Hashem and Kiddush Hashem go hand in hand as we 
seek to infuse the world with a sense of awareness of 
Hashem through our actions, testimony to the enduring 
dream and vision of a man whose greatness and 
dedication to the truth is simply beyond comprehension.

10  Sefer Hamitzvos, positive mitzvah 9.
11  See Seforno Shemos 19:6

divert it off course or block the water from flowing down to 
the ocean, it causes tension and the river becomes filled 
with rapids and currents. Rav Elya Meir says, in the same 
way that a river naturally flows downward to the ocean, so 
too our neshama, our soul, “flows” upward to Hashem. All 
things yearn to return to their source; when we try and stop 
that natural flow, the result is tension. Hashem created us 
with a neshama, a soul; He created us for the purpose of 
doing good in this world, fulfilling mitzvos and carrying 
responsibilities. Our soul naturally flows heavenward and 
wants to act in accordance with Hashem’s will. Our very 
essence as human beings is fulfilled when we do mitzvos, 
when we accept responsibility, when we do good deeds 
and help others.

The great, strong river flowing towards the sea is at 
peace; its waters are tranquil even though it is flowing. But 
if ones tries to block it, there is tension - rapids, currents 
and all kinds of difficulties. So, too, with the human soul: 
when it flows in the direction for which it was created, there 
is tranquillity. When we do what we were created to do, we 
are at peace. But when we try and block it, when our goal 
is simply to get rid of stress and responsibility and we can’t 
be bothered to do good deeds, we don’t find any peace of 
mind. Paradoxically, we find disquiet; we become disturbed 
by the quiet, because that is not the purpose for which we 
were created.

This, says Rav Elya Meir, is the kind of menucha that 
Shabbos represents. Shabbos is not a day where we do 

nothing. It’s not just a “Jewish Sunday.” Shabbos is filled 
with meaningful mitzvos, going to shul, spending time 
with family, enjoying the festive meals and the singing, 
sharing words of Torah around the Shabbos table and 
engaging with the community. It’s a day filled with positive, 
productive things which bring inner tranquillity.

The message of Shabbos is that we attain inner 
tranquillity by doing those things for which we were 
created. We see this in the davening on Shabbos, in the 
amida prayer at Mincha time, which describes Shabbos as 
menuchas ahava unedava, “the rest of love and generosity.” 
Rav Elya Meir asks, is it possible to achieve those things by 
doing nothing? Do love and generosity in relationships, in 
marriage and toward children come easily? Of course not; 
they require effort. It is not easy to be giving and kind to 
people. But there is a menucha, a tranquillity that comes 
from investing in these relationships. One gets a sense of 
inner peace, a feeling that we are doing something good in 
the world, and that is our natural calling.

The prayer further describes Shabbos as menuchas 
emes ve’emuna “the rest of truth and faith.” Truth and 
faith, says Rav Elya Meir, also do not come easily. The 
study of Torah is all about truth. Delving into Torah study 
and putting mental and emotional effort into it is not easy. 
Faith in Hashem is also not acquired easily; it develops 
and deepens over a lifetime of experiences. Truth and faith 
require work and energy, and yet, they bring tranquillity. 
The message of this prayer is that through investing in these 

worthwhile, productive mitzvah enterprises we actually find 
peace, tranquillity and happiness in life. And this is why 
the prayer continues with describing Shabbos as menuchas 
shalom veshalva vehashket vavetach, “a rest which is filled 
with peace and tranquillity, calm and security.” When we 
are doing what we are meant to be doing with our lives, we 
find the ultimate peace.

Shabbos represents the joy of a life lived as it should 
be, as a journey on the path of goodness. This is why the 
Gemara says that when we part from someone, we say, lech 
leshalom “go to peace,” not lech beshalom “go in peace” 
because when it’s toward peace, the implication is that the 
person is on a journey, constantly changing and growing 
and doing good things, being productive and creative and 
doing mitzvos. That is when we are at peace.

