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THE ONE-ARMED BANDIT
Yerucham Reich

It wasn’t at all nice, and it seemed rather cruel, but there 
were those who referred to him as “The One-Armed 

Bandit.” There was certainly no apparent reason to call him 
a bandit, but he consistently failed to show his nicer side, 
which was, of course, undoubtedly hidden somewhere (far?) 
beneath the surface, and, as he was, nebech, one-armed, and 
as he came around in the mornings to collect money, some 
people, insensitively, called him that. 

He would show up at Shacharis  and would go from person 
to person for a handout. He never said please and he never 
said thank you. He didn’t smile. He did occasionally grimace, 
but it was clear that his grimace was indeed a grimace and not 
a poorly executed smile. He exhibited no discernible chen. 
And he didn’t seem too clean. 

He could be seen outside the shul, sorting his collected 
coins on the hood of a parked car. He would separate out the 
pennies and then contemptuously sweep them off the car and 
into the street, and then pocket the silver. Oh, and he was 
Russian. 

There were times that he was the tenth man, but he refused 
to stay even one extra minute so that Kaddish could be recited. 
He would walk right out, the coins he just collected jangling 
in his pocket, leaving the congregants angry and frustrated. 
On several occasions people told him that they would not 
give him anything until after Kaddish, or until after a minyan 
arrived. He promised to stay and, based on that promise, he 
got his money, whereupon he walked right out, again leaving 
us high and dry. And angry.  People swore they would never 
give him anything again, and heatedly told him so. It made no 
apparent impression. 

It was on one such occasion that I learned one of the most 
important lessons of my life. I learned something profound 
about tzedaka, and about my father, of blessed memory. At 
the height of one of those dramatic scenes, when people 
around us, frustrated, raised their voices and angrily told the 
man that he would never get another dime in this shul again, 
my father tuned to me and said, “ihm darf min geben.”  To 
him, you have to give. 

Giving tzedaka is a nisayon, a test. It’s not easy to dig into 
your pocket and hand over your hard-earned money to others, 
especially if money is tight, or if it’s a larger sum. But we are 
gomlei chasodim bnei gomlei chasodim, doers of kindnesses 
who are the children of doers of kindnesses, rachmonim b’nei 
rachmonim, people who feel pity and empathy for others 
who are the children of people who feel pity and empathy for 
others. We understand, and have learned from early in life that 
this is what God expects of us, and it is for this reason that 

God put the money we have in our pockets in the first place.
Still, we do have choice in where and how much we give. 

That is our right, but that too is a test. As my father explained, 
through his voice, his simple expression, the understanding 
and experienced wisdom on his face, without having to spell 
it out, if the gadol  hador, the great man, the leader of our 
generation, asked us to donate to some very worthy cause, we 
would  jump to do so. It would be easy. It would hardly be a 
test, except perhaps in how much we actually gave, compared 
to our ability to give. 

But tzedaka is a test. We are not allowed to test God, except 
in this one area, tzedaka,  and that is because of its centrality 
to the purpose of our being on this earth. But God does test us 
all the time, especially regarding goodness and kindness, and 
perhaps most especially regarding the commodity that is so 
very important to most people, money. In testing us regarding 
our honesty and especially our willingness to part with our 
money -- and yes, money is important in life, in that without it 
life is very difficult -- God is examining not just our character, 
not just our spirit, but our understanding and acceptance of 
how we came to be here, Who governs the world, and Who 
put that money in our pockets to begin with. And why He put 
it there. 

And giving money to the highly objectionable, obnoxious 
“One-armed Bandit”, is exactly that test. It tests who we 
are, really. It tests our very relationship with God, not on the 
terms we choose to define that relationship, but on the terms 
He chooses. Swaying and shukkling and fervor and outward 
piety, studiousness and prayerfulness, are all important. But 
to legitimize and give credence to all that, you have to “put 
up”, and perform where perhaps you don’t really want to. But 
that’s where God wants you to. 

When we speak of Revelation we generally think in terms 
of God revealing Himself to us, as at Sinai, or in the Torah. 
But God has also revealed to us that He expects us to reveal 
ourselves, who we are, in the way we live our lives, in the 
choices we make, every day.

I don’t know anything about that man’s life, I don’t know 
his story, I don’t know how he lost his arm. I suppose it’s 
possible that he had some sort of industrial accident, but I 
highly doubt it. I do know how men of his generation, in the 
tens of thousands and likely in the hundreds of thousands, 
lost an arm or two, a leg or two, an eye or two. In the Soviet 
Army, in the American and allied armies, fighting, dying, and 
getting crippled, so that we today can live our normal lives. 
Of all those armies, terrible as it was for all of them, it was 
the Red Army that bore the brunt, whose soldiers, in massive 
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numbers, died, or who were maimed for life. 
There aren’t many left today, but I remember them. I 

encountered maimed American veterans as a child, but years 
later, when the exodus from Russia occurred, I encountered 
many. I still have medical charts left whose opening lines, in 
the medical history, reads, “lost ( right/left) eye in WW II.” 
And in the case of people who came from Europe, it wasn’t all 
soldiers who were maimed and crippled in the war. 

And so, what we see, or what we think we see, may be 
but the most superficial layer of reality. But even that, while 
we need to remain cognizant of it, is not what the test is 
really about. Sure, it would be wiser and kinder and more 
compassionate of us to assume the best about people. But 
presuming that the One-armed Bandit’s unpleasant behavior 
was the result of terrible suffering in life, while it may be true, 
while it is probably true, while he very likely spent his life in 
disabled misery, elevates him to the status of the worthy cause 
the gadol hador was collecting for, and vitiates how much of 
a test giving him money really is. But that may not, in fact, be 
his story at all, and not every nasty collector is one-armed. We 
just don’t know.

