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Begin to Fargin
This concept began in a Pirkei Avos shiur one Shabbos 

afternoon during Sefira. In discussing the concept of ayin tova, 
a good eye, the Rabbi used the word fargin. It’s a Yiddish word 
that is not easy to translate. The Hebrew equivalent, l’fargen, 
means to encourage or to grant. The Yiddish fargin is a little 
more nuanced though. He asked how you would describe 
fargin in English. One member of the shiur suggested what was 
actually the closest definition we could find: “It’s the opposite 
of begrudge.”

The Rabbi commented that it made sense that there is 
no English word for it because this is a Jewish concept, not 
one to which the standard run-of-the-mill person would relate. 
Historically, people have always looked out for themselves, 
protected what was theirs, and not necessarily cared what 
happened to others.

In a sense, it’s correct, as the Torah tells us in Devarim 15:4: 
“Efes ki lo yihiyeh b’cha evyon, But if there shall be no paupers 
among you,” which the Gemara in Taanis (21a) explains to 
teach that one must expend efforts to ensure he is not poor, i.e. 
he should work and support himself. However, it is wrong to be 
completely selfish and self-absorbed.

The concept of farginning, however is that just as we are 
happy when good things happen for us, we are happy for others 
when good things happen for them. When someone else has a 
new car, we don’t wonder why WE don’t have a new one. When 
we do business with others, we want them to make some money 
also and don’t try to squeeze them down to the last penny.

So how does one begin to fargin? How do we get to that 
place where we can have peace of mind and no jealousy at the 
good fortune of others?

It starts with appreciating that each person is his or her own 
world. Just as we realize how much is going on in our own lives, 
and how we have ideas, hopes, dreams, and goals, we must 
realise that others have them too.

It’s recognising that we’re all on a level playing field, but 
moving in our own spheres of reality. We all have similar needs 

and wants but the flow of benefit from Hashem comes directly 
to us, not to anyone else, nor to a common area where we need 
to fight to get it before someone else does.

When we realise we’re not in competition with anyone 
we can start to rejoice at their successes. Once we do that, 
something magical happens. We can fargin - not just giving in 
or accepting that someone else has something - but being able 
to truly rejoice in another’s success, even when it seems to be 
at our own expense.

This is the ideal, albeit most difficult of attributes. A person 
always wants to be right. However, when one realizes that he 
gains more by being content than by being right, he displays 
humility in action and has begun to fargin.

Now, if one is unable to get to that place, R’ Avrohom Pam 
zt”l suggested two other Yiddish phrases: Farkook and fargess. 
Farkook means to overlook, to ignore, or simply not notice. 
Instead of focusing on what others have, you simply look away 
so you don’t feel jealous. 

To fargess means to forget, so that when someone has 
something that ignites jealousy within you, you put it out of 
your mind.

But don’t give up on farginning! The Talmidim of R’ Akiva 
died because they weren’t able to fargin. They didn’t treat each 
other with proper respect, likely because they felt it would 
diminish their own honour, but nothing could be farther from 
the truth. On the contrary, when someone is happy for others’ 
successes, he is beloved and appreciated by everyone. They are 
the popular people and they live lives with much more pleasure.

Now we understand why this is a “Jewish” concept, 
because we believe that everything comes from Hashem, that 
He ensures we each get exactly what He wants us to have, and 
that nobody can stop it. When we truly feel that way, we can 
relax, enjoy our lives, and rejoice in the good news of others.

In fact, you could say that farginning is the beginning of 
fargeniggen! (Or Vergnügen - look it up.) 

 Jonathan Gewirtz is an inspirational writer and speaker whose work has appeared in publications around the world. You can find 
him at www.facebook.com/RabbiGewirtz, and follow him on Instagram @RabbiGewirtz or Twitter @RabbiJGewirtz. He also operates 

JewishSpeechWriter.com, where you can order a custom-made speech for your next special occasion.  
Sign up for the Migdal Ohr, his weekly PDF Dvar Torah in English. E-mail info@JewishSpeechWriter.com and put Subscribe in the subject.

http://www.facebook.com/RabbiGewirtz
mailto:info@JewishSpeechWriter.com
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E 1. There are seven topics covered in Parshas Behar. They are: Shemitta and Yovel (Pesukim: 1-13,18-22); the issur of ona’ah with 
selling moveable objects and land(14-17); the din of redeeming family fields that have been sold (23-28); the din of selling a 
house (that includes: in a walled city (29-30); an unwalled city (31) and in the city belonging to the Leviim (32-34)); the issur of 
ribis(35-38); the din of a Jewish and non-Jewish servants sold to a Jew (39-46); the din of of a Jewish servant sold to a non-Jew 
(47-55). What is the theme connecting all these?
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What are you looking at? 
I was in a coffee shop enjoying my coffee one morning. In walks a fellow who I had known 
from the past. At the time I was learning in yeshiva, so he turns to me and says “you think 
you’re better than me”. Slightly thrown off, since that was not the way I felt at all, I wasn’t sure 
what to answer him.

What would you answer?

 In this week’s Parsha the Torah discusses a 

concept called erchin. This is a neder in which 

a person vows to give the value-the ‘erech’- 

of nefashos, of a person. The pasuk continues 

to tell us that there is a fixed amount (in each 

particular age bracket) which every person is 

worth. The Abarbanel asks: why do we not 

have a Kohen appraise each individual person 

and decide his particular value and let him 

pay that price? Why is there a fixed amount 

for everyone?

Perhaps we can say that the pasuk is 

coming to teach us a very valuable lesson. 