Now we can understand why Shabbos is so important: 
it defines our purpose on this earth. When we are in touch 
with who we are and what our purpose is, we can find 
inner peace and tranquillity. This is not to say that rest 
for the body and the mind is not important; of course it is 
necessary as part of functioning in life. We need to refresh 
ourselves physically and emotionally, which, of course, we 
also enjoy on Shabbos. But Shabbos goes so much further. 
Shabbos teaches us one of the Torah’s foundational truths: 
in fulfilling our Hashem-given mission in life we will find 
peace of mind and, ultimately, true happiness.

continued from page 1: Finding Inner Peace & Happiness
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The following incredible story (taken from the book ‘The Underground’ by 
Yaakov Astor) – one of many about the Russian ba’al-teshuva movement, 
gives us a small glimpse into the hardships but also the courage these 
Jews had.

The story takes place in a Moscow apartment 
during Chanukah 1980. The apartment was home to 
Lev Katzin and his mother, who had been regularly 
hosting “illegal” underground Torah classes, then a very 
dangerous undertaking.

Lev’s interest in his own Jewish heritage had been 
ignited a year prior to him meeting Igor, a secular 
Jewish teenager who had developed a passion for yoga. 
Igor would speak to Lev about his yoga and how deeply 
involved in it he was. After listening to him go on and 
on about it Lev remarked to Igor “You know, Igor, if you 
read the word yoga backwards – from right to left i.e. in a 
Jewish way – what do you get?”

Igor thought about it for a second. “Aha! A goy”, he 
said with a chuckle.

“Then why are you so into it?” Lev asked. “Don’t you 
know that you’re Jewish?”

“Yes, of course,” Igor responded, “but you don’t know 
yoga. I’ll make a deal with you: I’ll teach you about yoga 
and you’ll teach me about Judaism.

Lev was happy to accept the offer. Lev got some 
good exercise and Igor started learning Torah. 

One day of Chanukah 1980, Igor said to Lev “I have 
to stop learning Torah with you. My yoga teacher told me 
that I have to choose between her and you. Otherwise 
she’ll stop teaching me.”

“Of course you’re free to choose,” Lev answered, “but 
before you make your choice, please stay for at least a 
few minutes and take a look at the Jews who will come 
here soon.”

Igor agreed and Lev gave him a yarmulke to put on 
his head. People soon arrived and the class began.

About a half-hour into the class – there was a knock 
on the door. This was not unusual as people often 
arrived at unexpected intervals after the class had begun. 
As the door opened, suddenly there was a huge bang 
as it swung back throwing a class member against the 
wall. Moments later, about sixteen KGB agents stormed 
into the room.

“Don’t move!” they shouted. “Hands on the table!”

“Our souls sank to our heels” was the way Lev 
and the others described that moment of fright, being 
violated both physically and psychologically.

That evening Igor was one of three not-yet-committed 
beginners. During the raid Lev managed to tell them to 
hide in a side room. Igor squeezed between a wall and a 
cupboard, however when the KGB entered the room they 
easily found him and pulled him out of his hiding spot. 

The KGB wanted to make a big show of their 
catch. After all, these Jews were engaged in counter-
revolutionary “crimes” by participating in a Torah class. 
They put Igor and some of others into an armoured car 
waiting outside and then raced through the streets of 
Moscow to the KGB headquarters with sirens blasting 
and lights flashing.

They brought Igor to an interrogation room. His 
interrogator introduced himself as Boris. He sternly told 
the teenager, “Take off your coat and hat and sit down.” 
He pointed to a lone stool in the middle of the room.

Igor took off his coat and hat as instructed, but kept 
the yarmulke on. Boris looked at him. “Take that thing off 
your head, I said.”

Igor did not move.

Boris lifted another stool into the air, moved 
menacingly close to Igor, and said “You will take that 
thing off your head or I will do it with this!”

Igor paused but did not take off his yarmulke. Instead, 
he took off his glasses and put them on the table. “Can 
you imagine?” Lev later marvelled.

“Someone had put the yarmulke on his head just an 
hour or so before. It was the first time he was wearing 
it. Now he had the chutzpah to sit there with a yarmulke 
on his head as a KGB officer threatened to hit him with a 
stool if he didn’t take it off!”

Nevertheless, Igor would not flinch. He just sat there 
defiantly waiting to get hit…

The officer lowered the stool and scowled at him.

Another officer then came into the room with a piece 
of paper. Boris handed Igor the paper and a pencil and 
demanded that he sign it. The letter stated that Lev and 
some others were trying to brainwash him with Zionist, 
anti-Soviet propaganda. The sentence for such an 
offence was twelve years in prison.

Igor refused to sign it.