And that’s the point. The test is the point. Our judgment, 
and our training, overriding our natural aversion, is the point. 
Our desire to do God’s will is the point. 
Parashas R’eh, D’varim 15:7 :

Should there be a poor man from among your brethren 
....... do not withdraw your hand, do not close your fist, to your 
poor brother. Rather, open your hand widely for him and give 
him what he needs.

It has been pointed out that in this one verse the poor man 
is referred to twice, each time differently. Me’achad achecha, 
suggests a particular individual from among your brethren, 
and then me’achicha ha’evyon, refers to your poor brethren in 
general. When a particular person comes to you for tzedaka, 
when he is a special individual, or endorsed by a special 
individual of the people ( i.e. the gadol hador case), you must 
certainly give, but that is not difficult to do. When is one  
more likely to “close his fist”? When it’s achicha ha’evyon, 
a “nobody”, a poor shmendrik, someone who does not elicit 
your respect, a “one-armed bandit”. 

Don’t do it, the Torah warns. Paso’ach tiftach”, open your 
hand widely, and give him what he needs. Be very wary, the 
Torah goes on, lest you be tempted not to, lest you rationalize 
not to, lest you seek out a reason not to. For it is on this very 
thing that God will judge whether to bless you in all the things 
that you do. For there will always be poor in the world, you 
will always be tested, and therefore I, God, command you 

(and admonish you) : open your hand, widely, to the poor,  
even if it is someone whom it is a test to give to. 

A baby comes into this world with clenched fists, wanting 
everything. A man leaves this world with his hands open, lax, 
taking nothing physical with him. That is the natural story of 
mankind. There is no point in going through life with hands 
clenched closed, for in the end it will avail him nothing. 
Opening one’s hand widely, when instinct tells him to close 
it, practiced when one is very much alive and exercises free 
choice, will avail him everything in the end.

For we are, in this life, tested. And part of that test is that it 
is not always obvious to us that we are being tested. And lucky 
is he, blessed is he, who, in those critical moments, when God’s 
blessing hangs in the balance, hears the soft, wise words of a 
good man, a wise man, a kindly man, an understanding man, a 
loving man, perhaps his own father, who looks him in the eye 
and tells him, “ihm darf min geben”.

Dedicated to the memory of my mother, Chana Sara bas 
Shlomo Chaim, a”h, whose yahrtzeit is today, Erev  Shabbos 
Kodesh, Erev Rosh Chodesh Elul.

 
Yerucham Baruch Reich
Parashas R’eh 5775

Yerucham Reich
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THE CHAZON NACHUM’S TEFFILIN
R’ Akiva Eisenstadt | Rosh HaKollel

This week’s parsha encompasses a wide range of mitzvos, 
including one which has wide ranging and broad 

applications, especially in our times of mass printing and 
distribution. The pasuk we are referring to is the imperative 
of “lo saasun kein la’Hashem Elokeichem”- You shall 
not do this thing [that I commanded you to do the idols] to 
Hashem, your God. Rashi writes that ingrained in this verse 
is a prohibition to destroy or erase Hashem’s written name.  
Idols were to be destroyed, however, neither Hashem’s Torah, 
nor his name, nor his holy books are to be erased and trashed 
in any such manner.

 The intrinsic prohibition in the verse that has led to an 
vast amount of thought provoking and interesting Responsa 
in regards to the following questions (most of which are so 
broad and addressed in so many different responsa that we 
will, unfortunately, not be able to deal with them in this 
article) 1- Can you throw out your Jewish Torah newspapers? 
2- What about those weekly divrei Torah periodicals? 3- Are 
facsimiles or copies of holy books included in this prohibition 
or only the original written copies? 4) What about Sifrei Torah 
which are on computer files- can you erase them? So on and 
so forth are the questions posed and asked and addressed in 
the writings of the Poskim.    

One of the more remarkable and interesting questions 
was that which is dealt with many of the great Poskim is 
the following: “Is a person who needs to go to an infectious 
disease hospital allowed to bring his tefillin along with him 
when he fully knows that whatever he takes with him will be 
destroyed and burned by the administration of the hospital to 
prevent any further spread of any disease?”

Among the Gedolim who dealt with this question were Rav 
Moshe Feinstein1, Dayan Weiss in his Minchas Yitchok2, Rav 
Dov Beirish Weidenfeld in his the Doveiv Meisharim3 and his 
brother Rav Nachum Weidenfeld is his Shailos U’Teshuvos 
Chazon Nachum4. All of whom forbade the person to bring in 
the Tefillin based on the idea that once the person brings it in 
it is a bygone certainty  that they will be burnt and destroyed. 
But of course, as in so many cases, there was an opposing 
sentiment and p’sak as the Author of the Sefer Imrei Dovid 
among other poskim wanted to allow it.

What is the gist of the argument?
On the one hand we can look at this case and say that 

the person is only causing the Tefillin to be destroyed and 
not actually placing the flame underneath them! It is only 
a G’rama- a causative role which he is playing and is not 
viewed as if he burned the Tefillin himself.

