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THE LIGHTNESS, AND THE HEAVINESS, OF THE SPIRIT 
Yerucham Reich - This is a Reprint

Parashas Va’era  depicts events quite early in Moshe’s 
career; in it a startling pattern is set,  which Moshe 

perhaps gets used to, but does not seem to get over. And who 
can blame him?

God sends him to B’nei Yisrael with a message, a promise 
of redemption couched in the most sweeping, glorious and 
exalted terms. But do they listen? No.  אליו  There .ולא שמעו 
is no comment on what his reaction was. We know from 
his dialogue with God at the Burning Bush that he doubted 
their worthiness for miracles to be performed on their behalf 
(see Rashi on  ממצרים ישראל  בני  את  אוציא   .(Sh’mos 3:11  וכי 
However disappointed he must have been, one suspects that 
it was fairly benign, because later on, in the midbar, he does 
react forcefully, presumably because of higher expectations, 
and we do know about it. 

But when he reacts forcefully, while he might in fact be 
angry with them, his forceful action is typically to pray for 
them, begging God, insisting of God, for their forgiveness, to 
save their apparently ungrateful selves. Is that what happened 
here? Was this the opening act in a play that was to be become 
a repertory? And why was Moshe so understanding? 

Once before, upon his initial presentation to the Jews when 
he arrives from Midian, the Torah tells us that they believed 
him: The people believed; they heard that God remembered 
and designated Israel for redemption, that He saw their 
oppression, and they bowed and prostrated themselves (before 
God).  (Sh’mos 4:31)

This is now the second time Moshe comes to announce 
to the Jews their impending deliverance. Their reaction 
was different this time. What changed now? Further, asks 
the Mechilta, is there a person who hears very good news, 
especially news of his impending freedom from slavery, and 
is not happy?  You won the jillion dollar lottery and you’re 
miserable to learn of it? Not likely. Why were they happy the 
first time, and not now, especially with all the lofty promises 
of Divine blessing? 

So let’s compare the two messages. In the first, Moshe 
tells them that the time for redemption has arrived. He spoke 
the “code words”, that first Yaakov, then Yosef told them the 
redeemer would use to signal the redemption, pakod yifkod, 
that the most senior elders knew of and awaited. So they knew 
that Moshe was the true redeemer, and that they were, at long 
last, to be freed from their bondage. They were told nothing of 
any expectations of them. And so they were happy.

Now comes Moshe with a beautiful message from God, 
that He has heard their groans, He has seen their bitter labor, 
that He remembers His covenant with their forefathers, that 

He will take them out (והוצאתי) from their state of suffering, 
that He will save them (והצלתי) from their backbreaking labor, 
that he redeem them (וגאלתי) with an outstretched arm and 
with great signs, that He will take them (ולקחתי) to be His, that 
He will be their exclusive God, and they will know that He, 
The Ribbono Shel Olam, is their Redeemer from Egypt. And 
He will bring them to the land which He has given them as 
their eternal inheritance, the Land of Israel. 

Sounds wonderful! Except remember where they have 
been for over two hundred years, what life was like for them, 
and how much of Egypt had already rubbed off on them. 
Yes, they retained their Jewish identity (clothing, language, 
names), but, well, some behavior patterns learned from the 
Egyptians that they enjoyed they would now have to give up, 
and they weren’t ready for that.

God wanted an exclusive (no avoda zara!), but they were 
reluctant. God demanded chastity, but they were reluctant. Of 
course they wanted to be free, and of course they wanted to be 
good Jews.... but not quite yet.  

They did not listen to Moshe, the Torah says, רוח  מקצר 
קשה  Mikotzer ruach umeavodah kashah. Usually .ומעבודה 
understood to mean, essentially, from shortness of breath, 
of spirit, due to their terribly hard labor. The Midrash ( 
Sh’mos Raba 5) offers a twist: It was kasheh, hard for them to 
undertake God’s mandate that Moshe brought them, mikotzer 
ruach, for lack of the proper spirit. They were still too tied in 
with the avoda zara and the fleshpots of Egypt. They weren’t 
quite ready to give that up.

They were contaminated. And God, in His mercy, seeing 
that it would only get worse, brought them out before they 
were altogether gone. 

People do resolve to do good, to be good, to reform, to 
quit their bad habits ...... tomorrow. (Like that diet and exercise 
program we’re going to start, any day now.)

Moshe, it would appear, understood this, even as he 
was undoubtedly repelled by it. Ever their loyal defender, 
he forged ahead, under God’s direction, with the process of 
Redemption, hoping, and expecting, that they would wake up 
and fall into line. And he was correct in that assessment. They 
certainly did.

Yet, for the next forty years, and thereafter, some of 
that pattern would reemerge. Human nature. Even for the 
generation that proclaimed at Sinai, na’aseh v’nishma.

L’havdil, one of the great formative thinkers of another 
religion, in describing his progress from pagan to saint, 
famously describes his early prayers, which reflected his 
mindset and readiness for reform at that early stage: “Grant 
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me chastity and continence”, he prayed, “but not yet.” He 
was too busy enjoying certain aspects of his old life. That is 
human nature. 