Whilst this is undoubtedly an incredible display of 
nerves and courage, we are entitled, if not obligated 
to ask… exactly how did such a young man have the 
temerity to stand up to the KGB?

I believe the answer to this question can be found in 
Parshas Lech Lecha. 

ְּבָרָכה ֶוְהֵיה  ְׁשֶמָך  ַוֲאַגְּדָלה  ַוֲאָבֶרְכָך  ָּגדֹול  ְלגֹוי   And“ – ְוֶאֶעְׂשָך 
I will make of you a great nation; I will bless you, and 
make your name great, and you shall be a blessing”. 
The Ramban in the beginning of this weeks’ parsha calls 
to our attention a striking fact; namely that the Torah 
does not provide so much as a hint as to why Avraham 

Avinu was favoured by Hashem to merit G-d’s covenant 
and blessing, the magnitude and likes of which have 
never existed in the world! Let the Torah have written 
that Avraham was a wholly righteous person in the 
same way that the Torah informed us that Noach 
merited being saved from the flood – for he was a totally 
righteous person. Similarly, we find that Yitzchok Avinu 
was granted Heavenly assistance and promised Divine 
blessings on his exit from Be’er Sheva - ַאְבָרָהם  ַּבֲעבּור 
 on account of my servant Avraham’ (Bereishis‘ – …ַעְבִּדי
26:24). These examples (and see the Ramban for more) 
demonstrate that the Torah generally tells us why an 
individual merits G-d’s blessing. Why does it not do so 
for Avraham?

The Ramban gives an answer. However, the Maharal 
(see Netzach Yisroel Ch. 11, Derashos Shabbas HaGadol) 
on this very point provides us with an insight that is so 
fundamental – that if I may be so daring – is the idea that 
totally underpins our Jewish-ness.

Avraham was not chosen because of any deeds 
he had ever performed, but rather בעצם – because of 
who he was. Avraham was chosen because of intrinsic 
qualities. Qualities that he would fully disseminate to 
his subsequent generations (e.g. faith, mercifulness, 
inner sense of doing right, kindness - amongst others). 
As such, had the Torah enumerated Avraham’s resumé 
of achievements by way of introduction, this would not 
have only been unnecessary but rather - misleading.

By establishing His promise in this way, a lack of 
deeds (on the part of Avraham or his offspring) will never 
be the reason to break the promise. Even a Jew who has 
strayed far away (willingly or through no fault of his own) 
from his Creator will still be loved / chosen / cherished 
by Him, and retain his eternal bond just because who 
he is – a Jew. 

So… how did such a young man have the temerity to 
stand up to the KGB?

Our very own progenitor Avraham endowed him 
(and the rest of us) with these intrinsic qualities - which, 
even if not practiced, are latent within us and can lie 
dormant in not-yet observant Jews for generations. 
Igor’s minimal contact with the small Moscow Torah 
community was clearly enough to awaken his Jewish-
ness. Once aroused a Jew’s internal homing device / 
inner moral compass / soul / call it what you want - will 
remind the person they are - אברהם  a descendant  בני 
of Avraham and that they are also privy to this special, 

 .status as bearers of his qualities 'בעצם‘

When we know that we are loved unconditionally, 
irrespective of our actions - we have the courage to stand 
up to and cope with difficult situations far far beyond 
our imagination..

[Post Script. Eventually, Igor went on to drop 
Yoga and become one of the leading Russian talmidei 
chachamim of the Moscow circle. He now goes by his 
Hebrew name, Rabbi Chaim Briskman.]
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Riddle  
Answer

Ein Mishpat. 
This is mentioned in 14: 7 in the battle 
of the 4 and 5 kings .This is also the 

name of a Peirush on every Daf of 
Gemara that tells you where to find 

the Halacha in the Gemara in the 
Rambam and Shulchon Aruch.
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The story is told of an Englishman, Irishman and a Jew who 
were told of an imminent great flood and they all had just two 
weeks to live. What would they do during those two weeks? The 
Englishman and the Irishman told the questioner of their plans. 
The Jew said that he would learn to live under water. 

