
The Curse of “I” 
Noach realized who the culprit was, he cursed Cham’s 
child Cana’an with the statement of  “cursed is Canaan.”  

Cham’s despicable act stemmed from a world view that 
was purely selfish. Nothing other than his own desires 
mattered. Someone whose life only consists of himself is 

called an “arur” (cursed). On the other hand, his brother 
Shem was called “baruch” (blessed), because of his sensi-
tivity towards their father’s dignity. The term “baruch” is 
derived from the word “breichah” or stream (Nefesh Ha-
Chaim, sha’ar beis), meaning that a blessed person is one 
who can move beyond his personal needs and make 
room in his life for others. 

 
Thus, we learn that the titles “arur” and “baruch,”  
“cursed” and “blessed,” are not descriptions of a person’s 

commitment to keeping the Torah; rather, these designa-
tions indicate whether or not  a person lives a self-
centered existence. The Yerushalmi is telling us that a 
person who concentrates solely on his own spirituality 

may sometimes forget that it’s not “all about him,” and 
may therefore neglect to use his abilities to strengthen 
others. His life then becomes a very contracted one, and 

he is called “arur.” In contrast, one who strives to help 
others, whether with a warm smile, a kind word, etc.,  
realizes that the ultimate goal is not his own mitzvah ob-
servance, but rather increasing the honor of  Hashem’s 

name in this world. He realizes this goal can be accom-
plished not only through his own deeds, but through 
those of other Jews as well. Through this selflessness, he 

achieves the status of “baruch.” (See Ohr Yechezkel, 
middos page 139.) 
 

On Rosh Hashanah, we ask Hashem for salvation, not for 
our own sake, but for the sake of His honor in the world. 
What better way to show our concern for His honor than 
by striving to do our part to increase His honor. We can 

achieve this aim through our own deeds, and through our 
efforts to help improve the deeds of all Klal Yisroel. 
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I 
n this week’s parshah (chapter 27:4) Moshe Rabbeinu 
instructs the nation that upon entering Eretz Yisroel 

they should proceed to the mountains of Gerizim and 
Aival. There, the men of Shevet Levi will identify those 
actions which cause the doer to be deemed an “arur” or 
“accursed one.”  The Gemara in Sotah 36A says that one 
who performs deeds which are opposite in nature earns 
the title “baruch” or “blessed one.” 
 
The twelfth mitzvah seems very ambiguous. The pasuk 
(26) states: 
 “Accursed is the one who does not uphold this Torah to 

perform them (the mitzvos).” What exactly is this referring 
to? The Ramban offers a number of explanations. Among 
them, he cites a Yerushalmi in Sotah (7:4) which asks, 

“Has the Torah fallen, that it needs to be upheld?” Reb 
Tanchum explains that the phrase refers to one who 
learns, teaches, and performs all (mitzvos in) the Torah 
and has the ability to strengthen others, yet refuses to do 

so. The Torah bestows the title of “arur” (accursed) upon 
such an individual.  The Yerushalmi continues with a state-
ment from Reb Yirmiyah, who says that one who does not 

learn, teach or perform the Torah, and even lacks the abil-
ity to help others, yet still manages to assist them, re-
ceives the title of “baruch” (blessed). 
 

Harav Mordechai Druk zt’l, a noted maggid in 
Yerushalayim, posed two questions on this gemara. One, 
how can one who seemingly keeps the entire Torah be 

classified as an arur? Even more puzzling is the fact that  
one whose observance of the Torah is so lacking can be 
considered a “baruch”  just for helping others. 
 
He explained that in order to understand the implications 
of the terms “arur” and “baruch” we must examine the 
motives of those people who first  received these titles. 

After the mabul (Bereishis, chapter  9:18-27),  Noach 
leaves the ark and his son Cham maims him, preventing 
him from having more children. His motivation was to 

avoid sharing the world with additional  inheritors. When 
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S 
ince the destruction of the Bais Hamikdash, the 
central gathering place for Jews has been the 
Bais Haknesses. Indeed, the Navi Yechezkel as 

explained in Maseches Megilla 29A, refers to a Bais 
Haknesses as a “mikdash me’at,” a minor Bais Hamik-
dash. Many people, however, don’t realize that, like 
all aspects of Jewish life, treatment of a Bais 
Haknesses is regulated by various rules. Internalizing 
the concept that a Bais Haknesses serves as a means 
to connect to the Bais Hamikdash enables us to more 
easily follow the applicable halachos. 
  
