
NICE GUYS FINISH FIRST
By Rabbi David Ashear, Author of Living Emunah (Artscroll)
 
One of the most important lessons a parent can 
teach a child is to be mevater. If two children fight 
over a toy or a privilege, they should encourage their 
child to give in. Afterward, they should praise the 
child for such a righteous act. Those who are trained 
to be unselfish will have successful relationships and 
happy marriages. There is an American saying, "Nice 
guys finish last." We say, "Nice guys finish first."
The Gemara says in Maseches Rosh Hashanah, “Kol 
hamaavir al midosav, maavirin lo kol pesha’av”—
whoever looks away when others wrong him, or is 
first to give in in an argument, Hashem will forgive 
his sins. As he is forgiving, so too will he be forgiven. 
Giving in is difficult, but the rewards are tremendous.
In 2004, at the age of 94, Rav Elyashiv zt"l underwent 
heart surgery and had to be in the hospital over 
Shabbos. A minyan was organized for his room. 
On Shabbos, the organizers realized that they had 
forgotten to find someone who knew how to lein. A 
teenage boy, in the hospital with his sick mother, said 
he could. He was brought to the hospital room, where 
he read the parsha beautifully. Rav Elyashiv thanked 
him and blessed his mother with a refuah sheleima. 
(She was later released after making a full recovery.)
How was he able to lein on a moment’s notice? It was 
his bar mitzvah parsha. A few years earlier, he had 
spent months preparing, but due to a mix-up in shul, 
another boy had prepared for the same week. He gave 
in, allowing the other boy to read. It seemed that all 
his practice had been in vain. But a few years later, 
Hashem arranged for him to lein for the gadol hador. 
Hashem sees everything and pays us back at the 
right time. Giving in to others is a precious service to 
Hashem, and a lesson to ingrain in our children.  

WRITTEN LAW, ORAL LAW
By Rabbi Moshe Pogrow, director, Ani Maamin Foundation

Based on excerpts from the commentary of Rabbi Shamshon Raphael Hirsch zt"l on Chumash, with 
permission from the publisher.

Nothing reveals the authenticity of the Torah shebe’al peh as clearly as the 
first two laws in Parshas Mishpatim: eved ivri and ama ivriya. As expected, 
the first section of our civil and criminal code deals with personal rights—
but whose rights? A man who purchases another man, and a man who sells 
his own daughter as a slave!

This would be unthinkable, were the Torah shebiksav actually a book of law. 
Legal principles must have already been in place before the Torah turned to 
these unusual cases, yet the law begins with these?

But the primary source of Jewish law is not the written word. The book is 
a memory aid. The Torah itself states that it had already been transmitted 
to the people, and lived by them for 40 years, before Moshe gave the text to 
them just before his death. Accordingly, it is the exceptional cases that are 
recorded—from them, the principles of ordinary life can be derived.

This bracha gives thanks to our Creator for giving us intelligence 
to comprehend the world around us. First thing in the morning, 
we acknowledge the wisdom He has given us as human beings.
We should not take this for granted. The human mind is an 
extremely complicated machine. There is no animal whose 
intelligence compares. Without the awesome capacity of the 
mind to understand things, we could not function as human 
beings, and there would be no purpose for our existence in this 
world. 
Adapted from Biur Tefillah (Ani Maamin Foundation)
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In general, the Torah records not the principles 
of law, but concrete cases, in such an instructive 
manner that one can easily derive the principles 
that were entrusted to the oral tradition. The 
language is chosen so that an unusual word, a 
change in sentence structure, or an extra letter 
can imply a whole train of legal concepts.

The Torah was not intended as a primary source 
of law. It was meant for those who were already 
well-versed in it, as a way to retain knowledge 
they had already committed to memory. Torah 
shebiksav and Torah shebe’al peh are like the 
notes on an oral lecture versus the lecture 
itself. Students who attended often find that a 
question mark or line is enough to remember 
an idea. But if you didn't attend the lecture, 
the notes won’t be of much use. If you try to 
reconstruct the lecture from them, you will 
make mistakes. The words that guide attentive 
listeners in retaining the truths of the lecturer 
appear meaningless to the uninitiated.

The oral tradition has always been inseparable 
from Judaism. Yitzchak did not hear of the 
akeidah directly from Hashem, he knew it only 
from his father—Torah shebe’al peh. He was 
ready to sacrifice himself for a command he 
learned only through his father. The seeds were 
sown for the devotion of future generations for 
traditions received from their own fathers.

Chazal ask how Yitzchak dared believe a horaas 
sha’ah clearance for murder that Avraham 
announced. And their answer is: heicha 
d’muchzak sha’ani. He believed his father on the 
strength of what he already knew about him.

Like Yitzchak, our devotion to our traditions 
rests on what we know of our ancestors' 
character. Like Avraham, they were not 
authoritarians. They did not transmit traditions 
for which they themselves did not sacrifice. 

ALWAYS AND FOREVER
by Rabbi Dovid Sapirman, dean, Ani Maamin Foundation

As we prepare for Purim, we must not neglect to also prepare ourselves for the 
ruchniyus that can be gleaned from the day. How easy it is to overlook the proper 
perspective, the significance of Purim, and the lessons we need to carry away 
with us when it has passed!

Here is one inspiring thought: at the very end of the Megilah, we read the 
prophetic statement, "These days of Purim will never pass away from the Jews, 
and their remembrance will never cease from their descendants."

These words were uttered 2,400 years ago. Since then, mighty empires have 
risen and fallen. The world order has undergone upheavals and metamorphoses, 
time and time again. Yet one thing remains constant: am Yisrael, with its Purim 
intact. Only ruach hakodesh from the Ribbono shel Olam could have predicted 
such a thing, and only the Almighty could have been sure that such a prediction 
would be fulfilled.

I recently asked a junior high school class what thoughts came to mind when 
they heard the word “Purim.” The responses were as expected: costumes, 
shalach manos, wine. All these were good answers, but they are not the essence 
of Purim. Purim is the celebration of the miraculous survival of the Jewish 
people, of a Holocaust that didn't happen. If not for Hashem's promise that we 
would always live on as His chosen people, we never would have made it this far.

Rav Yaakov Emden writes that the greatest miracle in all of history is the 
survival of the Jewish people in exile. It is indeed a miracle, but it is not a 
surprise—our Creator has told us in no uncertain terms that it would be so. 
“Thus said Hashem, Who gives the sun to light the day and the laws of the moon 
and stars to light the night, Who churns the sea and its waves roar—the Lord of 
Hosts is His name. If these laws depart from before Me—the word of Hashem—
so will Bnei Yisrael cease to be a nation before me for all time” (Yirmiyahu 
31:34-35).

Am Yisrael is eternal, and we will be here to retell the story of Purim as long as 
there is a sun, a moon and stars, and the roaring of the sea. 

EIGHT-ARMED WONDER

How does the slow-moving octopus survive?

An octopus would make a good meal for some predators, but it has ways to avoid turning into 
lunch. When pursued, it emits a cloud of black ink that hides it from the predator’s sight while it 
makes its escape. Special cells called chromatophores enable octopi to blend into the background 
and hide. They can instantly make themselves look like a rock, or anything else, in order to sneak 
up on their prey. Their bodies are so soft that they can squeeze into very narrow crevices to hide. If 
an octopus needs to get away in a hurry, it uses jet propulsion! It contracts its mantle and expels a 
jet of water that propels it forward quickly. A full set of octopus accessories!  

Adapted from Emunah: A Refresher Course (Melohn Edition; Ani Maamin Foundation/Mosaica Press)
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