But even the most optimistic Jew would 
have difficulty in seeing how Avraham 
Avinu could become a great nation. He was 
seventy five years old with no children. This 
same question could have been asked as 
Avraham was about to sacrifice Yitzchok 
at the Akeida and again later when Yaakov 
and his sons were at the mercy of Lavan 
and his men. Not long after that, the Jews 
were subjected to back-breaking slavery 
ordered by Pharaoh in Mitzrayim who was 
determined to destroy them. Jewish history 
is full of periods when any possibility of a 
Jewish future seemed an impossible dream. 
In exile in Bavel under Nebuchadnetzar, in 
Persia under Achashveirosh and Haman, 
under the Greek and Roman empires which 
made many decrees forbidding Jewish 
observance in order to destroy us, we were 
countless times almost relegated to the 
history books and yet we always managed 
to avoid extinction.

In more recent times, the Russian Czars, 
the Communists, Stalin and the Nazis 
all had their plans to solve their ‘Jewish 
problem’ and they almost succeeded. The 
Arab nations have made many efforts 
to “drive all the Jews of Eretz Yisrael into 
the sea.” In 1948 the nations of the world 
watched as seven Arab nations invaded 
Israel at the same time. Many countries, 
led by the United States, instituted an 
arms embargo against Israel; the British 
had already armed the Jordanians. In 1967 
United Nations “peacekeepers” responded 
to Nasser’s request for them to leave so that 
the way was open for him to lead hundreds 
of thousands of well-armed soldiers with 
Russian tanks and planes to finish off 

the Jews. Even today, literally as we read 
this article, the United Nations passes 
resolutions and tries to pass more, denying 
any Jewish connection to Eretz Yisrael. The 
whole world is against us. And yet we have 
survived. We have been a light unto the 
nations. We have been a moral superpower. 
We have been and continue to be a “great 
nation” as promised to Avraham Avinu in 
today’s parsha. Is there any natural way to 
explain how this has happened? 

Avraham Avinu was similarly perplexed. 
He could see that according to the mazolos 
he had no future but Hashem “took him 
outside” (15:5). True, according to the 
mazalos, you have no future but to “come 
out of your limited human perceptions.” 
(Rashi).  “Look into the heavens and count 
the stars, if you can count them. So will your 
descendants be.”  

Rav Yaakov Emden zt”l famously said 
that the miracle of Jewish survival is greater 
than the miracles at the time of Yetzias 
Mitzrayim. The miracles at that time were 
more nissim giluyim but they were relatively 
short-lived. The miracle of Jewish survival 
despite the constant desire of the nations 
of the world to destroy us over thousands 
of years is a permanent undisputed 
testimony to Hashem’s protection over us, 
inexplicable in any natural way. As the 
Medrash Tanchuma puts it, we are like one 
lamb surrounded by seventy wolves. Yuma 
(69b) says that we describe Hashem as 
Nora (awesome) because if it were not for 
the awesomeness of Hashem, how could 
one nation survive amongst all the others 
who want to destroy it?

This awareness of the miracle of Jewish 
survival can help us in a number of ways. 
Firstly it can strengthen our emunah. We 
can all see with our own eyes proof of the 
existence of Hashem and His supervision 
over us. Next we can strengthen the emunah 
of our children. Talking to them about the 
miracles which took place in the past is 
not as effective as pointing out to them the 
miracles of today. Thirdly, it can enhance 
our davening. We read about the miracles 
of Yetzias Mitzrayim before saying Shemone 
Esrei to impress upon us the power of 
the One we are about to daven to. This 
increases the strength of our tefila because 
if we know the miracles He has done in the 
past, we can be sure that He can fulfil our 
own requests. (semoch geula l’tefila). 

Now that we realise, with the help of 
Rav Yaakov Emden zt”l that the miracle of 
continued Jewish existence is even greater 
than the miracles of Yetzias Mitzrayim, we 
will be even more conscious of Hashem’s 
power and our subservience to Him, as we 
begin Shemone Esrei, will be even greater. 
Finally, we now know what we should be 
thinking of when we say that Hashem 
is Norah – the awesomeness of Hashem 
that He enables us to survive – one lamb 
surrounded by seventy wolves.
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 ANSWERS
1. The letter Hei. Perhaps this letter was chosen because they were looking for a new 

beginning in order to have children. This world was created with the letter Hei and therefore 
it represents a new start.

2. The Maharal says that it is in order that we should know that Hashem picked Avraham and 
the Jewish Nation not based on any action or reason.

3. Bris means a covenant. Bein means between and Besorim means flesh. This bris was 
formed by cutting animals into two parts and going between them.