We think that it is possible for us to surmise 

what a person’s worth and value is, based on 

what he can contribute. The pasuk is telling 

us that this isn’t so. We cannot know how 

much a person’s neshama is worth because it 

is not based on accomplishments or results. 

Rather each person is measured by his effort 

and dedication. For that reason, the Kohen 

cannot presume the true value of individuals 

because it’s not about one’s performance, 

but rather about ones intentions and how 

hard one tries.

As we come to the last pesukim of sefer 

Vayikra it talks about tithing of animals. Going 

through, it says a person should go through his 

animals one by one and count to ten and that 

tenth one should be for Hashem. The pesukim 

continue and say “he shall not distinguish 

between good and bad and he shall not 

substitute for it; and if he does substitute for 

it, then it and the substitute shall be holy….”

Throughout the whole Sefer Vayikra the 

Torah has been telling us all the specific details 

for giving the perfect and “best” korbanos. Yet 

here at the very end of the sefer, the second 

to last pasuk, it seems Hashem doesn’t want 

us to give our best, rather whichever one we 

happen to land on.

Perhaps we can explain this by 

understanding how does Hashem measure 

“the best”?

We are ending the sefer with this for us to 

realise that in Hashem’s eyes a things external 

and how it looks on the outside means 

nothing. A rich man’s korban next to a poor 

man’s korban may look to us like a much better 

“gift” to his creator. In truth however, as long as 

each one was given with the person’s utmost 

effort and pure intention, they are exactly equal 

to Hashem. It’s the effort the person puts in 

with the tools he has, not the way he looks on 

the outside, which Hashem views as perfect!

There is a fellow in Jerusalem who owns 

a jewellery shop. One day a young girl walks 

in and says “I want to buy a bracelet”. She 

looks through all the glass cases and points 

to a bracelet worth three thousand dollars, and 

says “I would like that one”. The owner says 

“you have very good taste”, but a bit curious 

asks, “but want do you want to buy it for”? 

The young girl answers back saying “I have 

an older sister who I want to give it to. You 

see, I don’t have a mother or a father and she 

takes care of all of us. We wanted to buy her a 

beautiful present, and I’m willing to pay for it”. 

With that being said she lifts up a bag full of 

coins and empty’s its contents onto the table. 

An assortment of shekalim and agurot spill 

out before the shop owner, not nearly three 

thousand dollars. He looks at the coins and 

back at the bracelet and says that’s the perfect 

amount. He hands her the bracelet and tells 

her to run back to your sister and give it to her. 

Within a few hours the older sister comes 

running into the shop, and says “I’m so 

embarrassed my sister took this bracelet 

without paying”. The shopkeeper turns around 

and says “you couldn’t be more wrong, she 

paid me in full. When your sister came in to my 

shop with her bag of coins that she saved up 

over the years and with her heart over flowing 

with love I consider that full payment” and he 

gives her back the bracelet. All that Hashem 

wants from us is our best. That is considered 

full payment.

Every one of us has to realise that we are all 

valuable to Hakadosh Baruch Hu. Whether our 

contribution is large or small, it’s important 

that we put our heart into everything we 

do. That devotion we than give to the Torah 

and mitzvos will be our cherished offering 

to Hashem.

Heard from Rabbi Senter

Rabbi abenson can be contacted at: yehudaabenson@gmail.com 

mailto:yehudaabenson@gmail.com
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A Lesson in Bitachon
There are certain mitzvos in the Torah are very well known for the rewards that they provide. 
We all know of the arichus yamim promised for shiluach hakan and kibud av’ v’em. Obviously, 
there are also lessons meant to be learned not only from the mitzvos themselves, but also from 
the rewards attributed to them. However, in certain cases, what seems to be a reward may 
not be quite the positive it appears to be at first glance, and the very fact that we receive that 
reward may indicate a lacking in our own behaviour. The lesson, therefore, becomes even more 
important.

We learn in this week’s parsha about the 
mitzvah of shemitta. We are instructed to work 
the land for six years, and then to cease working 
it for the seventh year. In order to have enough 
to eat, we are told that there will be enough 
produce from the sixth year to cover the seventh 
and eight years as well. This is clearly an open 
miracle and Hashem allows us to test Him with 
it. The Chasam Sofer stresses that the miracle we 
are promised is actually bigger than we realise. 
Accepted agricultural theory proposes crop 
rotation as the best means of assuring bumper 
crops. However, with regards Eretz Yisrael, the 
Torah instructs us to use the land for six straight 
years, and not only will that not ruin the land, 
but we will be provided with a triple crop in the 
sixth year! This is an incredible reward for what 
seems like a wonderful example of Klal Yisrael 
exhibiting their trait of bitachon.

However, if we look at what R’ Moshe Feinstein 
zt’’l writes about this mitzvah, we will see that is 
still lacking something. He brings the Gemara in 

Yoma that says that just like the lechem hapanim 
satiated the Kohanim, despite them not being 
particularly bulky, so too Hashem is willing to 
satiate us for three years with one year’s worth 
of grain. It is only because we will ask what will 
we eat for three years that Hashem will create the 
miracle of a triple-crop. We therefore see that the 
abundance of the sixth year is actually a result 
of our lack of bitachon! He goes on to say that 
we should learn from this if we spend our time 
properly, davening for sustenance, and learning 
Torah as we should, we will have no worries of 
income whatsoever. He stresses that the curse to 
Adam Harishon of “bzeiyas apecha tochal lechem” 
only applies during free time, not when one is 
engaged in learning Torah.

We see a similar idea in Navi. Yirmiyahu 
instructed Klal Yisrael to spend their time 
learning Torah. When they asked him how 
would they sustain themselves, he pulled out the 

tzintzenes haman, the flask of manna, that Moshe 
Rabbeinu had put away for posterity, and showed 
it them. He was showing them that Hashem has 
many ways to sustain us, and if He wants us to 
spend our time learning Torah, we should not 
worry about how we will have enough to eat.