There were many prophets in ancient Israel, probably in 
the thousands, but we know of only a few. We know nothing 
of all those other prophecies. There were many occurrences in 
the lives of the Avos, but we know of only those few recounted 
in the Torah. What is preserved for us and transmitted to us is 
that which is necessary l’doros, what all generations of Jews 
until the end of time need to know in order to fulfill our role 
and our mission in the world. 

Sometimes there is information about great people that 
is less than complimentary, but the Torah and the Navi spell 
it out because we need to know, that we may understand. 
Sometimes there is such information that is not spelled out, 
but quietly known to masters of the mesorah. And when one 
of them does spell it out, makes it public, as it were, he may 
well be chastised by his colleagues for needlessly publicizing 
that which the Torah clearly “chose” to keep hidden.

Why do we need to know that Bnei Yisrael in Egypt were 
contaminated by Avoda Zara, to the point that even when told 
by the one whom they already acknowledged had been sent 
by the God of their fathers to redeem them, they still held 
back, reluctant to give up what they knew was avoda zara? 

Because, I submit, in this we recognize a key element in 
human nature that we also recognize is within ourselves. It 
is the inner demon we each struggle with, at whatever level 
we are, in the ongoing battle to bring ourselves from where 
we are to where we need to be. And importantly, perhaps 
most importantly, it sensitizes us to that very struggle within 
those around us, a struggle that may be more difficult, more 
demanding, more of a test, than our own. 

It is a struggle that, we are taught, Moshe Rabbeinu 
himself went through before he perfected himself to the point 
that he indeed became Moshe Rabbeinu. It is no surprise at all 
that he must have understood, and even tolerated, at that point, 
the process, the struggle, of purification, that Bnei Yisrael had 
to go through.  

It is a struggle that God, and our Chachamim, want us to 
know about, that it is inherent to the human condition, and 
that the same Creator who made us that way, also created 
within us the power and the ability to win that struggle. The 
will to do so is up to us. 

We sometimes read biographies of great men who 
seem to have lived, as the book reads, in a phantasy world 
of improbable perfection, seemingly from the moment of 
conception, divorced from the reality of human nature. It 

makes the rest of us feel that that kind of  achievement is 
utterly beyond the reach of us mere mortals, who live in the 
real world, and there’s no point in even trying. Some years 
ago a biography appeared about one of the great chachamim 
of 19th century Europe that depicted him, especially early in 
life, as a real person, with real struggles, who overcame and 
who excelled. There were those who lambasted the book for 
that reason. I believe they did no one a service in doing so. 

Ironically, even paradoxically, the very fact of the Jews’ 
kotzer ruach, their spiritual decline, served to hasten their 
departure from Egypt. God would not allow them to fall 
any lower. He had to get them out of there before they were 
beyond redemption. And the severity of their servitude, four 
hundred years worth of slave labor crammed into 210, but 
actually 86 brutal years, fulfilled their “sentence”, their quota 
of misery, ahead of schedule. 

It was by God’s mercy, His lovingkindness coupled 
with His commitment to the Avos, that our forefathers were 
snatched out of Egypt before it was too late. And even so, even 
though we needed to be snatched out in a hurry because of our 
state of kotzer ruach, God also knew whom, and what, He was 
dealing with, the children and the heirs of Avraham,Yitzchak 
and Yaakov, Sarah, Rivka, Rachel and Leah. By the time the 
Redemption came, they were the Dor De’ah that merited 
witnessing, and benefitting from, all those miracles in Egypt, 
at the Yam Suf, at Sinai, and in the wilderness. The soaring, 
sweeping language of redemption promised in the opening 
lines of Parashas Va’era, in the end, reflected their true legacy.

And Moshe Rabbeinu, the raya m’hemna, the patient, 
loving shepherd, as unique and giving a leader as there ever 
was, helped bring them from kotzer ruach in Egypt, to na’aseh 
v’nishma at Sinai.

Yerucham Baruch Reich
Parashas Va’era 5775
Yerushalayim Ir Hakodesh
on a blustery, rainy, dreamy day

Yerucham Reich
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The story is told of a gathering of Chassidic Rebbes where 
each of the Rebbes had a moment to regale the crowd 

with stories of the intellect, scholarship and prominence of 
their respective fathers, their immediate predecessors, the 
previous Rebbes of their chasidus. One of the great Rebbes 
present at this auspicious gathering was Reb Yechiel Meir of 
Ostrov, who came from a much more humble background. 
His father had only been a simple baker. When his turn came 
to speak, the other Rebbes were prepared to excuse him from 
speaking, sensing and perhaps knowingly projecting to all 
the other Rebbes, that there could be nothing of value to be 
learned from a baker. 