4. The last Mishna in Pirkei Avos Chapter 5 says that at the age of 100 a person is like dead 
and left this world. It is when his physical desires are at a minimum. Avraham had bris mila 
at 99 so that Yitzchok would be born with minimal physical desires so that he could devote 
himself to spirituality and Hashem.

Rabbi Avi Wiesenfeld | Rosh Yeshiva, Gevuras Yitzchok; Rov at Kav Halacha Beis Hora’ah
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Getting a Child to be the 
“Shabbos Goy” (Part 2)

Benefit from a child’s Melacha

Q. If a child did a melacha on Shabbos, may 
one benefit from it?

A. If a non-Jew does a melacha for a Jew, it is 
forbidden to benefit from that melacha until after 
Shabbos. Similarly, if a child does a melacha 
for an adult, one may not have benefit from that 
melacha.1 However, if the child does it for himself, 
an adult may benefit from that melacha. 

 Â There is an opinion that holds that it makes 
no difference if the child did it for himself, or 
for an adult. One may always benefit from 
what was done, unless it was done for the 
father.2

Q. If a child is about to perform a melacha 
for an adult (in a way that is forbidden), the 
adult protests, but the child pays no attention 
and does it anyway, may one benefit?

A. Yes.3

SUMMARY 

Preventing a child from doing a 
melacha on Shabbos:
OVER THE AGE OF CHINUCH:  
(approximately over 3-5) 

• If the child is doing a Melacha Min 
HaTorah, e.g., about to switch on the 
light, washing a stain off clothes, doing 
borer, combing hair, everyone (i.e., not 
only the parents) must stop him.

1  See Tosfos, Shabbos 122.
2  Rav Y S Elyashiv zt”l brought in Meor hashabos 1:18.
3  See Mogen Avraham 276:13.

• If the child is doing a Melacha Derabanan, 
e.g., using toys that make noise, biting 
nails, etc. – only the parents must stop 
their child doing it on Shabbos.

• If a child is doing a melacha for an adult, 
everyone must stop him.

UNDER THE AGE OF CHINUCH:  
(approx. under 3 - 4)

• If the child is doing a melacha for the 
father/mother – they must stop him 
from doing it.

• If the child is doing a melacha for himself 
– no-one needs to stop him, even if he is 
doing a melacha Min HaTorah, and even 
if an adult will also benefit from the 
melacha done.

• If the child is doing a melacha for himself 
and the father, the father must stop him.

• If the child is doing something that 
makes noise publicly, e.g., blowing 
the shofar or switching on the vacuum 
cleaner or radio, everyone must stop him.

• If the child is doing something that will 
be beneficial to an adult (i.e., even not 
the father), e.g., switching on a light – if 
the child is of the age that he understands 
what he is doing, and even if he is under 
the age of chinuch – he must be stopped 
by anyone (including the parents) who 
sees him doing this. However, if he is so 
young that he has no idea that this may 
be beneficial to an adult, and he is doing 
it solely for himself, he may be left alone. 

Instructing a child to do a melacha:
The prohibition of feeding/instructing a child 

to do a melacha applies to a child of any age, i.e., 
even a day old.

Melacha Min HaTorah  
(e.g., lights, borer, squeezing grapes)

• Giving, telling, hinting to the child to do 
it/play with it is forbidden.

• Placing it near the child or the child near 
it, even if one knows that the child will 
play with it, it is permitted provided that 
it is not being done for an adult. 

Melacha Miderabbanan  
(e.g., muktzah, noise making toys)

• It is forbidden, unless it is for the child’s 
needs and it’s a mitzvah, then one may 
rely on the lenient opinions if necessary.

Stringency

• Something that is only a chumrah or 
minhag may even be given directly to 
a child. For example, if one is machmir 
not to carry in the eiruv (that is kosher), 
even if one’s Rav told him not to carry 
in it, he may ask his child to carry for 
him. Similarly, one may give his child a 
bottle to open the cap, even though he is 
machmir not to do it himself4.  

Going back to the question we asked last week, 
was Yossi allowed to ask his 3 year old son to 
switch back on the air conditioning on Shabbos 
afternoon; after having learned the halachos, we 
know that one cannot directly ask him to do so, but 
one can place a young child near the remote in the 
hope that he will want to play with the buttons and 
switch it back on, provided he doesn’t understand 
the consequences of his actions.