The running theme here is that in truth, there 
is no connection between how hard we work and 
how much money we earn. That is all decided 
for us at the beginning of the year. All we have to 
decide is how exactly to spend our time between 
one Rosh Hashanah and the next. I’m not here to 
pasken on each individual’s level on bitachon and 
how much time he or she should be spending on 
hishtadlus - I certainly have enough to work on in 
that area myself. However, if we are honest with 
ourselves, we can see that shemittah is meant to 
be a lesson in bitachon, and increasing our level 
of bitachon. And perhaps a better question than 

“What will eat?” would be “What will we learn?

Rabbi Bennett can be contacted at: josh.bennett@kfkosher.org 

CONT ON PAGE 4

Growth Thru Galus
“V’zacharti es brisi Yaakov, v’af es brisi Yitzchok, v’af es brisi Avraham 

ezkor, v’haaretz ezkor”. The names of the Avos in this pasuk represent 
not individuals, but examples of the way Hashem’s bris has manifested in 
our past.

Each of the avos has a unique bris. We, as their children, are promised 
that our destiny will also involve changes of fortune, but despite that, we 
will be the object of Hashem’s special hashgacha and guidance. Because we 
shine among the nations with our self-sacrifice and complete devotion to the 
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mission of mankind, Hashem will transform the darkest 
night of exile to shining rays of guidance. And like our 
avos, we will always remain faithful to G-d’s covenant, 
whether our fate is like Avraham, Yitzchak, or Yaakov.

The galus is destined to bring us to ultimate freedom, 
so, as the pasuk indicates, it will develop in reverse order.

First is “Bris Yaakov,” the years of servitude, in 
which Hashem’s promise sustains us through trials and 
tribulations. This stage is perhaps behind us. As Yaakov, 
we have proved ourselves, inscribing our loyalty to the 
Torah in blood on the pages of world history.

Next comes the test of the second stage, Bris Yitzchak: 
to walk free and independent among the nations, not to 
fear being different and to remain undeterred by envy, to 
carry on the heritage of Avraham even without suffering, 
with complete trust that the bris of Hashem will protect 
us against envy and jealousy.

During the Yaakov period, we endured the hatred 
of the nations. Now, like Yitzchak, we will suffer their 
envy. We must learn the second lesson of galus, which, 
given our nature, will not be easy. With growing 
prosperity, living among nations who waver between 
acceptance and jealousy, we will have to preserve our 
unique character. We will have to use all our resources, 
more than ever before, for a more perfect fulfilment of 
our unique mission in galus, disregarding the envy that 
isolates us from the rest of the world.

When we have passed the second test and fulfilled 
the Torah even in prosperity, only then v’af es brisi 
Avraham: we can look forward to the last stage of galus, 
in which we will win the respect of the nations, not 
despite being Jews, but because we are Jews.

Ultimately, the nations will respect the Jews because 
we know and observe Hashem’s Torah. Just as Yaakov, 
who wrestled with the sar of Esav, received his blessing 
at the end of a long struggle, the children of Yaakov 
and Yitzchak—hated, tolerated and envied—will finally 
be greeted as the people of the G-d of Avraham: like 
Avraham, nasi Elokim, we will walk with pride among 
the nations.

Please note: The “Gem of the Week,” is based on excerpts from Rav Shamshon 

Raphael Hirsch zt”l’s commentary on Chumash, with permission from the publisher.

LET IT GO
In this week’s parasha, we are introduced to the 
prohibition of Ona’ah (cheating). This prohibition is 
curiously placed in the middle of the laws of Shemitta. 
Why is this?

The Beis Av asked this question, and his 
answer presents us with a very fundamental 
life lesson.

Consider this. The farmer has for six 
long years cultivated his land through great 
difficulty and with a myriad of laws to 
observe and keep. He has sown, struggled 
and sacrificed - and finally he has reaped. His 
hard work has paid off with a bumper crop.

What happens after this six year bumper 
crop? At the height of his success he has 
to stop.

Stop? But...but..I’ve finally got a return on 
my investment! Let’s carry this on! Why must 
I quit now?

Shemitta - like its weekly counterpart 
Shabbat - teaches us that Hashem runs the 
world. The miracles the farmer will see (and 
yes, even in our own generation) are beyond 
belief. There is an outstanding organisation 
called Keren Sheviis who can tell you 
wondrous stories of farmers who, against 
tremendous odds, had bumper crops after 
observing the Shemitta year.

When we stop working the field in the 
seventh year – we must also stop relying on 
our belief that we are self made men.

When a person enjoys any success in his 
life, through his own hard effort – whether it 
be a job, an exam, a shidduch etc. - it is all too 
easy to believe that the ‘reward’ comes from 
the ‘effort’. 

This is of course not the case. 
Hard though it may seem, our efforts 

are just a glorified way of going through 
the motions. This is G-d’s way of making 
us a partner in His eternal reward scheme. 
Because although we perform the effort – it is 
Hashem who gives us the payoff.

The most compelling example of this is 
the mitzvah of Shmittah. If anything will make 
a secular farmer turn his beating heart to love 
Hashem – it’s Shemittah. Nobody knows 

better than the farmer that without planting 
and harvesting, there will be no crops. And 
that means no food. And yet somehow, the 
Jewish people continue to exist. We learn this 
lesson in the prayer of Ashrei: ‘Who opens 
His Hand and gives to all living creatures that 
which they desire’ [Tehillim 145:16].