Meaning, if you look at it from an objective stance, a 

Jewish person has the merit to have an important mitzvah of 
Tefillin every single weekday. Perhaps, one can argue, as the 
Imrei Dovid did, that since he isn’t directly destroying them 
but is only placing them in a circumstance where it could 
come to that, the Mitzvah obligation of putting on Tefillin 
takes precedence and come what may, he needs to do what is 
presently incumbent upon him and not worry of what might 
happen to the Tefillin afterwards.

He then brings two very interesting proofs to his case:
1- The famous Gemarah in Avodah Zorah (18a) in which 

Rav Chanina ben Teradyon opposed the Roman rule and their 
decrees against Judaism. He sat and learned Torah with groups 
of people using the Torah he carried around, even though he 
was aware that the punishment was death by burning and that 
the Sefer torah he held would have be burned with him. This 
was exactly what eventually and tragically happened.   

2- Similarly, we find Elisha bal Kenafayim, (Shabbos 
130a) who also defied Roman authorities in wearing his 
Tefillin when he knew that it was possible that they would be 
destroyed if he were to be found out.5 

While this seems like a decent proof, most of the Poskim 
are stringent in this matter and do not allow one to bring 
his Tefillin in this case.  This is because they view the very 
fact that he is bringing his Tefillin into this institution as if 
he himself is setting events into motion that will allow his 
Tefillin to be destroyed. 

The Chazon Nachum and his brother, the Dovev 
Meisharim writes that since his Tefillin will certainly be 
destroyed when he leaves the hospital it is not deemed as a 
G’rama- a causative action, but a direct action will eventually 
result in the destruction and erasure of God’s name and that 
is prohibited. 

While we do see the cases of Elisha bal Kenafayim & Rav 
Chanina ben Teradyon, we can very well argue that those cases 
weren’t ones in which the outcomes were certain. Perhaps the 
Romans would not have been successful in weeding them out, 
as in the case of Elisha bal Kenafayim in which he survived 
and escaped any punishment or retribution. However, when 
Tefillin would undoubtedly be destroyed there is no question 
that you must protect the sanctity of the Tefillin.

Many years passed after the original discussion and 
then the Nazi’s rose to power. Rav Nachum Weidenfeld 
who was then the Rov in Dombrovo, was warned that they 
were coming for him. With literally nothing at all besides his 
Tefillin and the clothes on his back he escaped with no time to 
spare but was caught on the border of the town of Shiniva, by 
the Russian border. They searched him and upon finding the 
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Tefillin they viciously stomped on them, and every time the 
Shocked Rav Nachum would pick them up they would grab 
it beating him and throwing his Tefillin to the ground again 
and again, desecrating the holy Tefillin which Rav Nochom 
had always held so dear. It is said that he died soon thereafter 
as his heart gave out from the attack on himself and the tragic 
and terrible desecration of God’s Mitzvah of Tefillin.

 It happened many years after the original discussion that 
Rav Dov Berish Weidenfeld was discussing this very topic or 
“Tefillin in a diseased hospital” with Rabbi Meshulem Roth. 
When Rav Meshulam was recounting the opinion that allows 
one to bring the Tefillin into the hospital Rav Dov Beirish 
quipped and commented that he was sure that the Rabbonim 
who were lenient could not have felt as intensely and keenly 
about this mitzvah as his Rav Nachum had felt. Because if 
they would have felt that way about Tefillin, if they would 
have understood the mitzvah like his holy brother did, who 
died when he saw how the soldiers desecrated his Tefillin, 
they could not have possibly paskened the way that they did.

While I am not sure if Rav Dov Beirish was saying this 
in jest, his lesson is one that is echoed loudly in this week’s 
Parsha. 

This week’s parsha starts with the famous statement of 
Hashem to the Jewish people:

Re’eih Anochi Nosain lifneichem Hayom Berachah 
U’Klalah.- See, I present before you today a blessing and a 
curse.

Rav Elie Munk perceptively observes that the word 
“Re’eh” -see- is meant to connote a feeling that runs much 
deeper than some of the other words the Torah uses to 
describe our perception of Mitzvos and the Torah, such as 
the word Shema, listen, which the Torah so famously uses in 
other places. Obviously, there must be a difference in what the 
Torah was trying to imply. 

Rav Munk suggests that when the Torah uses the word- 
Shema, listen- it implies an impression of external factors 
affecting one’s life. Meaning, we should listen to what is 
being transmitted and accept it or understand it as we have 
just heard it. 

However, Rav Munk writes, the word Re’eh- see- is to 
clearly understand and see into his own conscience. “Seeing” 
suggests an internal perception which penetrates deep into 
one’s soul. It is an inherent understanding accomplished 
through our own cognitive abilities rather through an external 
influence.

This imperative is what is being placed in front of Klal 
Yisroel in the beginning of this week’s parsha. The Torah is 

telling us that we have the free will to choose our life’s path. 
To be involved in the mitzvos we so graciously were given. 
The idea is that we need to understand them, get to know them, 
appreciate them and honor them. It is only when we come to 
realize the significance, substance, magnitude and importance 
of the mitzvos will we inherently perceive them in the manner 
that will mean the most to us.

FOOTNOTES

1. O’C chelek aleph, simanim- 4-6. Chelek daled, siman 8
2.  chelek 3, siman 3
3.  Siman 99.
4.  Siman vov
5.  G’rama is what some Rabbonim rely on when they allow you 

to take your yated, hamodia, jewish press, Flatbush jewish 
journal, torah times, 5 towns jewish times and other papers 
and place them respectfully in a separate plastic bag and the 
allow the sanitation men directly place them in the recycling 
trash compacter. Of course for your own Psak ask your Local 
Orthodox Rov.