4  עי’ דרכי משה או’’ח תרכ’’ד:ה’. שו’’ע או’’ח רס’’ג:י’’ז. שו’’ת שבת הלוי ח’’א סי’ 
נ’’ג. שו’’ת תשובות והנהגות ח’’א סי’ רל’’ד.
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Why did Avraham take Lot with him more than any others of his family?

5. R’ Chaim of Volozhin (Ruach Chaim, 5:3) explains the phraseology and emphasis of 
Avraham Avinu, our father. All his trials were the first of such done by man and therefore to 
him they were extremely difficult. However, after doing them, to his descendants they are 
now part of our nature and therefore much easier for us to do. The moshol to this is like the 
electrician who puts in the wiring and then afterwards everyone can just use a light switch 

to work it. What came out from the test of Lech Lecha is the Jew’s unnatural arousal and 
feelings for Eretz Yisroel.

6. Perhaps this is because Avraham felt a personal responsibility to look after Lot since he was 
indirectly the cause of Lot’s father, Horon’s, death. (see Rashi, Noach, 11:28) Horon died 
after seeing Avraham miraculously saved from the furnace and therefore he chose to also 
follow Hashem and was thrown in and died. 
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Terach was the father of Avraham Avinu.  He is briefly mentioned in 
the Torah in Parshas Noach but his actions and beliefs are discussed in 
more length in the Midrashim.  He was an avowed idol worshipper who 
at first did not appreciate his son’s rejection of his beliefs.  He informed 
the evil King Nimrod of Avraham’s ‘’heretical’ beliefs.  After Avraham’s 
miraculous survival it seems that Terach changed his ways.  His father 
was Nachor and he had three sons; Avraham, Nachor and Haran.  He 
lived for 205 years,

Terach is most well-known as the father of 
Avraham Avinu but with regard to his own persona 
he is not generally viewed in a positive way. On 
deeper analysis, Chazal and the commentaries 
reveal that as is always the case, a simplistic ‘black 
and white’ description does not suffice: For example, 
the Medrash tells us that he repented at the end of 
his life and as a result received a Portion in the World 
to Come.1 Yet we do not relate to Terach as Avinu 
(our father) even though genetically he clearly is our 
ancestor.2 Whilst it is understandable that we do 
not revere him, why do we not at least acknowledge 
our connection to him given that he did repent? In 
order to answer this question is it necessary to more 
closely examine his failings and then compare them 
to the improvements he made in his later years.

It seems that it was the very trait in which 
Avraham excelled that Terach was found wanting: 
Avraham refused to follow the lifestyle of idol 
worship despite the immense social pressure to do 
so. Instead, he used the power of intellect to discern 
the truth and then he lived by it at great personal 
risk. The famous Medrash involving Terach and 
Avraham demonstrates Terach’s failings in this area. 
Terach owned an idol store and on one occasion 
asked Avraham to stay in the store. He destroyed 
all the idols except the largest and put a stick in its 
hand. When Terach returned, Avraham explained to 
him that the largest idol destroyed the rest. Terach 
replied that Avraham was mocking him because 
the idol could not act in such a way on its own 

1  Bereishis Rabbah, 38:12.
2  In the Hagaddah we do refer to him and his ancestors, as our 

fathers, but only in the negative sense that they worshipped 
idols.

initiative. Avraham responded; “Do you hear what 
you mouth is saying?!” Avraham proved to him the 
fallacy of his own logic – he worships these idols 
yet asserts that they have no independence! At 
this point Terach should have acknowledged the 
obvious merit of Avraham’s argument and changed 
his ways. However, he acted in the opposite fashion 
and handed Avraham over to Nimrod who threw him 
into the fiery furnace!3 Terach demonstrated in this 
incident the inability to accept logical arguments as 
to the fallacy of his belief system. Unlike his son who 
broke away from the values that his society espoused, 
Terach adhered to idol worship with blind faith to 
the extent where he was willing to have his own son 
killed! However, the final pesukim in Parshas Noach 
indicate that Terach began the path to repentance. 