Now let’s talk about o’naah. When a 
person cheats somebody, he seems to be of 
the opinion that he controls his own destiny. 
If he thinks he can go ahead and get an extra 
fifty quid by an apparently unnoticeable move, 
then he will chap arain and cheat the other 
guy. But if a person firmly believes that it is 
Hashem who provides the livelihood, then 
there is absolutely no reason to cheat. Any ill-
gotten gains he might have in the short term 
will ultimately be to his detriment. As we 
say in vidui - after confessing our sins – velo 
shava lanu. It just wasn’t worth it.

This is why the juxtaposition of Shemitta 
and cheating in our parsha is divinely strategic.

But there is another aspect to o’naah called 
o’naas devarim – causing harm with words.

What does verbal assault have to do with 
Shemitta? 

Rav Yaakov Weinberg zt’’l, the late Rosh 
Yeshiva of Ner Yisrael Baltimore, said that 
insulting someone is a symptom of jealousy. 
When someone hurts his fellow man, he is 
showing a lack of belief that Hashem put 
me here for a reason. And the other guy I am 
annoying is here for a reason. And wherever 
and whatever that may be, it is part of His 
Divine plan. If I put someone down – I am 
not only entering into a dispute with the 
other person. I am entering into a dispute 
with Hashem.

Because I deserve better in life. And I 
know better than Him.

When this is a person’s mind-set, he 
demonstrates that he doesn’t believe Hashem 
is in charge.

And to him we say – just let it go.

Rabbi pogrow can be contacted at: 
moshepogrow@gmail.com

Rabbi kelaty's shiurim can be found on Torah Anytime
http://www.torahanytime.com/speakers-list/rabbi-mashiach-kelaty/
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The Fighter Still Remains
Are You Still the Chosen People? The infinite value of human life.

The Blind Golfer
Charlie Boswell was a great athlete who became blind 

during World War II while rescuing his friend from a tank 
that was under fire. When he returned to this country after 
the War, he decided to take up a sport that he had never tried 
as yet—golf. Years of Practice and determination led him to 
win the honour of National Blind Golf Champion no less 
than 13 times. One of his heroes was the great golfer Ben 
Hogan, so it truly was an honour for Charlie to win the Ben 
Hogan Award in 1958.

Upon meeting Hogan, Charlie was awestruck and told 
the legendary golfer that his greatest wish was to have one 
round of golf with the great Ben Hogan.

Hogan was duly honoured, after all, he knew Charlie 
as the great blind player that he was, and truly admired 
his skills.

But suddenly Boswell blurted out an unexpected 
challenge. “Would you like to play for money, Mr. Hogan?”

“Charlie, you know I can’t play you for money, it wouldn’t 
be fair!” said Mr. Hogan.

Boswell did not flinch. Instead he upped the ante. “Aw, 
come on, $1,000 per hole!”

“I can’t. What would people think of me, taking advantage 
of you and your circumstance,” replied the golfer who indeed 
was able to see.

“Chicken, Mr. Hogan?”

“Okay,” blurted a frustrated Hogan, “I’ll play. But I warn 
you, I am going to play my best!”

“I wouldn’t expect anything else,” said the 
confident Boswell.

“You’re on Charlie. I’ll tell you what. You name the time 
and the place!”

A very self-assured Boswell responded: “Fine. 10 o’clock . . . 
tonight!”

A Strange Juxtaposition
In the portion of Bechukosai, G-d communicates to the 

Jewish people the idyllic and extraordinary blessings that 
await them if they live up to their covenant with G-d. This is 
followed by the warning that if the Jewish people fail to fulfil 
their role in our world as the Divine ambassadors, they will 
become the victims of horrendous punishments, curses and 
losses described in frightening detail.

Immediately following this section, known as the 
tochacha, the Torah begins a totally new subject—the laws 
of erchin, which means evaluation. These laws specify how 
a person might donate his or her own value or the value of 
another human being to the Holy Temple. The Torah specifies 
the exact sum one must contribute if he or she makes such 
a pledge. The sum is not based on the individual’s strength 
or character, but rather it is a generic value for each gender 
and each age. For example, the erech, or standard value, of 
a Jewish male between the ages of 20 and 60 is fifty silver 
shekel (a silver currency weighing around 9000 grams of 

silver). It doesn’t make a difference whether the individual 
whose worth was pledged was a Neurosurgeon, or a street-
sweeper, the amount donated is dependent only on age and 
gender. If I pledged to contribute the value of a five-year-old 
boy, I need to contribute 20 silver shekel (a silver currency 
weighing around 360 grams) to the Temple. If I pledge to 
contribute the value of a one year old boy, I need to pay to the 
Temple five silver shekel. 

[Obviously, these numbers do not reflect the true value 
of a human being. A person is priceless. Rather, these are 
symbolic numbers the Torah attaches to different genders 
and different ages representing certain generic features if 
this gender or age group. The details of this are beyond the 
scope of this article.]

The order in the Torah is meticulous. What is the 
connection between the tochacha, the stern and harsh 
chastisement, and the laws of evaluation, discussing the 

“value” of every single human being, man, woman and child?

The Power of Charity
I will present two answers, one is a numerical and moral; 

the other is psychological.

The Baal Haturim explains as follows:  The Portion 
of erchin contains evaluations in this order: 50 shekel, 30 
shekel, 20 shekel, 10 shekel, 5 shekel, 3 shekel, 15 shekel, 
and 10 shekel—for various age and gender groups. The 
total of all distinct categories comes out to be 143 shekel. 
This number exactly matches the sum of the curses in the 
Torah—45 in this week’s portion, Bechkosai, and 98 in the 
portion of Ki Savo in the book of Deuteronomy. The Torah 
is, in effect, saying that the antidote for the tochacha is the 
mitzvah of erchin, the mitzvah of charity. The 143 shekels of 
contributions cancel out the 143 chastisements.

