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BETWEEN  

 

    Some stories just send their listeners/readers goosebumps. Here’s a 
recent example from Mishpacha Magazine. In the early 20th Century, The 
Ponovezher Rav, Rav Yosef Kahaneman, O”BM, was waiting to speak with the 
Chofetz Chaim, O”BM, in his home, when an elderly man arrived and asked his 
permission to go ahead. The door opened, and the Chofetz Chaim ushered the man 
into his room. After some time, the door opened again, and the Chofetz Chaim 
accompanied his guest not only out the door of his home, but to the edge of town. 
 Upon the Chofetz Chaim’s return home, Rav Kahaneman inquired about 
the identity of his visitor, and the Chofetz Chaim said that because Rav Kahaneman 
had seen him, he could reveal that it was Eliyahu Hanavi who had paid him a visit! 
Emerging from his meeting with the Chofetz Chaim, Rav Kahaneman asked the 
others waiting there if they, too, had seen that older Jew and every person he asked 
replied they had seen no such person!    
 There is a tried-and-true concept that the holier a person is, the more 
miracles and communications that person receives from Above. Consider it one of 
the many advantages of living life the right way – according to the will of Hashem. In 
the above story, one Tzaddik got to meet with Eliyahu HaNavi, while the other 
(younger man) didn’t have a private audience with the famed prophet, but had 
enough merit to at least see someone of that stature in his lifetime.  
 ***       
 This week’s portion, Vayeirah, attests to the reality that what we get to 
see or don’t get to see in this world is squarely the consequence of how many 
merits we have in our Merit Savings and Checking Account. We read about the city 
of Sodom and Lot’s family escape just prior to its annihilation. Particularly 
fascinating is the fate of Lot’s wife, Idis. We are taught that much like the rest of 
the inhabitants of guest-unfriendly Sodom, Idis was not very generous (in fact, 
when Lot had invited the angels into his house, she was so unhappy about it that 
she decided to incriminate him with the people of Sodom; when he asked for salt 
to season food, she went around the neighborhood asking for it and explaining 
that it was for the guests’ meal!)     
 Later, the angels inform Lot and family that Sodom will be destroyed by 
“sulfur and fire” rain and that they should escape if they want to live. They are also 
told (Bereishis 19:17) not to turn around to see the destruction of Sodom. Lot and 
his children knew better than to go against this warning, but Idis, his wife, let her 
curiousity get the better of her: “His wife peered…and she became a pillar of 
salt.” (ibid, 19:26). The question is, what was so bad about looking back that poor 
Idis had to be “assaulted” (pun intended)?    
 ***       
 The answer is in line with the concept we have developed. Lot’s wife – 
and Lot had enough merits in their account to escape Sodom, clearly because 
Avraham Avinu made a deposit on their behalf (by praying for them or even being 
their relative and Hashem not wanting to hurt Avraham should they perish). Yet, 
for them to bear witness to the destruction of the wicked –  while being not much 
better themselves – a bigger amount of merits is needed. This is when Idis’ account 
went to overdraft, and she would have to bankrupt her very existence.  
 This idea is something we must consider for several reasons. First, we 
must make as many deposits as possible into our accounts, which can be done by 
strengthening our Torah learning and Mitzvah observance. Second, we must 
understand that our sins create a withdrawal and put us into danger for 
punishment (G-d Forbid).      
 Third, no matter how great we are, we should never rely on being 
spiritual millionaires who rely on miracles to help us escape dangerous situations 
(as per the advice of the Talmud, Pesachim 64b). Miracles can - and do - happen 
but they seriously deplete one’s merit account. We should learn most of all, to 
protect our merits, hope they protect us during a crisis and that we can fully “cash” 
in on the hard spiritual labor in the World To Come!  

 