The Torah states: “Terach took his son Abram, 
and Lot the son of Haran, his grandson, and his 
daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of Abram his son, 
and they departed with them from Ur Kasdim to 
go to the land of Canaan; they arrived at Haran 
and they settled there.”4 Terach decided to undergo 
the difficult journey to the land of Canaan. The 
sources offer different reasons as to why he made 
this momentous decision. The Tana Debei Eliyahu 
Zuta says that Terach was reacting to the incident at 
Ur Kasdim where Nimrod had Avraham thrown into 
the fiery furnace. Terach realized that Avraham’s 
life was in grave danger, therefore he took him and 
his family far away.5 Maran, Rav Aharon Yehuda 
Leib Shteinman Shlita explains that after Terach 
saw the miracle that Avraham survived the fire, he 

3  Bereishis Rabbah, 38:13.
4  Bereishis, 11:31.
5  Tana Debei Eliyahu Zuta, End of Ch.25.

changed his ways and now strove to save his son. 
Therefore he took him away to remove him from the 
danger of remaining in Ur Kasdim.6 According to this 
explanation Terach at least recognized the mistake of 
handing Avraham over to Nimrod, and now tried to 
rectify that by saving Avraham. 

The Seforno offers a different explanation which 
suggests a deeper intention on Terach’s part. He 
writes that Terach saw that the land of Canaan was 
on a higher spiritual level than the rest of the world 
and therefore he took the great step of leaving his 
home to try to reach this Holy Land.7   However, 
the Torah continues that once he reached Charan 
he stopped there and did not continue on to Eretz 
Yisrael. Only Avraham himself completed the great 
journey and reached the Holy Land. The Seforno 
does not explain why Terach stopped in Charan but 
it is clear that he failed to complete the great journey 
that he began.  

Here we see the root of Terach’s failings; he 
finally recognized the correctness of Avraham’s 
arguments and ultimately repented, but he was 
unable to follow through with his new-found beliefs 
and complete the great physical and spiritual journey 
to Eretz Yisrael and all that it entailed.  This perhaps 
explains why despite his repentance, Terach never 
joined the ranks of ‘our fathers’ and is not considered 
to be our spiritual ancestor. He was not an initiator, 
he was a slave to the values of his society, and 
even when, through the example of his son, he 
repented, he was still unable to attain completion. 
He remained in Charan and remained a non-Jew, the 
only time that our connection to him is as an idol 
worshipper. Perhaps it was because his repentance 
was not self-inspired, that he was lacking enough 
willpower to go through with his life changes to the 
fullest extent possible.

The example of Terach teaches us that it is 
insufficient for a person to merely follow the example 
of others for his inspiration and growth. He must be 
willing to develop his own relationship to Hashem 
and be prepared to put his full effort into the 
challenging path of spiritual growth. 

6  Ayeles HaShachar, Bereishis, 11:31.
7  Seforno, Bereishis, 11:31.
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Unintended Honour
“And the refugee came and told Avram …that his relative (Lot) was captured, so he armed 
his troops and pursued them (the enemy)…” (14:13)

Rashi tells us that the “refugee” who came to inform Avraham Avinu 
that Lot was captured in the battle of the Kings, was Og the giant. 

In Parshas Devarim1, Rashi tells us that Moshe Rabbeinu was afraid 
to wage war with Og, for he feared that Og had a great zechus standing 
for him, the zechus of helping Avraham Avinu by telling him that Lot 
was captured.

What was so great about what Og did? So he told Avraham about Lot. 
Big deal. Og was a rasha who, attracted by Sara’s beautiful appearance, 
tried to have Avraham killed2, and many years later wanted to wipe out Klal 
Yisrael3. Why should telling Avraham about Lot have earned Og such a 
great zechus, to the extent that more than 400 years later, Moshe Rabbeinu 
was still afraid of him because of this zechus? 

 To understand this, we must first address a question which has 
bothered me for years;

Why did Avraham Avinu seriously endanger his life by entering into a 
battle against the mighty and victorious kings, in order to attempt to save 
Lot? Yes, Lot was his relative, and yes, they had come a long way together, 
and yes, pidyon shevuyim is a most important mitzvah4, nevertheless, one 
is not obligated or even entitled to risk his life for these matters. This being 
so, why then did Avraham Avinu set out to try and save Lot5?

Quoting the holy Arizal, the Shaloh Hakodosh answers this question. 
The posuk just before says:

אברם"    אחי  בן  רכושו  ואת  לוט  את   and they seized Lot and his“ –”ויקחו 
possessions the nephew of Avram” (14:12). 