But the Ostrovtzer Rebbe proudly said: “My father taught 
me a great lesson about the service of G-d and man. He 
always said that when you want to bake good bread, you have 
to make the oven extremely hot with a great and mighty flame. 
From my father I learned that G-d also has to be served with a 
great flame and enormous fervor. He also taught me that fresh 
black bread is better than an old and stale challah.”1

While some might believe that just being born into just 
the right family, the right conditions or the right surroundings 
are the cornerstones needed in order to succeed in life, and 
specifically a Jewish life, there are the many who have blazed 
their own path, those who created a new line of lineage, 
those who formed, fashioned and generated a pride and an 
inspiration for all Yidden. The Ostrivtza Rebbe was one of 
those who did.

This week’s Parsha starts with a conversation between 
Hashem and Moshe. In short, the dialogue is one in which 
Hashem responds to Moshe‘s complaint that his being sent to 
rescue the Jews was not only in vain but it had made things 
worse for them. Hashem rebukes Moshe and compares him 
unfavorably with the Avos, the Patriarchs, Avraham Yitzchak 
and Yaakov. Whereas, they maintained their faith without 
complaint, even though they were not privileged to see the 
fulfillment of Hashem’s promise to them, Moshe did not seem 
to have that high level of faith. 

As Hashem begins to speak to Moshe, the pasuk says- 
V’aira el Avraham, el Yitzchak, V’el Yaakov- I appeared 
to Avraham, to Isaac and to Jacob.  Whereupon, Rashi tells 
us something very strange. He writes that if you wanted to 
know who Hashem appeared to it was “el Ha’avos”- To the 
patriarchs.  That is to whom Hashem appeared to, spoke to, 
and had a dialogue with.  

What is Rashi adding? The Torah had just told us that 
Hashem appeared to them. The Torah even names each one 
of the patriarchs. So what is Rashi adding, if anything at all?

The Pardeis Yosef explains this Rashi in a beautiful 
manner.

There is a letter in the Responsa of the Panim Meiros 
(siman 39) which asks a question that I am sure everyone 
has asked at one point in our lives. We daven the Shemoneh 
Esrei three times every day. In the very first Beracha of this 
silent prayer we say the following- Elokei Avraham, Elokei 
Yitzchok, V’elokei Yaakov. - The God of Avraham, the God 
of Yitzchak and the God of Yaakov. Why, asks the Panim 
Meiros, does it say Elokai- God, three separate times, one 
time corresponding to each one of the Avos?  Wouldn’t it have 
been enough to say that we are praying to Elokai Avraham, 
Yitzchak, V’ Yaakov- to the God of Avraham, Yitzchak and 
Yaakov? Why is the name of Hashem connected to each of 
the Avos?

The Panim Meiros delivers a powerful answer. Judaism, 
Torah, and the chain of tradition is something that is supposed 
to be given over from one generation to another. It is vitally 
important to educate each generation in Torah, Halacha and 
Yahadus. Yet, the Panim Meiros writes, the way a previous 
generation experienced their connection with Hashem does not 
necessarily translate in the same way for the next generation. 
Each generation needs to connect with Hashem and fulfill our 
eternal, timeless and ageless Torah in a manner which ensures 
that we stay connected, stay united and continue the tradition 
for generations to come.   

Avraham Avinu was the first one of the avos to recognize 
Hashem. He brought monotheism into a confused world. 
Yitzchok Avinu did not only rely on his father’s determination 
and discovering of Hashem. He did not rest on his laurels to 
just bask in Avraham’s sagacity.  He furthered the cause, he 
connected in his own way, he built on the past generation, he 
strengthened it, and then it was on to Yaakov. Each one of 
the Avos had a different strength to complement the previous 
generation and each brought something important and 
imperative to our nation. 

In a sense, the strength of each one of the Avos was their 
personal and unique relationship with Hashem. Thus the 
wording of our prayer- Elokei Avraham, Elokei Yitzchok, 
V’elokei Yaakov. 

Similarly, writes the Pardeis Yosef, in our Parsha the Torah 
could have just told us that - Ve’aira el Avraham, Yitzchak, V’ 
Yaakov. Yet, The Torah separates each of the Avos- V’aira el 
Avraham, el Yitzchak, V’el Yaakov- I appeared to Avraham, 
to Isaac and to Jacob. 

Why?
Rashi comes to tell us that is was because they were the 

THE OVSTRAVTZA REBBE’S FRESH BREAD
R’ Akiva Eisenstadt  Rosh Kollel
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Avos- They forged ahead, they created a path for yiddishkeit, 
and they built. They were the Avos- They were not interested in 
just being children of the previous generations but they raised 
the standard so that they could understand, see, comprehend, 
and appreciate the Ribbono shel Olam. Each one was truly a 
founding father of Klal Yisroel.

The truth is that this doesn’t only apply to the founding 
fathers of our nation but it also applies to each and every 
person on his personal level.

Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein brings a Rambam in need of an 
explanation. The Rambam in Hilchos Teshuva (5, 2) writes 
that every person has the innate ability to be as righteous as 
Moshe Rabbeinu. The question is obvious- How in the world 
can anyone measure up to Moshe. He was the father of all 
prophets. He gave us the Torah. He led us as no one else 
could. So, how could anyone ever try to attain the stature of 
Moshe Rabbeinu?