R’ Akiva Eisenstadt
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HALACHIC PERSPECTIVES: Hilchos Tzitzis
R’ Heshy Kahan  Chaver HaKollel

Q: When is one required to put tzitzis on his garment?

A: While one is not required to wear a four angular cornered 
garment, in the event that he does, he is obligated to wear 
tzitzis on each four cornered garment that he is wearing.1 This 
is a prototypical example of a mitzvah kiyumis, (where it is up 
to the discretion of the individual if he wishes to put himself 
in this predicament of obligation or not).2 While one would 
not be in violation of any commandment should he opt not to 
wear a garment with four corners, it has become the accepted 
custom for every man to wear a four cornered garment in 
order to obligate himself to wear tzitzis.3

Q: Why has this custom to obligate ourselves to wear four 
cornered garments come into effect?

A: Since chazal4 state that in a time where G-d’s anger is 
aroused even those who fail to keep optional mitzvos will 
be included in any far sweeping punishment. The Talmud 
continues to give an example of on “optional mitzvah” and 
describes not wearing a four cornered garment in order to 
obligate oneself on mitzvas tzitzis as fitting this description.5

Q: Do all articles of clothing require tzitzis?

A: Although a scarf does have four corners the custom is to 
follow those poskim who hold that one need not put tzitzis 
on his scarf.6 One is also not obligated to put tzitzis on a four 
corner hat.7 Although a pillow is four cornered as well, being 
that it is not a beged it would not require tzitzis either. 

Q: Which fabrics should the garment be made of in order 
to require that tzitzis be worn on them?

A: While a four cornered wool or linen garment require tzitzis 
min hatorah,8 the rabbonon require tzitzis on other fabrics as 
well (i.e. cotton). Garments made out of synthetic material 
(i.e. nylon, rayon, plastic etc.) and specifically that of mesh 
tzitzis is of much halachic debate. As some permit their use,9 
while others hold that these garments are not even rabbinically 
obligated to place tzitzis on them.10 One should consult with 
their Rav as what one should do in their individual situation.

Q: Are women obligated to wear tzitzis?

A: The mitvah of tzitzis is a time bound obligation (mitzvas 
aseh sh’hazman g’rama), as one is not obligated to wear them 

at night.11 Therefore, women are not obligated to wear tzitzis,12 
and in fact are discouraged from doing so.13

Q: How big should the garment holding the tzitzis be?

A: Ideally, one should have a garment that is one amah long 
and one amah wide.14 This is approximately 21 1/2 inches15 
for the length and width not including the neck hole. 

Q: If one takes off his tzitzis for a little while, such as when 
taking a shower, or going for a swim, does he require a 
new b’racha?  

A: Since nowadays, bathing and swimming does not cause 
one to be masiach da’as (lose thought) from his b’racha, 
another b’racha would not be required.16 However, if the 
break is longer than three hours, or if he puts on a different 
pair of tzitzis, than a new b’racha should be made.17

Q: Should one who will be making a b’racha on his tallis 
gadol also make a b’racha on his talis katan prior to?

A: A man who will be putting on his tallis a short while after 
his talis katan does not recite a b’racha on his tzitzis upon 
putting them on. He should however have in mind for the 
b’racha of his talis gadol go on his talis katan as well.18 

Q: At what age should one be mechanech his child to wear 
tzitzis?

A: While some authorities are of the opinion that a child 
of nine years old should wear tzitzis, and others hold six or 
seven, the general tradition is to train a child at the age of 
three to wear tzitzis.

Q: Does a child under the age of nine, when he is considered 
to be the age of chinuch, require the proper measurement 
of tzitzis?

A: A child from age nine and younger need not wear a beged 
with a proper measurement19 (of 21 1/2  inches).

Notes

1. S.A. 10:1
2. As opposed to a mitzvah chiyuvis such as putting on Tefillin in 

the morning, where as long as the individual is a male of Bar-
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PARSHAS RE’EH: RISING FROM THE ASHES 
R’ Baruch Kleinman  Chaver HaKollel

R’ Heshy Kahan

Mitzvah age he is definitively obligated to perform this Mitz-
vah.

3. S.A. 24:1
4. Menochos 41a
5. See Tosefos Eirchin 2b Bd”H Hakol Kasvo who explains this 

Gemara not to be applicable nowadays
6. Sh”Ut Mahrsham 3:272, Sh”Ut Nachlas Binyomin:9
7. S.A. 10:10
8. S.A. 9:1
9. Sh”Ut Har Tzvi O.C.:3
10. Igros Moshe O.C. 2:1
11. Menochos 43a, S.A. 18:1

12. S.A. 17:2
13. Rama 17:2, see targum Yonason Ben Uziel on Devarim 22:5 

who claims that a woman wearing tzitzis is included in the pro-
hibition of Lo Yilbosh

14. M.B. 16:4
15. This is according to the measurments of the Igros  Moshe, the 

Chazon Ish held slightly more of 22.8, and R’ Chaim Naeh held 
somewhat less of 18.9

16. Sefer Siach Halacha 8: footnote 63
17. Shulchan Arcuh Harav 8:23
18. M.B. 8:24
19. Aruch Hashulchan 16:5

As Moshe continues his speech to the Jewish people 
prior to their entrance into the land of Israel, we find 

that there is a tremendous emphasis on rejecting idol worship 
and those who support it. As the people escaped Egypt, a 
land replete with idolatry and false deities, it was necessary 
to embed into their minds the evil purpose these practices 
served. In the desert, G-d’s presence was evident, once they 
enter Israel, they would govern themselves and the direct 
interaction would be masked. 