The second explanation, presented by the Kotzker Rebbe, 
is this: We know of many a people or culture who endured 
savage and suffering, and as a result, they could never 
rehabilitate themselves emotionally. They remained eternal 
victims of their oppressors. And even after they were set free, 
it was merely an external freedom, but their inner sense of 
identity and liberty has been obliterated.

Where did the Jewish people glean the strength to 
emerge from every disaster with the courage and confidence 
to rebuild and prosper? From the order in this week’s portion! 
After the Torah enumerates the suffering the Jews might 
experience from the nations around them, it goes right on 
to discuss the value of every single human being. No matter 
what happens to you, the Torah is intimating, you have value 
as an individual, and as part of a nation. And your value can 
contribute to the Holy Temple, to the revealing of the Divine 
presence in the world.

Still Chosen?
After the Nazis invaded the small village of Klausenberg, 

Romania, they began to celebrate the defeat of the Jews in 
their usual sadistic fashion. They gathered the Jews into a 
circle in the center of town, and then paraded their Rebbe, 

Rabbi Yekusiel Yehuda Halberstam zy’’a (1905-1994), into 
the centre.

The Klausenberger Rebbe was later taken to Auschwitz, 
where his wife and 11 children perished. He survived the war 
and came to America, where he remarried, had more children, 
and built a grand Chassidic movement. He also built the 
beautiful Laniado hospital in Netanya, Israel.

The SS guards began taunting and teasing the 
Klausenberger Rebbe, pulling his beard and pushing him 
around. The vile soldiers trained their guns on him as the 
commander began to speak. “Tell us Rabbi,” sneered the 
officer, “do you really believe that you are the Chosen People?”

The soldiers guarding the crowd howled in laughter. But 
the Rebbe did not. In a serene voice, he answered loud and 
clear, “Most certainly.”

The officer became enraged. He lifted his rifle above his 
head and sent it crashing on the head of the Rebbe. The 
Rebbe fell to the ground. There was rage in the officer’s voice. 

“Do you still think you are the Chosen People?” he yelled.

Once again, the Rebbe nodded his head and said, “yes, 
we are.” The officer became infuriated. He kicked the Rebbe 
in the chin and repeated. “You stupid Jew, you lie here on the 
ground, beaten and humiliated, in a puddle of blood. What 
makes you think that you are the Chosen People?”

With his mouth gushing blood, the Rebbe replied. “As 
long as we are not the ones kicking, beating and murdering 
innocent people, we are the chosen people.”

Rise Up
Many of us have experienced loss, abuse, and grief in our 

lives. There are individuals who from a very young age have 
been given the message that they are worthless and that their 
lives amount to nothing. For years they struggle to regain the 
inner confidence to create a great life for themselves.

Comes the Torah and teaches us, that after you 
experienced turbulence in your life, after you endued a 
tochachah, make sure that you do not allow those experiences 
and messages to make you doubt your value. You may have 
been challenged, but let the fighter in you still remain.

True Dignity
It also works the other way around.

The true value and dignity of a person emerges in 
moments of pain and despair. The real quality of people, 
their depth and majesty emerge after a tochacha, after a 
painful experience.

When Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum zy’’a, the Satmar Rav, 
visited Eretz Yisrael, a Hungarian Jew came and asked him 
for a bracha before his departure back to the US. This Jew 
expressed the fear that after the Satmar Rav returned to 
America, there would be no one worthy to ask for a blessing. 
His Rebbe told him: “Go to any Jew that has tefillin straps 
over a number tattooed on his arm and ask him for a bracha. 
When such a person is available, you do not need me to give 
you a bracha.”
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5. How are we meant to understand the mitzvos of Shemitta and Yovel?
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Dead or Alive?
Do we content ourselves with superficiality?

It is a question that had been nagging me for 
35 years.

I had the great zechus to realize my dream of 
learning in the Ponevezh yeshivah and basking 
in the glow of the gadol hador, Rav Shach ztz”l. 
Novice that I was, I found it difficult to make 
out the Rosh Yeshiva’s voice and concentrate 
on the material at the same time. As a matter of 
practicality, I would look into the Avi Ezri, Rav 
Shach’s magnum opus on the Rambam, and 
invariably find the very shiur I had just heard.

If the shiurim already existed in his sefer why 
was Rav Shach so engrossed the entire day of 
the shiur in preparing it, to the point that he was 
absolutely unapproachable, in another zone? 
Why didn’t he merely look into his own sefer to 
see how he already dealt with the same thorny 
sugyos he was presenting to us? I would never 
dare ask him. My newfound friends suggested 
that he liked going through the sugya from 
scratch to renew the freshness, but his brain was 
wired to think the same way every time. I wanted 
more, though.

This past Chanukah, my quest came to 
an end. My beloved talmidim gave me a set of 
seforim containing Rav Shach’s shiurim from 
his later years, including a thin volume of his 
last shmuessen, entitled Hi Sichasi. To my great 
pleasure, I saw that my question had been posed 
to him by a maggid shiur in Eretz Yisrael. The 
Rosh Yeshivah responded with another question: 

“Why do I bother giving a shiur at all? You could 
look up all of the relevant yesodos in the Rishonim 
and Ketzos Hachoshen without me!”

The answer Rav Shach offered is that Torah 
must be ALIVE in order for it to be given over 
from rebbi to talmid or father to son. When a 
maggid shiur analyses a sugya and presents it 
with his entire being, it is alive, a Toras Chaim. 
Reading a vort out of a sefer, even if it’s your own, 
cannot substitute. Live, in “real time,” is the only 
way to transmit Torah to the next generation — or, 
for that matter, even to yourself.