He then points to yet another interesting Rashi. Rashi (6, 
26) points out that when the Torah tells us about Moshe and 
his brother Aharon, there are times that Moshe is listed first 
and sometimes Aharon is placed first. Why the switch?  Rashi 
explains that the Torah is conveying that that were identical in 
stature and that they were both equally important 

How could they be considered equals? Moshe was the 
leader who had a far greater impact on our nation. Granted, 
Aharon was a prophet, he was the Kohen gadol. He was an 
irreplaceable part of our history. But how can we say that they 
were equal? 

Rav Moshe Feinstein answers that each person has their 
own mission in life. Each person has a goal to fulfill. Aharon 
met Hashem’s expectation in everything he was supposed to 
do. His potential was actualized in a way that left no stone 
unturned. 

It was in this respect that they were equal and it is in this 
facet that the Rambam writes that anyone can be as righteous 
as Moshe Rabbeinu. Everyone is different and we all have our 
own missions in life. No two people are equal yet we are all 
able to cross the finish line with a perfect score. 

 It is up to us to use the gifts that God has given us and 
forge on own individual and familial path to further, strengthen 
and enhance our Torah heritage.  

FOOTNOTES
1. Rabbi Berel Wein on Pirkei Avos. 

R’ Akiva Eisenstadt

R’ Rafi Mollot
60 SECONDS OF TORAH: VAERA -- THE NAME OF EMPATHY

“These are the heads of their fathers’ houses: the sons 
of Reuven… And these are the names of the sons of 

Levi… Ger’shon and Kehath and Merari.” (Shemos 6:14-16) 
Why does the Torah emphasize that “these are the names 

of the sons of Levi,” rather than just telling us, “these are the 
sons of Levi,” and listing the names, like the other tribes? 
We know that these are their names, so why the emphasis? 
Among all the tribes of Israel, only the tribe of Levi remained 
free of enslavement in Egypt. But although they remained 
free, they did not elevate themselves above the suffering of 
their brethren, but mourned the plight of their fellow Israelites 
alongside them. To this effect, to carry their brothers’ burden 
upon their own hearts, they imparted names to the members of 
their tribe that expressed the pain of the enslavement of their 
brethren: Ger’shon, from the word ger, or stranger, connoting 

Israel’s unwelcome status in Egypt; Kehath, meaning to “set 
on edge,” as the lives of their kinsmen in Egypt hung on the 
edge of oblivion; and of course, Merari, from mar, “bitter,” 
as the Egyptians embittered the lives of the Israelites through 
the torment of slavery. Therefore the Torah acknowledges the 
nobility of Levi in not turning away from their brothers’ pain. 
So too, we must learn this lesson, sensitize ourselves to the 
pain of others, and share in their pain. Through this empathy, 
by sharing the burden of others, we can hopefully do at least 
a small part to relieve the pain of others. Through prayer, 
meditation and action, may we merit ultimately to eliminate 
the world of its pain, and take part in the transformation of our 
world to one of joy for all mankind.

Based on Shla”h, Parshas VaEra
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HALACHIC PERSPECTIVES: MAGIC TRICKS IN HALACHAH
R’ Heshy Kahan|Chaver HaKollel

Q: How strong does Hakadosh Baruch Hu feel about those 
who engage in sorcery or black magic?

A: One can note from the tone of the pasuk just how dangerous 
Hashem views a sorceress to be, as:

	the posuk1 states a very simple three words, 
machshaifah lo s’chayeh/you shall not permit a 
sorceress to live

	the Ramban2 explains that this terminology is a lot 
stronger then the usual scripted death penalty as this 
term is only reserved for things that are enticing and 
corrosive in nature

	sorcery is known as kishuf, which is a contraction of 
“mach’kishin pa’amalya shel ma’aleh/a denial of the 
ways of Shamayim”, something that goes against the 
very fabric of our belief system

	the Chinuch states, the fact that it says “you shall 
not permit the sorceress to live” is an issur that is 
placed on those who live with the sorceress and not 
the sorcerer himself. Meaning that this prohibition is 
not a commandment on them not to engage in black 
magic as much as it’s on us to eradicate them

	the term used to destroy Amalek3 is similar to this 
term of not allowing a sorceress to live as the Ba’al 
Haturim4 states that Amalek were all into kishuf as 
they were able to turn themselves into animals hence 
the commandment to destroy the Amaleki animals 
was placed on Saul along with the men and women. 
So too just as one cannot tolerate the very existence 
of Amalek so too should the sorceress be destroyed 
as well

Q: Is this the only prohibition that involves magic?

A: As is clear from the above mentioned posuk, it is only 
applicable to those using the forces of impurity to create 
black magic and bring something into existence that wasn’t 
there before. However if someone is merely going to create 
an illusion that makes something seem to appear even if it is 
in actuality not, then he would be transgressing an entirely 
different prohibition of lo s’oneinu/don’t believe in good 
signs or luck.