The mitzvah of Ir Hanidachas (13:13-19), a wayward city, 
further shows the extent to which foreign worship must be 
avoided and completely eradicated from the newly emerging 
nation. If some very charismatic individuals convince their 
entire city to serve a foreign G-d, all the men of that city must 
be put to death. One would think that killing the guilty parties 
would suffice. Perhaps we can find the followers guilty as 
well for not standing up for what is right, and for participating 
in the sin. However the punishment is even more severe. Not 
only are the instigators and followers killed, but  all their 
property burned. Furthermore, the structures of the city are 
razed and the city is abandoned never to be rebuilt. Once the 
concept of idol worship permeated the inhabitants of this 
place, even anything associated with them must be destroyed. 

After imagining the heart rending image of this parsha, the 
Torah adds a very enigmatic message. It states (13:19), “And 
you should not partake in any of the forbidden property (to 
be burned) so that Hashem should return from His wrath and 
He will give you compassion, and console you and multiply 
you as He swore to your ancestors.” I can understand that 
Hashem detests foreign worship and anything related to it and 
by eradicating it we are conceptually easing His wrath against 

the perpetrators, but why is compassion and consolation 
necessary for those who were not involved in the sin? Do they 
really need a blessing to grow as a nation as well? 

Rav Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin in his commentary 
Ha’Emek Davar points out how each blessing in the verse 
is precise and calculated. He explains that the tragedy that 
befell the Jewish people with such an unfortunate event sends 
shockwaves through the communities and ostensibly can have 
even more devastating ramifications. Aside from the guilty 
who deserved the punishment, there are 3 other factors which 
leave deep scars and require intense heeling. First, the people 
who carried out the penalty, with their hands full of blood 
were surely desensitized and traumatized from their partaking 
in this ever so difficult mitzvah. Those are the people that 
need personal compassion. Second, there are certainly friends 
and family of the deceased who may feel vengeful and plot 
to commit acts of violence against the parties who carried out 
the orders to destroy the city. These people need consolation 
to suppress these thoughts of hate. Now after all the men of 
the city are gone, the women and children see no future. A 
gaping hole is left in their lives and in the Jewish community 
at large. To that Hashem promises that we will rise from the 
ashes to multiply and grow to be stronger than ever.  

Although this blessing was said at a devastating time of 
sin, we can surely attribute such a blessing to any calamities 
that have befallen our people throughout history. As long as we 
focus on keeping Hashem a part of our lives, we will always 
prevail and show our resilience to bounce back stronger than 
ever. May we merit to no longer see tragedy  and see the 
coming of Moshiach speedily in our day.
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CONNECTING WITH THE INNER BRICK

I sit here at my computer, a short 48 hours after returning 
from the most intense, raw, emotional, mind-blowing, 

inspiring, and spiritual five-day trip to a place that seems 
stuck in time – a place that is ostensibly the cemetery for and 
the monument to a once royal, thriving and vibrant European 
Jewry…a place that was my family’s home and world for 
countless generations: Poland.

I have to admit: I was caught off guard. I never expected 
to have an experience that represents such a dichotomy of 
feelings and emotions…that a trip can be simultaneously 
so emotionally and physically draining, yet so uplifting and 
invigorating is a phenomenon that I’m still struggling to 
comprehend and wrap my limited brain around.

On my desk near my keyboard sits a recently stolen 
item. I’m not proud that I stole it. I foolishly risked arrest 
and imprisonment by the Polish authorities had I been 
caught, and, knowing myself as well as I do, perhaps an 
international incident. But I didn’t care then, and I still don’t 
now. I don’t care, because it does NOT belong to the Poles 
with their shameful and long history of Jew-hatred, pogroms 
and complicity. What I took rightfully belongs to me, to 
my family, and to the surviving remnants of a shattered yet 
glorious, noble and proud Jewish world.

On my desk sits a chunk of red brick. It is, like most 
bricks, inanimate and plain. It is crusted with soil, dirt and 
other residue. It had been sitting in a pile of other bricks 
and masonry material, unmoving and unmoved, for the past 
70 years. It was once part of a series of complex structures, 
long since destroyed in haste and in panic by the escaping 
architects, builders and operators, and it once bore witness to 
the sounds, sights and horrors of the attempted genocide of an 
entire people. My people.

On my desk sits a small piece of Auschwitz/Birkenau’s 
Gas Chamber and Crematorium II.

I sit and I study this brick. It looks like any other brick 
that one might find at a construction site anywhere in the 
world. I feel its rough brick ridges and its sharp brick corners. 
I smell it, trying to discern any lingering scents of Zyklon B, 
of smoke, explosives – anything - embedded in its grooves…
but it has no odor. I lift the brick to my ear, hoping to catch the 
faint echoes of a mother’s final cooing to a terrified child…
of a father softly yet firmly reminding his crying teenaged 
sons and daughters to remember that Hashem loves them 
unconditionally and that they are about to ascend to a special 
place alongside their Creator’s heavenly throne…of a choking 
chorus of “Shema Yisrael”s, of “Hashem Hu HaElokim”s, of 
screams and cries, fists pounding walls…I listen for the roar 

of the furnace flames and the crackling sounds of burning 
Bubbies and Zaidies and incinerating sweet, pure yiddisheh 
kinderlach…but I hear nothing.