Although Rav Shach was discussing limud 
haTorah, I would humbly suggest that it doesn’t 
stop there.

I recall a conversation with Rav Mattisyahu 
Salomon shlit”a (may he be zocheh to a refuah 
sheleimah) close to 20 years ago, when I was 
an eighth-grade rebbi. He asked me about my 
Chumash curriculum and I shared how much I 
was expected to cover. His stunning response: 

“Learn Sefer HaChinuch!” He explained, “Do you 
know why so many bochurim have no taam in 
Torah and mitzvos? Because they have no idea 
what they are doing or why they are doing it!” I 
saw the peiros of this suggestion after putting it 
in practice.

It should neither start nor stop there, however. 
We must engage our children and students 
into the world of Toras Chaim, whether it is the 
philosophy behind the restrictions of melachah 
on Shabbos, fasting on Asarah B’Teves, or 
maachalos asuros. If we content ourselves with 
superficiality over substance, we will chas 
v’shalom ultimately wind up with neither.

The Bach (Orach Chaim 47) tells us that it was 
exactly this type of superficiality that caused the 
churban: “They engaged in Torah only for their 
own pleasure, to know the halachos to run their 
business, and to show off their wisdom, but not 
to cling to the holiness and spirituality of the 
Torah and draw the Shechinah down in order 
to elevate their souls after their death. The land 
remained bereft of kedushah.”

Our exuberance over Torah and mitzvos is 
the greatest living example of Toras Chaim. The 
Ponovezher Rav zt”l related that his resolve to 
become a talmid chacham came about as a result 
of delivering mishloach manos as an 11-year-old 
child to the Rov of his city. When the Rov received 
the mishloach manos, which was accompanied 
by a box of candles (a precious commodity at 
that time) and a new Gemara Bava Basra, tears 
streamed down his face as he expressed his 
joy at being able to learn at night with a quality 
Gemara! The impressionable young child was 
hooked — he felt ahavas haTorah heart-to-heart.

It is time for all of us to make a cheshbon 
hanefesh regarding where we stand ourselves 
and if we are projecting any substance or also 
merely going through the motions. It does begin 
with us, but it doesn’t always end there; there is 
no one-size-fits-all panacea. But every individual, 
and certainly anyone in a position of mentorship, 
must evaluate whether the heart and soul of 
Torah and mitzvos is really coming through in 
their and their families’ Yiddishkeit.

When we say a vort at the Shabbos table, are 
we perfunctorily reading out of a sefer, or opening 
hearts and minds to what we are learning? (“Do 
you want to hear a fascinating kasha? What do 
you think the answer is?”) When we bentsch licht, 
are we imparting to our children the warm feeling 
that we are embracing menuchas Shabbos?

We shouldn’t be bashful about expressing our 
feelings about ruchniyus. Yes, our kids can pick 
up on unspoken emotion, but how much more 
powerful is it when we exclaim how geshmak 
a mitzvah, a Yom Tov, or Torah learning is. 
When we notice one of the myriad small acts of 
hashgachah that constantly surround us, why not 
use that as a teaching moment while thanking 
Hashem? The more we do that, the more we 
sensitize our children — and ourselves — to the 
reality of Yiddishkeit.

When we study a mitzvah, we must internalize 
how it solidifies our relationship with Him. And 
when we teach mitzvos to our children, we need 
to convey that there is actually something in it 
for everyone, whether it is Hashem’s love or the 
beauty behind the various mitzvos.

Rav Michel Yehuda Lefkowitz zt”l, one of the 
foremost mechanchim of his generation, would 
encourage fathers to make their child feel a deep 
sense of satisfaction after learning together, even 
if the child made plenty of mistakes. He got his 
father’s love; there is something in it for him.

If we can all perceive Hashem’s love in the 
mitzvos we do, and transmit that love to the next 
generation, we will find ourselves — and our 
children — truly alive.
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 PREVENTATIVE ACTION 
“If your brother becomes impoverished and his means falter in your proximity, you shall strengthen 
him - the convert and the resident - so that he can live with you.1” Don’t let him go down and fall, 
and then it will be hard to stand him up, rather strengthen him from the time he stretches out his hand. 

To what is this similar - to a burden that is on a donkey; whilst it is on the donkey one man can support 
it and keep it up, but if it falls to the ground, even five men cannot raise it back up.” (Rashi)

When a person begins a downward spiral 
towards poverty, the Torah instructs us to 
prevent his fall before he has nothing. As Rashi 
explains, it is far easier to help him whilst he 
still has something rather than to wait until he is 
penniless. It seems that we can derive from here 
an important life principle that is not restricted 
to giving charity. The Sefer, Zichron Meir writes 
that whilst preventative action is important in 
gashmius, it is essential in the realm of ruchnius. 
When a burden falls from a donkey, five men are 
required to put it back on, but when one falls 
spiritually, perhaps a hundred people cannot 
prevent the fall! He further points out that this 
principle applies to ones own spiritual standing. 
It is far easier to remove a negative aspect of 
behavior at its root than when it is well developed. 
He likens this to a sickness which is easy to cure 
if it is discovered early, but if it is left unattended, 
it may spread too far to remove it2.