Q: What would be included in the transgression of lo 
s’oneinu?

A: The Mishnah5 states that one who actually performs an act 
of sorcery such as magically gathering the vegetables off a 
bush without actually removing them is liable to be stoned 
as that is pure sorcery but if one were to merely make it look 
like he removed these vegetables he would not incur the 
death penalty of a sorceress but would be transgressing the 
prohibition of lo s’oneinu. 

Q: Would there be any halachic concerns if someone is not 
performing any black magic/kishuf, nor is he creating an 
illusion but he is acting with a quick sleight of hand that 
the audience does not realize?

A: As far as dealing with sleight of hand there are many 
poskim who hold that this too would be included in lo 
s’oneinu. Specifically the:

	Rambam6

	Bach

	Sefer Hamitzvos

	Yad Hak’tana

	Chinuch7

	Teshuvas HaRama

	Shach8

	Chachmas Adam9

all hold that even regular tricks that are barren of any kishuf or 
illusion but are only reliant on slight of hand is still prohibited 
and is included in the issur. 

Q: If this is so, then how would it be permitted for any 
magician to ever perform any tricks for a live audience?

A: In a novel teshuva R’ Moshe Feinstein zt”l10 discusses the 
concept of having a magician perform. In deference to all the 
other poskim who include sleight of hand in the issur of lo 
s’oneinu, R’ Moshe is a little cautious to give a carte blanche 
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R’ Heshy Kahan

of quick hands.13

Q: Is there any issue with hypnosis?

A: This mode of entertainment seems to be permitted by most 
poskim as this as well is using a natural means of personal 
talent and not any form of magic.14 What is mentioned is that 
if the hypnotist is of ill repute and makes the volunteer do or 
say inappropriate things then one should not engage in this 
activity. Similarly if there is no real need for it then one should 
refrain from engaging in such forms of entertainment. The 
poskim15 compare it to eating in the street that is prohibited 
because it is unfitting of human dignity to chomp in public 
like a member of the canine species, so too putting oneself 
in a public forum which may lead one to appear in an 
embarrassing or disgraceful pose should not be done. If for 
healing properties such as:

•	 quitting smoking

•	 curtailing unhealthy eating habits

•	 aiding in constant forgetfulness 

then one may use hypnosis without any inhibition.

Q: Should one explain these concepts to his child after a 
magic show performance or should he allow his child to 
enjoy the fantastical world of magic and all the creative 
thinking that comes along with it?

A: Although there is definitely a place for mofsim and 
miracles that are sewn into the fabric of our history one should 
be careful when offering a child different concepts that may 
bring on unnecessary doubt as to where all the real power 
comes from. As R’ Moshe zt”l wrote in that same teshuva, 
“if the children start thinking that the performer is larger 
then life and some sort of miracle maker then that too should 
be discouraged”. It may be worthy to challenge traditional 
childhood fantasy based on “magical” concepts and possibly 
eliminating exposure to:

	the tooth fairy

	Santa clause

	Harry Potter

heter to allow it however he does bring down some room to be 
lenient. If the trick is done in a fashion of which it is obvious 
that it is not some magical illusion but rather a natural talent 
of quick hands then it may be permitted. 

Q: If so many earlier poskim prohibited even sleight of 
hand where would R’ Moshe abstract proof to allow one 
to do tricks in a natural way?

A: R’ Moshe zt”l brings down the event of Yakov Avinu’s 
burial that is explained in Soteh.11 As the story unfolded the 
shevatim came to bury their father and were impeded by his 
evil brother Eisav who demanded that they show a deed of 
purchase. The issue arose that while they had the contract, it 
was unfortunately sitting in the neighboring country of Egypt. 
Upon some deliberation it was decided that the only way to 
procure the deed quickly enough to satisfy Eisav would be 
to send Naftali. So it was that they sent Naftali to quickly 
run back. Asks R’ Moshe, if using one’s natural talent to do 
something that is otherwise impossible for others to do is 
prohibited because of lo s’oneinu then how would Naftali 
have been permitted to run back? It must be that natural talent 
is permitted to be used. 

Q: Are there any other proofs to allow contemporary 
magic tricks?

A: Going on the same idea one can note from Shimshon 
Hagibor who singlehandedly took down the whole Colosseum 
because of his unparalleled strength. If using his natural 
strength would have been prohibited he never would have used 
it then or throughout his life. Must be if it can be contributed 
to physical capabilities then it is not lo s’oneinu, and these 
tricks should be permitted.

Q: Are there any conditions that should be adhered to 
when performing these tricks?