And the silence is deafening to my ears.
I know that this brick is – and should be – more than a 

memento, more than a souvenir sitting on a shelf, taken down 
from time to time and admired as a reminder of an epic trip. 
I can’t help feeling that if that is what this brick becomes and 
remains…then I will have missed the proverbial boat and not 
fully actualize the lasting impact and growth potential of what 
should be a permanent life-changing experience.

Yes, I cried at Auschwitz and at the other extermination 
camps we visited. I cried when a member of our chevra made 
a siyum on Maseches Shekalim literally steps away from the 
ruins of the gas chambers and crematoria at Birkenau, and 
we all said “Amein Yehay Shmay Rabba…” in unison, and I 
bawled as I envisioned our groups’ tefillos and tears ascending 
heavenward from this ruined mizbayach on the very same 
pillar of holy flame and smoke that was the final conduit for 
1.5 million holy souls returning to their Creator.

I cried when I played my guitar and we sang the famous 
Ani Maamin in Majdanek’s crematorium, a tune composed 
and sung in a cattle car hours before the composer’s death and 
taught to the world by the lone survivor of that transport.

Yes, I cried when we danced and sang Ashreinu Mah Tov 
Chelkaynu outside the barracks at Auschwitz, quite possibly 
in the same exact spot where the group of emaciated angel-
like yeshiva boys defiantly sang and danced the same song 
before the German beasts shot them down in cold blood.

I cried when we sat and sang Yizkireim and Gam Ki Aylech 
in Warsaw’s Umschlagplatz – the central square and final 
gathering point before deportation to the ghettos and camps - 
and when we sang havdala in Krakow’s Umschlagplatz.

Yes, I cried when I beheld and davened in the glorious 
shuls and famous yeshivos of pre-war Poland, now empty, 
deserted and resounding with distant echoes of past avodah 
and Jewish life cycles.

I cried when we came to the town of Tarnow – where 
relatives of mine lived until the Germans killed every last 
Jewish inhabitant and ended hundreds of years of a town’s 
proud Chassidish heritage– and I cried when we walked 
through the dark woods behind town to a clearing where 
the Germans methodically undressed and mowed down 800 
young children – orphans – and tossed them into an open pit 
like trash. I cried when we sang Hamalach HaGoel at this pit 
for the terrified kinderlach who had no one to sing to them 
and comfort them before their violent final and ultimate sleep.

Anonymous 
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WEEKLY INSIGHTS
R’ Aharon Finkelstein  Chaver HaKollel

When surveying the Greek dramas, one finds that the 
great tragedy which many of their writers convey is 

one where man is nothing more than an instrument of the 
gods. It is where he tries with all his will to direct his life in 
a certain direction and despite his choices he is confined to a 
callous fate that has been destined for him.

The Judaic concept gives us a different outlook on man. It 
is an understanding that one who has come into this world has 
been given a gift – it is the gift of choice which is significant 
in determining his direction. At the end of a person’s life, he is 
able to look back; he is able to see where he has arrived, and 
how it was he and the choices that he made which played the 
most important part in what got him there.

Yet, situations that are beyond man’s control, beyond his 
ability to circumvent, may challenge the notion that one has a 
power to choose, that this power may not be able to override 
the great power of fate.

The answer is that circumstances which occur in one’s life 
do not take away one’s free choice; they are only opportunities 
for him to employ it. If man hits turbulent waters, if tragedy 
has befallen him, this now leads for him to ask, what is it 
that I will do now that this has occurred? One can choose to 
be a victim of circumstances or one can build off what has 
occurred utilizing it as a vehicle to bring himself and others 
closer to Hashem.

In this week’s perasha we begin with this statement 
“Behold, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse” 
(Re’eh 11:26). This verse indicates two roads before a human 
being. He has the freedom to choose his road. The selection 
does not necessarily mean that he has rid himself of the many 
tests that one will encounter in this world; rather it means that 
despite that which has occurred to him, will he still remain 
close to what the purpose of his life is in the fulfillment of 
Torah and Mitzvot.

So does this mean that when one chooses the road of Torah 
and Mitzvot that he has also chosen the road of blessing?

Interestingly enough, here is where there is a remarkable 
twist in this concept. There are many observant people, those 
which fulfill and practice the Torah and its commandments, 
but even though this is the case, they may be still bypassing 
the road of blessing!

Think of Korach or Datan and Avirom, these were 
observant Jews, yet they became the archetype of what we 
should not be. The test of man in his free choice is not only to 
be observant or not to be observant. It goes deeper than that, 
one must probe his character and it is there where free will 
becomes the most difficult.

The test of character is the path which brings a man 
closer or farther away from Hashem. Consider jealousy and 
its poison. This venomous trait can find its way into religious 

Anonymous

Yes, I cried throughout the trip when my chaverim 
and fellow trip attendees recounted their personal family 
Holocaust histories, and shared with the chevra what the trip 
meant to them individually and personally.

I cried when we poured our hearts out at the bullet-pocked 
graves of the tzaddkim – R’ Chaim Brisker, the Netziv, the 
Sfas Emes, the Chiddushei HaRim, the Chozeh M’Lublin, the 
Noam Elimelech of Lizhensk, Sarah Schenirer, The Rema, 
The Megaleh Amukos, the Tosfos Yom Tov, Yossele the Holy 
Miser, the Bach and others, and at the countless mass graves 
and execution sites dotting the country like myriad points of 
interest on a tourist map.