There seem to be two areas in which it is 
particularly crucial to work on at an early stage, 
in order to avoid insurmountable challenges later 
in life; Chinuch and Shalom Bayis. An easy way of 
addressing these areas is by studying the Torah 
approach towards them. A person may feel that 
he is able to deal with any possible challenges by 
using his common sense. Rav Noach Weinberg 
zt”l demonstrates the serious error in this attitude. 
He notes that people routinely spend many years 
studying in order to pursue a particular career. 
They recognise the need to be suitably qualified 
in their chosen field. Most people (hopefully) 
would agree that their marriage and family life are 
more important than their career. Nonetheless 
they expect to ably navigate the numerous 
challenges that they will face in these areas 
without investing time to learn more about them. 
Simply observing the world around us teaches 
us that having a successful marriage is no easy 

task - the divorce rate in the secular world is very 
high and sadly the figures seem to be rising in 
the Torah world. Similarly, the countless stories 
of children leaving Yiddishkeit prove that being a 
good parent is no easy task. 

A parent who decides how to bring up his (or 
her) child purely according to his own beliefs is 
at risk of making damaging mistakes that could 
easily be avoided by seeking Daas Torah. Rav Dov 
Brezak Shilta, a well-known expert in chinuch 
offers a striking example of this sad phenomenon. 
He discusses a boy who had totally rejected his 
parents’ lifestyle and was no longer religious. He 
writes that; “when told that his son does not even 
pray, this boy’s father expressed his amazement. 

‘I put so much into my son’s praying. How do you 
explain the fact that, in spite of all my efforts, I 
did not succeed?’ The father then proceeded 
to describe how he had ‘taught’ his son to 
pray. ‘I was always careful that he should come 
with me to minyan and sit next to me. During 
davening I didn’t even allow myself the luxury 
of concentrating on my own prayers, for I kept 
my eye constantly on my son. I made sure that 
he was following the place in his siddur, and if 
he would start daydreaming I would immediately 
step in to make sure that he would get right back 
to davening.’ This very question was presented 
to the boy himself. His bitter response was: 

‘There’s nothing that I hate so much as davening. 
I’ve waited years for the day when I would be old 
enough to be able to stop davening. Just walking 
into the shul building gives me a bad feeling. I 
think it’s because my father was so hard on me 
about davening that it became such an unbearable 
burden.3” One of the striking facts about this sad 
story is how the father was so convinced that his 
approach was correct. He had absolutely no idea 
that it was this approach itself that drove his son 

away from prayer and Judaism. It is quite possible 
that had he, at an early stage, asked Daas Torah 
about how to educate his son in prayer, then he 
could have realized the potential damage that his 
chosen method could cause.

Similarly, basic mistakes in marriage can 
be avoided by attending shiurim, reading books, 
and speaking to one’s Rebbe or Rebbetzin about 
their issues. It is essential to strive to identify and 
address difficulties in marriage at an early stage. 
Sadly, it is not uncommon for a couple to finally 
go for counseling when their problems are too 
deep-rooted to be fixed. This lesson also applies 
to people who have been married and have had 
children for many years. A person who is already 
married can nevertheless begin to increase 
the time and effort he invests into his marriage. 
Moreover, new challenges often emerge after 
many years of marriage that require renewed 
study in order to be dealt with properly. Similarly, 
a person who is not married or has no children 
can nevertheless begin preparing himself for 
marriage and chinuch before he enters these 
stages in life. As well as studying the appropriate 
areas he can work on his character traits many 
years before, making him more able to face 
future challenges.

We learn from the Parsha that helping 
someone before they have fallen is far easier than 
raising them back up after they have nothing. We 
saw that this principle applies in all areas of life; 
whether in marriage, chinuch or any other area. 
By facing challenges at an early stage, one can 
avoid insurmountable difficulties later in life.

1  Behar, 25:35.

2  Quoted in Lekach Tov, Parshas Behar, p.261-2.

3  Brezak, ‘Chinuch in Turbulent Times’, p.42.

Rabbi gefen can be contacted at: gefen123@inter.net.il
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 ANSWERS
1. Rashi (Behar, 26:1) explains the theme of the parsha. Firstly the Torah warns us to keep the shemitta. 

However, if a person is worried about his loss of income and transgresses sheviis then he will end up 
losing money and needing to sell his house. If he fails to repent then he will need to sell his family 
field. If he remains obstinate, he will need to sell his house. His persistence will lead him to borrow with 
interest and if this does not change him then he will end up needing to sell himself as a servant to a Jew. 
Failure to repent will end in him being sold to a non-Jew.

2. Although all forms of working or assisting growth on land are forbidden in the Shemitta year, only four 
forms are explicitly mentioned in the Torah and are counted as four of the 613 Mitzvos and are punishable 
with malkos min HaTorah. They are (25:4-5): sowing; pruning; harvesting and gathering grapes. (There are 
another two mitzvos of the shemitta not mentioned here. They are to make whatever grows hefker and at 
the end of the year to cancel all money that is owed to you.)

3. A Yovel year is different to a Shemitta year. It is less in that Shemittas Kesafim does not apply, but 
additional in that both family lands are returned to their rightful owners and Jewish servants are freed.

4. R’ Shimshon Refael Hirsch explains the theme of Sefer Vayikra that deals with all aspects of kedusha. 
Until Parshas Emor with the moadim, it deals with kedusha of makom, space. With the parsha of the 

moadim it discusses the kedusha of zman, time. The festivals are holier than weekday. Now comes Parshas 
Behar where it discusses shemitta that has both elements – kedusha in place, namely the land of Eretz 
Yisrael, and kedusha in time, namely every seventh year.