A: R’ Moshe states that the only way to have this done in 
a natural way is to explain beforehand that  no magic nor 
illusions are being used in the performance of any prospective 
tricks. If the audience realizes beforehand that no real illusion 
is taking place then it would be placed under the category 
of natural talent and would be permitted.12 Ideally the tricks 
should be explained afterward to visually enhance the 
disclaimer made prior to the show as then we can be assured 
that no real illusion is taking place and only a manifestation 
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R’ Heshy Kahan

FOOTNOTES

1. Mishpatim 22:17
2. Ibid.
3. See Shmuel Aleph 15:3
4. Ibid d”h lo s’chaya
5. Sanhedrin 67a
6. Hilchos Avodah Zara 11:9
7. 250
8. Y.D. 179:17
9. This was written in response to the practice of having bad-

chanim at weddings perform magic tricks for the kehilla
10. Igros Moshe Y.D. 4:13
11. 13a
12. Igros Moshe Ibid
13. This is somewhat complicated as there is an unwritten “rule” 

that all magicians live by and that is not to reveal a trick under 
any circumstance. This is very relevant to various card tricks 
such as Svengali, the invisible deck, vanished and gone and the 
levitating card, all of which are decks that have doctored cards 
that allow the effect.

14. See Igros Moshe Y.D. 2:29
15. Igros Moshe Y.D. 3:44 

WEEKLY INSIGHTS
R’ Aharon Finkelstein  Chaver HaKollel

What image comes to your mind when you think of a 
terrorist?

Do you envision men with evil faces, hardened hearts, 
and callous eyes? Are they strapped with guns, rifles, bombs 
and explosives?

These men may not always make their faces known, but 
the havoc and destruction they cause is publicized via the mass 
media. It’s the talk by the water cooler, the conversations at 
gatherings, and what holds dominion over everyone’s thoughts. 
The plane bombings, bus bombings, marketplace explosions, 
suddenly materialize during the routine and ordinary. These 
are men that have an agenda, they will stop at nothing to see 
the fruition of their cause, attacking and murdering the enemy 
and the innocent, in order to intimidate and gain the result 
there after.

Let us probe the ones being intimidated. What is the 
greatest power that the terrorist yields over them?

Terrorism is based on people’s psychological reaction 
to a set of extreme events. People begin to grow paranoid, 
becoming subjugated and imprisoned mentally, not being able 
to see anything other than an unforeseen impeding disaster 
that can happen at any moment.

It is our inability to view events through a rational scope 
that gives power to those that threaten us. They take away our 
ability to think. We begin to live in fear. We fear concentrated 
gatherings of people; we view the typical aspects of our day 
with a suspicious eye, and our imagination brings us to a 
conclusion of looming doom.

Causing a loss of mental perspective and a heightened 
sense of despair is the consequence of the terrorist upon those 
he terrorizes – and Pharaoh knew this.

The Ramchal (1707-1746) conveys in his Mesillat 
Yesharim that the evil inclination relentlessly labors to 
overwhelm the hearts of the Jewish people, giving them no 

	the “boogy” man etc.

as none of these or similar ideas leaves the child feeling 
safe and understanding of natural talent but rather quite the 
contrary.

As the Brisker Rav told his son when they were walking past 
scores of armed Nazi soldiers and constantly repeating the 
words “ain od milvado/there is nothing that exists beyond 
God’s power”, that as long as they understood and lived with 
that concept then they would not be discovered ...and they 
miraculously weren’t even noticed as they continued walking 
right under the noses of the SS officers themselves. As the 
only true force of power, any power...is the one above.
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moment to think and contemplate the path they are on. He 
states that this is exactly the stratagem employed by the evil 
Pharaoh, who terrorized his Jewish subjects by stating, “The 
work shall be made harder for the men, so that they shall be 
busy doing it and not have time to discuss other matters” 
(Shemot 5:9).

What was Pharaoh’s intent?
His intent was not only to deny them any break from their 

work, but also to prevent them any reflection on life and the 
world around them by subjugating them to ceaseless toil. 
He wanted for the backbreaking labor and the oppression to 
paralyze the minds of the Jews with trepidation.

We see this in this week’s perasha when Moshe attempts 
to convey to the Jewish people that the salvation is imminent, 
yet we find that they were not able to hear him. The reason was 
because they had shortness of breath from the overpowering 
hard work (Shemot 6:9). This is what Pharaoh wanted, he 
wanted the enslavement to be so severe that they could not 
pay attention to anything else, they could not even hear the 
words of Moshe Rabbeinu, they could not even think. They 
did not have a proper mental perspective and were trapped by 
their despair of the enslavement.

So why is this so interesting?
The Talmud (Sotah 8b, 9b) discusses the concept of midah 

k’neged mida which means measure for measure. When 
someone commits a wrong, Hashem exacts a punishment 
upon him befitting the crime.

The Netziv (1817-1893) explains that the plagues came 
upon the Egyptians in an incessant and relentless way. It 
overwhelmed Pharaoh, giving him limited ability to consider 
what to do because he was so enveloped and engulfed by the 
interminable destructive forces coming upon him and his 
country. Just as Pharaoh did not give the Jewish people the 
ability to think with harsh crushing labor, so too here, Hashem 
visited the plagues unto Egypt in a way that gave Pharaoh and 
the Egyptians no ability to think, disarming and destabilizing 
the country, putting them in a state of disarray. They had no 
ability even to retaliate against the Jews, since they did not 
have any respite due to the onslaught of punishment. The 
same way they made the Jewish people short of breath, they 
themselves had no second to breathe. The onslaught of the 
plagues brought about Pharaoh’s loss of mental perspective 
and a feeling of despair.