I cried and cried and cried…and then I came back home, 
where I sit at my desk and ponder this little red brick that I 
carried out of Auschwitz surreptitiously stuffed into my pants’ 
waistline.

This brick indeed evokes powerful emotions within me, 
and looking at it brings me right back to der alte heim and 

back to the most unique and memorable trip of my life…and I 
ask myself: Did all of that crying accomplish anything at all of 
real value? Now that someone in my family finally went back, 
and saw, and felt, and cried…what now? What manifestations 
of change should I be expecting to see in myself and in my 
little world around me? Will I be a different person now, a 
man transformed and grown? A different husband? A different 
father? A different eved Hashem?

Am I merely connected to the brick that I can see, feel 
and smell? 

Or have I, perhaps on some level, accomplished becoming 
connected to the penimiyus of this brick – the inner brick, 
the part of brick that one could hear, one can learn from, be 
impacted by and transformed forever on some deeper, more 
meaningful level?

I don’t yet know…but I very much looking forward to 
finding out.

20 Menachem Av, 5775
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communities, destroying individuals and their Judaic 
principles from within.

How about the stressful fast pace environment we live in. 
Whereby, friendliness to our fellow Jew becomes swallowed 
up in the hastiness of one’s day. One can walk down the street 
and be so absorbed in his Blackberry that he has lost touch 
with who is around him and how he is treating them.

To be an observant Jew means following directions, to be 
a person of good character means battling with how one feels 
in correlation to doing what is right.

Now the aspect of improving one’s character is not only in 
that which one does, but it is also found in another dimension 
of one’s life.

In the first Psalm of Tehillim it states, “Happy is the man 
that has not walked in the counsel of the wicked, nor stood in 
the way of sinners, nor sat in the seat of the scornful. But his 
delight is in the Law of Hashem and His law he contemplates 
day and night. And he shall be like a tree planted by a stream 
of water, that brings forth fruit in its season and whose leaf 
does not wither, and in all that he does he shall prosper” 
(Tehillim 1:1).

The instruction given to us in Psalm is quite relevant to 
what we have stated above. The happy man, the righteous 
one, is not only lauded for that which he does, but more 
importantly for that which he does not do. He does not walk 
in the counsel of the wicked, or stand with sinners, or sit with 
scorners. He works on not succumbing to jealousy, egotistical 

conceit, or unfriendliness.
The Torah is filled with prohibitions. It is to demarcate a 

line of where not to cross. Think of a child. How many times 
is he told not to do something? The borders are being set, 
because it is within these borders that he is able to aspire to 
all that he should do and needs to do. Without those initial 
demarcating lines, reckless chaos takes hold, never allowing 
the cultivation of character that needs to develop.

Happiness is the subsequent result to one’s feeling of 
contentment. It is in knowing that my religiosity as a Jew has 
made me better. He will identify his lot with what Hashem 
wants and know that anything which has happened to him is 
all for the best. He will know that trials and tribulations as 
well as successes and attainments are for none other than to 
test him, to build and mature him into being the best Jew he 
can be.

 The righteous man finds blessing in understanding 
his journey. It is in knowing that he will not relinquish his 
principles of faith nor detour from the choice of staying on 
Hashem’s path despite what is happening around him.

Once one finds himself aware that life is a test for 
discovering who he is and what is his character, this defines 
what his capability to choose means. The Torah and the 
Mitzvots are constant reminders of man’s recognition of 
Hashem in the world, but most importantly he must not just 
follow it blindly, he must utilize it to find recognition of 
himself as well.

R’ Aharon Finkelstein

DO YOU HAVE A REBBI?

‘You are children of the Lord, your God. You shall 
neither cut yourselves nor make any baldness between 

your eyes for the dead.’ (14; 1)
Rashi on this pasuk comments, ‘You shall neither cut 

yourselves: Do not make cuts and incisions in your flesh 
[to mourn] for the dead, in the manner that the Amorites do, 
because you are the children of Hashem and it is appropriate 
for you to be handsome and not to be cut or have your hair 
torn out.’

The gemara in Sanhedrin (68a) says, ‘when Reb Eliezer 
passed away and they were carrying his Aron towards burying 
him, Rabbi Akiva approached it. Upon seeing the casket he 
began to whack himself and rip at his flesh until blood let out 
from his skin; he yelled: ‘father, father, wagon of Israel and 
its chariot- I have so much money yet no money changer in 
which to bring it to.’

Rashi on this comments, ‘what he means to say is that he 

has so many questions in learning to ask, and now he has no 
one to ask them to.’

Tosfos asks the obvious question: What about 
this pasuk of Lo Sisgodidu, of not cutting yourself? He 
answers, that he did it for Torah.

What seems to be the explanation on this episode? How 
can one transgress a certain aveira for the sake of Torah? How 
can we explain this tosfos?

R’ Chaim Shmuelovitz, Zt’l, answers as follows.
In the Da’as Z’keinim-on this pasuk-it says, ‘therefore, 

if a person’s father-of flesh and blood-dies, do not make 
cuts because you are not an orphan; you still have your 
father in heaven, Hashem.‘ With this we can say p’shat in 
the pasuk.  When it says ‘You are children of the Lord, your 
God…’ the Torah is teaching us that you are considered children 
of Hashem, therefore there is no reason for you to cut yourself.  
Says Rav Chaim Shmuelovitz, that this is p’shat in tosfos: this 

R’ Ari Mandel
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R’ Ari Mandel

that the Torah says do not cut and make gashes to yourself is 
referring to a person that is in pain over the loss of a relative. 
The reason that one should t cut himself is because we still 
have Hashem as a father.  But here, when Reb Eliezer died, it 
wasn’t because he felt he lost a relative but rather because he 
felt his Torah was being shattered!  He felt he wasn’t able to 
accomplish and grow anymore.  On the contrary, he felt even 
more distant to Hashem now, because he felt more removed 
from his Torah without Reb Eliezer. The whole concept was 
that one shouldn’t feel distant from Hashem, but here that is 
exactly what he felt.