5. The reason for Shemitta is like Shabbos – cessation from creative work. It is testifying that there is a G-d 
who is directing everything. Understanding that it is not our physical exertion that brings success. To 
demonstrate this, the farmer makes hefker all his produce and fields. All loans are cancelled. This testifies 
that a person believes that all comes from Hashem. (See Sefer Hachinuch Mitzva 84)

6. Parshas Behar and Bechukosai are connected and stand out as being different to all the rest of Sefer 
Vayikra. The background is that Moshe heard three times the Torah from Hashem (see last Rashi on 
Brachos 48b): on Har Sinai; from the Ohel Moed and in Arvos Moav. The whole of Sefer Vayikra comes 
from the Torah said from the Ohel Moed (Vayikra 1:1) all until Parshas Emor. Parshas Behar starts (25:1) 
from the Torah said from Har Sinai until the end of Parshas Bechukosai (27:34). This itself needs further 
explanation. Why then are these two parshios found in Sefer Vayikra? The Rishonim answer since they 
also discuss things that have to do with kedusha and kohanim – eirchin is determined by the Kohen and 
the blowing of the Shofar on the Yovel is also done by the Kohanim. (Da’as Zekainim, 25:1 and Rosh, 25:20). 

Tefilla
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Aleinu Leshabe’ach [part I]
The folk story tells us that Aleinu Leshabe’ach complained to Hashem. “Ribono Shel Olam, I feel 
slighted. No-one takes me seriously. By the time my time comes, some men are taking off their 
Tefilin, others are thinking of their first appointment and some others are even out of the door.” 
Hashem agreed, and as compensation He placed Aleinu in the middle of Rosh Hashana Musaf 
where it will get the respect it deserves. 

The truth is just the opposite. Aleinu 
Leshabe’ach which is at the centre of the Yomim 
Nora’im davening because of its great importance 
was also placed at the end of Shacharis, Mincha 
and Maariv to complete the davening with a 
tefila of great significance. According to the 
Mishna Berura (132:8) we should say Aleinu 
with concentration and trepidation because 
Hashem and all the Heavenly Court listen to us 
saying it and respond, Ashrei ho’om shekocho 
lo, “Praiseworthy is such a People, praiseworthy 
is a People whose G-d is Hashem.” Rav Hai 
Gaon discusses whether Aleinu may even be 
said outside Eretz Yisroel because of its extreme 
holiness. If so, Aleinu must be one of our most 
underrated tefilos. Unfortunately, by the time we 
say it, many people virtually do have “one foot out 
of the door” as the story claims. 

The Kolbo says that Yehoshua composed 
Aleinu when the Jews first entered Eretz Yisrael 
and miraculously conquered Yericho. It was 
surrounded by an extremely strong wall and 
could not be attacked in any natural way. For this 
reason, forty years previously, the meraglim had 
concluded that Eretz Yisroel was unconquerable. 
Of course, Hashem can do anything as He showed 
when He took the Jews out of Mitzrayim, but 
would we merit such miracles? After Yehoshua 
and the people had walked around the city walls 
with the Aron Ha’Elokim once a day for six days 
and seven times on the seventh day blowing 
the shofar, they witnessed a total miracle when 
the supposedly impenetrable walls crumbled to 

nothing. The inhabitants were terrified by the 
power of this Jewish G-d and were in no state 
to defend the city and Yehoshua completed the 
conquest of the city without opposition. This 
miracle was not only amazing in its own right. It 
also proved that Hashem was indeed prepared 
to conquer Eretz Yisroel as He had promised 
Moshe Rabbeinu at the burning bush, despite the 
Jewish people’s imperfections. This prompted 
the outpouring of thanks to Hashem which all 
the people felt and which Yehoshua verbalized 
in Aleinu. “It is incumbent upon us to praise 
the Master and Creator of the World.” When we 
say these words, we should envisage ourselves 
standing outside Yericho and watching the walls 
come tumbling down. We should try to feel as 
exuberant remembering this remarkable miracle 
as the Jews did then. Our thanks to Hashem 
is beyond words as we feel His kindness in 
looking after us despite our imperfections. We 
cannot possibly let our minds wander to “our 
first appointment” if they are taken up with such 
a deep appreciation of Hashem and such an 
intense desire to love and fear Him.

“Shelo asonu k’goyei ho’aratzos…” We thank 
Hashem that we are different from the nations 
of the world. This refers to those nations who 
are idol-worshippers or atheists. Their concept 
of life is getting up in the morning, spending 
the day pursuing the American dream -- “ life, 
liberty and happiness” and going to bed at night 
having almost always failed to achieve it. How 

frustrating, even soul-destroying. We never 
achieve even half the things we desire. So what 
is the point? No wonder the world suffers from 
depression on an unprecedented scale. We also 
like our comforts and try to be happy. But that 
does not define us. Every Jew, rich and poor, gave 
half a shekel to the Beis Hamikdash. Every Jew 
contributes to klal Yisroel in equally important, 
though different ways. We believe and know that 
we are here on a mission. Every situation we 
find ourselves in is a challenge which Hashem 
has given us. When we retire in the evening our 
sense of satisfaction does not depend on the 
successful deals we made, on the amount of 
physical pleasure which we experienced but on 
whether we have done our best to fulfill whatever 
Hashem has sent our way. And this satisfaction 
translates into happiness on a much deeper level 
than the American or any other dream. It is no 
surprise that in two separate surveys recently, 
Bnei Brak achieved the status as Israel’s poorest 
town but also Israel’s happiest town. With this 
understanding and appreciation for Hashem we 
are ready: ve’anachnu kor’im umishtachavim….to 
bow down and prostrate ourselves. Prostrating 
ourselves means halachically lying horizontally 
on the floor with outstretched arms and legs in 
complete subjugation before Hashem. We don’t 
do this for technical reasons but the subjugation 
in our hearts should be no less. What was that 
about “one foot out of the door?”

To be continued...

Rabbi fletcher can be contacted at: rabbimfletcher@gmail.com
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