Rabbi Avraham Steinberg Shlitah continues this thought 
further by discussing another aspect of the events. He notes 
the Rambam (1135-1204) who elucidates for us the concepts 
related to free will (Laws of Teshuvah, Chapter 5) and his 

understanding that there are certain places in the Torah where 
one can lose his free will. One such place is Pharaoh, where 
Hashem states that He will Harden his heart. The famous 
question on this is if Pharaoh was not in control of his own 
mental faculties, how could he possibly be punished for its 
results?

The Rambam states that there are certain people whose 
sins are so great that their punishment warrants the loss of 
their free will, a loss of their ability to use their minds. Again 
we find that Hashem brought about justice unto Pharaoh by 
causing him to lose his ability think for himself. This was 
retribution for the harsh labors of enslavement intended to 
prevent the Jewish people to think for themselves. He brought 
about events that caused the Jewish people to despair without 
any ability to control the events around them, so he was forced 
into a situation of despair with no ability to control the events 
around him.

In our lives we may face situations, both physically and 
spiritually, that can inundate our senses. They can act like 
terrorists causing us to feel trapped and enslaved by the 
events with no ability to view circumstances with a logical 
eye. We must remember that Hashem’s greatest gift to us is 
our sensibility and ability of reason. In our hectic and rushed 
paced lives, we must do all that we can not to become so 
overwhelmed that we cannot think. We must preserve the gift 
of our minds, never losing touch with the Creator that has 
given it to us. 
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PARSHAS VA’AIRA: THE WORD OF HASHEM
R’ Boruch Yechiel Schreiber

In this week’s Parsha, Moshe Rabbeinu uses a Kal 
Vichomer, when speaking to Hashem. A kal vachomer is 

a fortiori argument; if a rule applies in a stringent and more 
difficult situation, it should surely apply in a lenient and more 
simple case. 

Moshe Rabeinu reasoned with Hashem; “Behold, the Jews 
didn’t listen to me, so how can You expect Pharaoh to listen, 
and I am heavy-lipped (meaning he had a speech defect)?” 
(Sh’mos 6:12) 

Rashi comments that this is one of ten kal vachomer’s 
mentioned in the Torah. 

The Rishonim are troubled by this Kal Vichomer.  A Kal 
Vichomer can only stand up, if indeed the argument is fool-
proof. However in this instance the Torah clearly states a 
reason why Klal Yisroel did not heed the words of Moshe. 
“Vilo shamu el Moshe mikotzer ruach umeavodah kasha” they 
didn’t listen to the words of Moshe because of their shortness 
of breath and difficult labor. In other words, Klal Yisroel under 
normal circumstances would have welcomed Moshe’s words, 
revealing the good news that they were to be redeemed. 
But due to the unbearable circumstances they were in, they 
couldn’t allow themselves to listen or believe anything. The 
same couldn’t be said about Pharaoh. If so, what was Moshe 
saying to Hashem? Understandably Klal Yisroel didn’t listen, 
but surely Hashem could expect Pharaoh to listen?

Furthermore, why was it important for Moshe to add the 
fact that he had a speech defect. His argument was based on 
the fact that since  Klal Yisroel didn’t listen to him, how can 
he expect Pharaoh to. Is it important at this time to mention 
his speech deficiency? 

Perhaps we can explain the reasoning of Moshe’s argument, 
by better understanding Moshe Rabeinu’s role and position in 
being the redeemer of Klal Yisroel. The Torah tells us that 
Moshe Rabeinu had a speech defect. The Drashos Haran 
explains that this was a calculated part of the redemption 
process. Hashem spoke to Klal Yisroel through Moshe, as 
chazal tell us, shechina midaberes mitoch grono – Hashem 
spoke through the throat of Moshe. If Moshe would have 
been a good speaker with exceptional orator skills, people 
may have become swayed due to external and superficial 
strappings. They would have missed the power and truth of 
the words themselves. The words of Hashem don’t need to be 
marketed or dressed up to make the sale. The words are Emes 
and truth carries itself. Therefore the leader of Klal Yisroel 
who redeemed them and took them out of Mitzrayim, had a 
speech defect so as to prevent anyone from being persuaded 
by any outside factor other than the words of Hashem alone. 

In a similar vein we can explain why the Torah doesn’t 
mention explicitly Moshe’s Yichus. In last week’s parsha it 
says (Sh’mos 2:1)  “Vayeilech Ish mebais levi vayikach Es bas 
levi” a man from the house of levi took the daughter of levi, 
and they had a child. Why doesn’t the Torah mention Moshe’s 
parents by name? They were certainly worthy of mention. 
Amram, Moshe’s father, was the Godol Hador. Yocheved the 
daughter of Levi was of the most righteous women of the 
time. Here again, it is possible the Torah avoids mentioning 
Moshe’s unbelievable yichus, so as not to distract attention 
from the words of Hashem. Were the Torah to mention who 
Moshe was, and his impressive lineage, people may have 
become enchanted by his background and lose sight of the 
holiness of Hashem’s word emanating from Moshe’s throat.  