Not every place where people gather to daven is clas-
sified as a Bais Haknesses. To achieve this status, a 
building or room must be given to the public to be 
used exclusively for davening or learning. A room 
which is used for an occasional minyan (such as a Fri-
day night minyan or a mincha minyan in a downtown 
office) is not considered a Bais Haknesses. 
  
Actions prohibited in a Bais Haknesses can be grouped 
into three categories. The first category includes ac-
tions which disgrace the place, such as S’chok and 
Kalus Rosh (joking and  frivolity). Actions which ap-
pear to belittle the holiness of a Bais Knesses, such as 
eating, drinking, sleeping, or entering without pur-
pose, comprise the second category of prohibitions. 
The third category involves gatherings for a purpose 
other than davening or Limud Torah, such as assem-
bling for secular classes or eulogies. 
  
Generally speaking, the actions in these categories 
may not be performed in a Bais Knesses. Some poskim 
allow classes to be given in a shul (see Piskei Teshuva 
151: 8). If a large crowd is attending a funeral, eulo-
gies may be delivered in the shul. 

 
One may enter a shul only if his intention is the per-
formance of a mitzvah; a shul should definitely not be 
used as a shortcut. If one must enter solely to sum-
mon somebody, one should stop inside to say Divrei 
Torah, or at least sit down for a few seconds. 
 

Eating and DrinkingEating and DrinkingEating and DrinkingEating and Drinking    
Although one may not eat, drink, or sleep in a Bais 
Knesses, a Talmid Chochom (one who spends his days 
studying Torah) may do so if he has no other place 
available. In addition, anyone who must eat, drink, or 
take a nap in order to continue his studies, may do so 
if leaving will disturb him. 
 

Bais MedrashBais MedrashBais MedrashBais Medrash        
For the most part, all the halachos that apply to a 
Bais Haknesses also apply to a Bais Medrash. There 
are two leniencies regarding a Bais Medrash: 

A Talmid Chochom may treat his Bais Medrash 
like his home because he is there the entire day. 
Therefore it is permitted to eat or sleep there 
even if another place is available. 

 
Any person may take a nap in a Bais Medrash. 
Most shuls nowadays have the status of a Bais 
Medrash because they are also used for Torah 
study. However, this leniency does not apply to 
places that are only used for davening, such as 
those that only have siddurim and chumashim, 
and no other sefarim. 

 

Making a TenaiMaking a TenaiMaking a TenaiMaking a Tenai    
Before a shul is constructed, a tenai (stipulation) 
may be made to permit certain future uses of the 
shul. According to the Magen Avraham (151:14), the 
tenai only allows for eulogies or classes in the shul. 
The Biur Halacha (151: Aval) maintains that one may 
rely on the Ramban, who permits eating and drink-
ing if there is no other practical option. However, 
Rashi and Hagohas Ashri  (see Magen Avraham s.k. 2) 
allow eating, drinking, or other uses even when 
there is another option. Hagoan R’ Moshe Feinstein 
Zt”l notes that although the Mishnah Berurah does 
not follow their opinion, apparently many communi-
ties do rely on their ruling. Therefore, it is permissi-
ble to make Kiddush in a shul, even when the meal 
is not a seudas mitzvah. It is assumed that all shuls 
make the above-mentioned tenai before building. 
  
  
It must be stressed that many shuls nevertheless 
have the minhag to prohibit certain activities in 
shul, such as eating a meal or drinking coffee. One 
should always adhere to the local customs. Under all 
circumstances (even if a tenai was made or a person 
is a Talmid Chochom), it is forbidden to behave friv-
olously. Examples of  inappropriate behavior would 
be reading a newspaper or conversing for no con-
structive purpose. It is said in the name of R’ 
Shmuel Kaminetzky that a Talmid Chochom may dis-
cuss Parnassa in a Bais Medrash.  Logically, the same 
should be true for a shul built with a Tenai accord-
ing to the opinion of Rashi and Hagoas Ashri. 
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