PART 20 – PRAYING FOR WICKED PEOPLE
 In this week’s Parashah, we find a very interesting 
episode of Avraham Avinu davening to Hashem not to destroy 
Sedom. Sedom was a terrible place. The verse (Bereishis 18:20) 
says that “the cry of Sodom and Amorah has become great their sin 
has become tremendous.” For example, the Talmud (Sanhedrin 
109b) describes the wickedness. There was a girl who secretly 
gave a man bread in a barrel. When her crime was revealed to the 
people of Sedom, they “shmeared” this girl with honey and 
placed her above a wall, and then the bees came and ate her. So, 
why did Avraham pray for such evil cities to be spared? 
 One answer (based on the Rambam) is that Avraham 
was praying that the Zechusim (merits) of the righteous people in 
Sedom should save the cities for if they perish it would cause a 
desecration of Hashem’s Name. It would seem that Hashem is 
unjust by killing the righteous together with the wicked (Bereishis 
18:24-25).      
 However, there is really another concept at play here. 
Hashem tested Sedom to see if they would do Teshuvah. Hashem 
said, “I’m going to see if they would maintain their evil ways or 
change.” Hashem tested them by sending angels to Sodom. Lot 
invited the angels into his house, and as the verse describes, 
before they went to sleep, the whole town came out to find out 
who they were and they tried to break down the door and punish 
the guests (and the host). This was the final straw, as seen in the 
Seforno (on Bereishis 18:21). Rashi (on Bereishis 19:4) explains 
that there wasn’t even one person to protest these actions. We 
see that Hashem was giving them another chance. This last 
chance that Hashem gave Sedom was revealed to Avraham (ibid. 
18:21), so that could be why he prayed for them (as it seemed to 
him that Hashem didn’t really want to destroy them). 
 The idea is that Hashem doesn’t want to destroy 
people, as we say a special prayer in Neilah (on Yom Kippur) that 
Hashem wants the wicked to repent and not to kill them. 
 The Talmud (Berachos 10a) brings a story with Rav Meir, 
who was bothered by some neighborhood ruffians. In response, 
Rav Meir prayed that the ruffians should die. Rav Meir’s wife told 
her husband, “Instead of praying that the ruffians die, pray that 
they should repent.” Rav Meir did just that, and the ruffians 
indeed repented!     
 May we follow in Avraham Avinu’s and Rabbi Meir’s 
footsteps and pray that all sinners repent and not get destroyed.
 The Torah Sweets extends a hearty Mazel Tov to Rav 
Birnbaum on the birth of a baby girl!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPRECIATING AND 

UNDERSTANDING 

OUR PRAYERS 

BY RABBI AVROHOM YOSEF BIRNBAUM 
 

/ 

SUGARY SAYING OF THE WEEK 

 “One who says ‘what’s mine is mine’ and ‘what’s 
yours is yours’ (some say) exhibits Sodomite traits.”
 - The Mishnah (Avos 5:13) explains that those who 
have but don’t share resemble the cruelty of the wicked 
ancient city. When the Berdichever Rebbe, O”BM, assumed 
the position of Rav, he told the community to only call him to 
meetings when a new law was enacted.  
 Once the Rav was called to a meeting where the 
community voted to no longer allow poor people to go around 
collecting from house to house and only congregate outside of 
the shul for donations. The Rav was confused and wanted to 
know why they had invited him. “It’s a new rule,” a member of 
the community proclaimed. “No, it’s not,” the Rav shot back. 
“Limiting the opportunities of the poor and not wanting to help 
is an old concept – it originated in Sodom!” As such, let us find 
creative ways to share our own wealth and help the needy. 

 



 

 

 Another year, another successful Shabbos Project has been set up by 
inspired Jews all over the world. The numbers and statistics are incredible, with 
Jews of all walks of life joining together in over 300 cities worldwide for pre-
Shabbos Challah Bakes, Shabbos meal and classes, and Motzei Shabbos programs 
(like inspiring Havdalah ceremonies and concerts).    
 The universal involvement appealed to many folks who don’t normally 
host unaffiliated Jews at their Shabbos table, but the real goal is to keep such Jews 
involved in outreach over the course of the year. One of the most oft-used not to 
stay involved is that being involved in outreach comes at a detriment to one’s own 
learning opportunities and spiritual progress. Is this a valid position to assume?
 ***       
 In this week’s portion, Vayierah, we find a fascinating exchange 
between Hashem and Avraham Avinu regarding the fate of the wicked city of 
Sodom. Hashem intends to destroy Sodom but decides to give Avraham a chance 
to save them. Hashem prefaces His conversation with our forefather by saying 
(Bereishis 18:17), “Shall I hide from Avraham that which I [intend to] do?” The 
Holy One then proceeds to reveal His plans for Sodom’s destruction to Avraham.
 The Chasam Sofer, O”BM, derives an important principle from this 
verse: Avraham's level of prophecy did not justify his knowing everything that 
Hashem planned. Rather, he had reached this level only because he sacrificed so 
much of his time for others.      
 Avraham’s constant hospitality and preaching about Hashem 
prevented him from pursuing personal spiritual growth. Two verses later (ibid, 
18:19), Hashem explicitly acknowledges Avraham's merit, "he will instruct his 
children and his household after him and they will observe the way of Hashem," 
and shares the information with him. The Chasam Sofer explains that each of us 
must share our time and knowledge, even at the expense of our own scholarship, 
for we are no better than Avraham Avinu.    
 ***       
 Several important disclaimers need to be made, however, before one 
closes their Sefarim, quits their job, and joins a Kiruv organization as a full-time 
volunteer. One, a person has no right to stop learning, or put oneself in any 
situation that will damage or negatively influence one’s spiritual accomplishment 
and standing. An example would be going into bars or movie theaters to do 
outreach work. Instead of influencing others, one might be influenced 
themselves by those spiritually poisonous outlets.   
  This leads us to a second idea: one should not spend time bringing 
estranged Jews back to Torah observance at the expense of one’s immediate 
family. Those who spend hours involved in outreach while their spouse and/or 
children fall apart due to lack of attention and involvement have their priorities 
mixed up. Chesed (kindness) really does start at home.   
 If one could work out a balance between time spent at home and time 
spent in outreach – making sure one’s family is comfortable with said “balance” 
-  one could merit to achieve their spiritual potential greatness through helping 
other Jews reach theirs.       
   