With this we can better understand this Kal Vichomer 
argument. It is true that when one is under duress and in a 
difficult situation they will have a difficult time believing 
what is told to him – even if it good news. But that is only 
when the words are coming from a human being of flesh and 
bones. But when Moshe spoke, the words stemming from his 
mouth were the pure words of Hashem. The words of Hashem 
should penetrate directly into a person’s heart and should not 
be affected by circumstances. Now we can understand why 
Moshe mentioned his speech defect. This is what Moshe 
was saying to Hashem: “ I have a speech defect, and like 
the Drashos haran explains, my power is obviously not in 
the delivery of my words but rather the actual truth of the 
words themselves. Therefore if my words didn’t penetrate the 
Yidden, it must be because the time is not ripe. Otherwise, the 
difficult circumstances they found themselves in, should not 
be a factor in their ignoring the true word of Hashem. If so 
Pharaoh definitely won’t listen to me.”

Moshe reasoned that Klal Yisroel’s difficult situation 
should not have had any effect on accepting the pure words of 
Hashem. Perhaps, although Moshe is right, the Torah reveals 
to us that the yidden didn’t even “hear” the words of Moshe 
altogether. The difficult situation they were in prevented 
them from even hearing the words Moshe was saying. Had 
they heard the words, of course the true and holy words of 
Hashem would have penetrated their being and they would 
have accepted them.

The Gemora tells us that in every generation the leaders 
are to be accepted and heeded like Moshe in his time. The 
words of our leaders aren’t merely their own, but rather are 
“divrei Elokim chaim” , the words of Hashem. They should 
penetrate our being and wake us up to listen and heed their 
call. 
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PARSHAS VA’EIRA
Rabbi Avraham Greenwald

The first makkah strikes Mitzrayim as Pharoh stands at the 
Nile. The Torah records his reaction: And Pharoh turned 

and went to his home and did not take this to heart. Meshech 
Chochma tells us a tremendous chidush. The pasuk is telling 
us why he did not take this to heart. It was because he went 
to his home and found that his home was blood free! While 
every Mitzri was scrambling for water, he had clean water in 
his home. Upon seeing this, he felt untouchable and did not 
take the makkah to heart. R’ Meir Simcha goes on to explain 
why Pharoh’s home was blood-free. Chazal tell us that the 
Yidden became rich from makkas dam. The only way the 
Mitzriim were able to have water was by paying a fortune for 
it. But Pharoh had already paid his dues. He had brought up 
Moshe as a prince in his palace. He did not have to pay more 
for his water now; water was due to him. 

The precision here is amazing! Hashem determined that 
a makkah must be brought and that everyone must pay for 
water. But 60 years ago, Pharoh had brought up Moshe in 
his palace, and now Hashem repays him with a blood-free 
home! But instead of thinking things through and perhaps 
concluding that this is why he has a blood-free home, or at 
least thanking Hashem for it, Pharoh is arrogant and thinks he 
is above punishment. He feels that the makkos cannot affect 
him, and, therefore, he does not take it to heart.

The following, based on Imrei Emes [cited by Darash 
Mordechai], is a beautiful insight on the topic of the Jewish 

people becoming wealthy through makkas dam. Certainly 
the Yidden gained much material wealth from this makkah. 
Supply and demand dictates this. But they gained something 
even greater. The Yidden, in general, were on a very 
low level. Though they had remained somewhat separate from 
the Egyptians, they had adopted the Egyptian culture - these 
are idol worshippers and these are idol worshippers. Is there 
really a difference between them? Rambam states that the 
foundation built by Avrohom Avinu was almost severed. The 
Yidden themselves perhaps felt this way. They themselves 
may have wondered “Why is Hashem redeeming us to accept 
the Torah, to become Hashem’s chosen nation? Are we really 
special?” Makkas Dam taught us that, indeed, we are special. 
This was the first makkah, and through it we saw that Hashem 
took a real interest in us. The Egyptians had blood and we 
miraculously had water to drink - and to sell. This got us 
thinking. “Wow, it looks like we really are special; we are 
different; we are still connected to the Avos.” There may be 
grime covering it all, but underneath it all is great potential. 
This knowledge was uplifting and gave us what to strive for. 
We were not like the Egyptians. We are a nation of kings and 
we must live up to that calling. This was the great wealth they 
gained. Chazal tell us “A poor person is only in his lack of 
knowledge.” This new gained information was a tremendous 
treasure. May we all treasure this yediah and live up to our 
calling. 
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Mazal Tov
MazalTov to Yaakov Smith & Miriam  

on their upcoming wedding.  

We welcome them to their new home  

in the Manhattan Beach Community. 