When a person learns Torah it’s not simply to gain some 
extra knowledge. In essence, he is binding himself and getting 
closer-through relationship-to Hashem. If someone doesn’t 
have anyone to help them grow they will automatically 

become more distant from Hashem. In order to keep on 
moving forward one must have the help of an ‘intermediary’, 
such as a rebbi or a rov; someone that can guide them and 
assist them in their journey to becoming closer to Hashem and 
being a better person-through Torah.

As we begin the approach to chodesh Elul, a period of 
time when trepidation, fear and simcha begin to circulate 
in the air, it’s a most opportune time to strengthen our 
connection with Hashem, especially with the help of one’s 
‘intermediary’, and become closer to Hashem by showing 
our commitment to Him is still strong and perhaps dedicating 
some extra time for Torah. Then, He will surely realize that we 
are befitting of the ultimate closeness, the final redemption, 
where we will bask in His glory and unite as one people, once 
again.

PARSHAS RI’EI; THE GREATEST BRACHA
R’ Boruch Yechiel Schreiber

This week’s parsha begins with Moshe Rabeinu telling 
Klal Yisroel to choose the proper path of doing Mitzvos 

and listening to Hashem. “Ri’ei Onochi Nosein Lachem 
hayom” Says Moshe Rabeinu, “see I have put before you 
today blessing and curse. The blessing: that you will listen 
and do the Mitzvos of Hashem.

Rashi adds a few words to better explain the meaning 
of the posuk. What does it mean “The blessing that you will 
listen to Hashem”? Explains Rashi, the blessing will come on 
condition that you listen to Hashem. 

But the Even Ezra explains the Posuk literally. The 
blessing isn’t something separate that the person will receive 
on condition he listens to Hashem, rather the actual listening 
to Hashem is the Brocha. The actual action of listening and 
doing Hashem’s Mitzvos is the blessing, because it elevates 
and makes the person a blessed person. That is the meaning of 
the Posuk, The blessing that you listen to Hashem. 

With this understanding we can explain the meaning of 
the Posuk that emphasizes that the blessing will be received 
“HaYom”; today. Asks the Chasam Sofer, we know that 
reward for the Mitzvos are reserved for us in the world to 
come. How can the Torah say it will be available Today. 

According to the Even Ezra, we aren’t referring to the 
reward for doing the Mitzvos. That reward is reserved for 
later. We are referring to the consequence of our actions that 
elevates and makes the person a better person. That itself is 
the greatest blessing. And that indeed is immediate. 

The Da’as Zikenim Balei Tosafos explains the term used 
by the Posuk, Ri’ei – “see”. Why does the Moshe Rabeinu use 

this unusual term to promote listening to Hashem and doing 
the Mitzvos?  Explains the Da’as Zikeinim, Moshe Rabeinu 
is telling Klal Yisroel, “Ri’ei Onochi, look at me! Look how 
my faces shines and how I am elevated and different than 
everyone else! This is all because of my choosing to listen to 
Hashem.” 

This is what the Posuk is teaching us. Listening to Hashem 
and doing the mitzvos is the blessing itself. It elevates us and 
trains us to be uplifted human beings with proper moral and 
ethical conduct and not to be stuck in the pettiness of the 
world. 

Recently a friend related to me how when he was in high 
school many years ago, he was in a class with a very poor 
Chemistry teacher. When it came time for the State Regents at 
the end of the year, the class wasn’t prepared to pass the test. 
Failing the test would mean they would have to retake the test 
or forgo their high school diploma. 

When the test day arrived, he realized one of his classmates 
seemed content and happy without showing any signs of 
concern. He learned that somehow he got hold of an answer 
sheet and was planning on cheating. The boy was “nice” and 
offered to share the answers with my friend. Although very 
tempted to do so, my friend resisted the temptation and failed 
the test rather than cheat. 

You can imagine how dejected he was. After all he was 
a young teenager, and now he would have to retake the 
test, while his friend sailed through easily without a flinch. 
This bothered him very much until a Rebbi comforted with 
the posuk from this week’s Parsha, “Es Habracha Asher 
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Tishmiun” From listening to Hashem no bad will come out, 
there will always be the blessing at the end. 

Indeed a year later when my friend would of have to 
retake the regents, due to a technicality, the State cancelled 
the test and he passed without having to retake the test. 

Although the story has a happy ending, I believe there 
is much more to it then the happy ending. As the Even 
Ezra explained, listening to Hashem is the greatest blessing 
in its own right. The fact that a teenager can overcome his 
temptation to get the easy way out, and to avoid cheating even 

though he knew he would have to retake the test, is the greatest 
blessing. It elevated him and made him into a better person 
that became part of him for life. Today he si a better person, 
a better spouse and a better father because of that challenge 
that he overcame and won. I don’t know the classmate that 
cheated, but I wouldn’t be surprised if today, as an adult, he 
is not such an upright or elevated person. Doing the Mitzvos 
and listening to Hashem is the greatest Bracha, what more can 
we ask for? 

R’ Boruch Yechiel Schreiber