This posuk sounds as though it is saying that the possessions are 
the nephew of Avram. It would sound much better had it said "ויקחו את 
 and they seized Lot the nephew of Avram“ –  "לוט בן אחי אברם ואת רכושו
and his possessions”, putting together the word “Lot” with the words “the 
nephew of Avram”, such that the words “the nephew of Avram” serve as an 
adjective to the word “Lot”. Nevertheless, says the Arizal, the Torah wrote 
it this way specifically, רכושו בן אחי,   so as to draw our attention to the word 
 .spelled out from the first letter of these three words ,(rabba) רבא

Basing himself on the words of the holy Zohar, the Arizal explains that 
the whole reason Avraham Avinu set out to war with the kings, endangering 

1  Devarim 3:2, see also Bamidbar 21:34.
2  Rashi Bereishis 14:13
3  Brachos 54b
4  Freeing a captive – see Rambam Hil. Matanos Aniyim 8:10.
5  The Meforshim have given other answers to this question. See Ramban 19:29, and 

Emes L’Yaakov and Ayeles Hashachar here. 

his life to save Lot and his family, was so as to preserve the roots 
of lineage of the royal house of Dovid Hamelech (which would 
come from Lot), from whom the Moshiach will come. For when 
Moshiach comes, it will be the period of יתגדל ויתקדש שמיה רבא

- when Hashem’s illustrious name will be truly exalted and 
recognized in the world at large. Thus the posuk hints to the word rabba, 
for from the preservation of that royal lineage will come the proper ultimate 
dignifying of Hashem’s honor. 

It was for this most noble ambition, that Avraham Avinu rightfully risked 
his life. He was not out to merely save Lot, he was out to secure Hashem’s 
eventual universe-wide honour and glory. This is what the posuk is saying 

– that by capturing Lot they had in fact threatened Hashem’s future honour 
and glory, so Avraham set out to eliminate that threat6,7. 

With this we can now understand why Og indeed deserved great 
reward. Og did not merely inform Avraham of Lot’s captivity, Og was 
actually responsible for the preservation of the pedigree of Dovid and 
Moshiach, making Og a catalyst to the eventual revelation and realization of 
Hashem’s true greatness in this world. That great zechus could not simply 
be dismissed. Og was therefore rewarded with astounding longevity, so 
much so that Moshe feared that his time was still not up, because he did 
that which will eventually bring much honour to Hashem’s great name.

With this we understand the words of the Gemora8 “R’ Yehoshua ben 
Levi said “Whoever says אמן יהא שמיה רבא with all his might – has his evil 
heavenly decrees torn up””. Because as we have seen, a person who puts 
his entire might into bringing true honour to Hashem’s great name indeed 
deserves great reward. 

May we seek our own honour less, and may we take part (grab a part!) 
in bringing the all deserving honour to Hashem.

6  See Bereishis Rabbah 43:2 which states that Avrohom Avinu said that he is willing to 
“go out (to war) and risk dying for the sake of Hashem’s Holy Name”. See also 43:3 which 
states that Hashem was indebted to Avrohom because he “acted on my behalf” when he 
waged war with the kings. The pirush of the Maharz”u explains that “acted on my behalf” 
by waging war with the kings means that Avrohom “mosar nafsho al kedushas shemi” – 
risked his life for the Holiness of Hashem’s Name. This would appear to be in line with 
the explanation above – that Avrohom Avinu risked his life for Hashem’s glory and honor, 
not merely to save Lot for Lot’s sake.  

7  We can now understand why waging war with the kings is enumerated as one of 
Avrohom Avinu’s 10 tests – it was a test to see to what extent Avrohom Avinu would risk 
his life for Hashem’s honor and glory. If he entered the battle merely to save Lot for Lot’s 
sake, it would be quite difficult to understand the significance of this test such that it 
should be counted as one of the big ten. 

8  Shabbos 119B 
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We would like to offer this page to Rabbonim 
from the various cities and communities 

worldwide that receive the Oneg.
If you know someone who would be willing to contribute please email mc@markitech.com

Please could you ensure that there are ample sheets left in shuls for Shabbos before taking one home -as there have been few left in shuls.

This newsletter contains Divrei Torah and may contain Sheimos - please dispose of accordingly.
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