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Question: Is a Jew permitted to go on a diet?  
 Answer: The Talmud (Bava Kama 91b) says that 
the Torah calls a Nazir a sinner for causing himself 
suffering by holding back from the pleasure of drinking 
wine. The Talmud says one is forbidden to wound himself, 
and from this prohibition we can conclude that one isn’t 
allowed to cause oneself undue suffering.   
 The Tosafos (ibid.) writes that one cannot cause 
oneself suffering even for a gain (such as monetary or 
emotional benefit). However, Rav Moshe Feinstein, O”BM, 
(Igros Moshe, Choshen Mishpat 2:65) writes that it’s 
obvious that if one diets for medical reasons one is 
permitted even if one suffers from hunger. This is so 
because the suffering from illness - or just the fear of 
becoming ill - is a greater suffering than that of dieting.
 The question arises with regards to those who 
diet for physical appearance purposes. To this, Rav Moshe 
responds that just like one may refrain from the pleasure 
of wine if in doing so it will gain him a greater pleasure, so 
too, refraining from pleasures of extra food will gain the 
dieter the pleasure of a better appearance, and they would 
be permitted to diet.    
 However, this exception is provided that the diet 
doesn’t cause one to suffer from hunger, but only causes 
one to refrain from “extra” pleasures of sweets and the 
like. If, on the other hand, it causes one the pain of hunger 
it would seem that such a practice wouldn’t be permitted.
  Still, Rav Moshe concludes that the above point 
isn’t simple, because often, the hunger pangs are not 
inherent. Rather, they come from the desire to enjoy tasty 
foods. The Talmud (Megillah 7b) brings down a story of 
someone who felt satiated after a meal, but when he was 
subsequently served delicacies, he had no problem 
consuming them, because there is always room for 
delicious food. Therefore, we don’t object/protest one 
who diets even when they suffer from hunger. 
 Please consult a Rav for all final rulings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HALACHIC QUESTION OF THE WEEK PORTION INSIGHTS – REGARDING SPIRITUAL SELF-SACRIFICE 

BY RABBI M.D WEISS 

 One time, Rabbi Yisrael Salanter, O”BM, was staying in one of the 
homes he visited during his travels around Europe. According to the Sages, 
washing hands with a lot of water in the performance of a Mitzvah is rewarded 
by wealth, and the host wanted Rabbi Salanter to feel free to use as much water 
as he liked. He informed Rabbi Salanter that he had just hired a young Jewish 
girl to help with the heavy work in the kitchen and that more than enough water 
is available for all their needs.      
 Rabbi Salanter, however, declined the offer. He did not care to enrich 
himself, he said, at the expense of the back-breaking labors of the poor Jewish 
orphan girl who worked in the kitchen and used the minimum amount of water. 
(Story from the Talelei Oros).     
 Comment: When serving the guests, Avraham Avinu asked for “a 
little water to be brought” (Bereishis 18:4). The Nachal Eliyahu explains that 
since a servant was bringing water, Avraham didn’t want to over-work him. 
 This is another area when one should put another’s wellbeing over 
their own spiritual benefit. Let us keep this message in mind when we make 
requests or demands of our hired help, especially - but not only - if the help is 
Jewish. It’s sometimes simply better to do without.  

 

SHORT AND SWEET OF THE WEEK 

 

Editor’s Note: Those wishing to place ads (for their products or 
services) in Torah Sweets for a very affordable introductory price 
should get in touch with us soon, as space is running out! We have 
been asked by some readers about the Halachic permissibility of 
running ads when Torah Sweets is read on Shabbos. The advice 
our Posek gave us is to, a) not to read the Torah Sweets on 
Shabbos, or b) not to look at the advertisement until after Shabbos.  


