
 

 

By Yosef Chesny 

Parshas Tetzaveh 

Realize Your Potential 

 

Being a homeless man living under a bridge wasn’t easy but 

Edward tried his best. Every night he would dig through the 

trash of the local restaurants and he would live off the scraps 

of leftovers that he found. Life had not always been this way; 

he was born into a wealthy family. However, later in life he 

struck upon bad luck. As things worsened he was reduced to 

the status of a beggar. Unbeknownst to him, his wealthy great-

uncle had passed away and had bequeathed Edward his 

fortunes. There were ads in all of the papers searching for 

Edward but unfortunately there wasn’t a subscription 

delivered to the man who lived under the bridge.  

What a pity. In reality he owned a huge estate and he 

possessed vaults of gold. But he was oblivious of this piece of 

information and was therefore living a life of poverty. What a 

shame. Of course the exact details and the setting of this story 

are fabricated, but the punch line of the story is all too 

common. How many times do we stare enviously at those who 

are accomplished and wish that we had their potential? The 

sad part is that many of us have unbelievable potential, yet, we 

are oblivious of it all and we live a life of poverty. What a 

shame. 

Man was given the title “Adam” because he was created from 

“Adama”, earth. Didn’t the rest of the creations of this world 

also originate from earth? Obviously there is some similarity 

to earth that is exclusive to man.  

The Maharal )תפארת ישראל( explains it as follows. Animals by 

nature automatically do what they are programmed to do. 

Humans have the distinction of having great potential that it is 

not automatically actualized, and thus there exist a great range 

between people in how much they have brought their potential 

into fruition. In this aspect man is similar to earth. Imagine 

two adjacent fields. Both grounds were tested and were found 

to contain the same nutrients. Yet, one field produces nothing 

more than grass, whereas its counterpart produces a beautiful 

orchard containing hundreds of trees bearing luscious fruit. 

Both had the same potential, yet one field used its nutrients to 

grow grass, whereas its friend actualized its potential to the 

fullest. So to with man, we can have endless potential. We can 

decide if it will all remain dormant or if it will be actualized. 

At times, people need outside help in recognizing their 

potential. Can you imagine a greater deed than informing 

Edward about his newfound wealth? Informing others of their 

hidden potential is just as great of a deed. Moshe Rabeinu was 

told  חכמי לב אשר מלאתיו רוח חכמה""ואתה תדבר אל כל , “And you 

shall speak to all the wise-hearted people whom I have imbued 

with a spirit of wisdom”. What was it that Moshe was 

supposed to tell them? The Chasam Sofer says that he was 

supposed to relate to them “ מהאשר מלאתיו רוח חכ , realize that 

Hashem has filled you with a spirit of wisdom. Recognize 

your potential and use it for Hashem’s sake.” 

When we believe in our abilities, we can achieve greatness. 

When we are lacking in this area, we are unable to accomplish. 

This is why it is so important to show others that you have 

confidence in their abilities. Reish-Lakish was from the 

greatest of the Talmudic sages. He only joined the learning 

track after R’ Yochanan displayed confidence in his abilities. 

I once heard an amusing story in regards to this topic. There 

once was a group of 8
th
 graders who were very weak readers. 

Over the years, many teachers attempted to bring them up to 

par, but it wasn’t until Mrs. Niles became their teacher that 

they succeeded in catching up to their level. What was her 

secret? She truly believed in their ability to succeed and she 

treated them accordingly. At the end of the year the principal 

asked her, “How did you gain such trust in their capabilities?” 

The teacher responded, “With such remarkably smart brains, 

how could they not succeed?” The principal probed, “What 

gives you the impression that they are bright?” In response the 

teacher took out the class list and pointed to numbers printed 

adjacent to every name, “Look at these high IQs”. The 

principal started to laugh, “Those are their locker numbers, not 

their IQs”. It may have been by mistake, but once the teacher 

believed in them, they were able to believe in themselves and 

for the first time in their lives, succeed. 
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We all know the importance of developing our Middos 

(character traits); I would like to discuss a dimension of this 

topic that many people are unfamiliar with. Have you ever met 

someone who at first glance did not seem extraordinary, but 

after you get to know them well, you realized that deep down 

they are very special? Did you wonder why their special soul 

was unable to infiltrate their actions and make them great?  

We can explain this phenomenon with the following 

comparison; you can have the strongest drill in the world, yet, 

if you are missing the bit, it is rendered useless. All of the 

drills energies cannot accomplish anything if it is lacking this 

two inch long thin strip of metal, for it is the bit that connects 

the energies of the drill to the screw, thereby facilitating 

action. 

So to in regards to the energies of our soul, they can only 

accomplish if it has its “bit” that connects it to action. Its “bit” 

is Middos. This is why Middos is called the clothing of the 

soul.  

In practical terms, you can have somebody whose soul is 

supersensitive to the needs of others, yet, if the Middah that he 

developed is self-centeredness, his special soul will be unable 

to accomplish anything in this area. You can have someone 

who by nature is very caring, however, if he is caught in the 

trait of stinginess, his nature cannot be transformed into 

action. Imagine in your mind someone who is the symbol of 

Chesed. There can be other people who have the same heart, 

and potentially could have been just as great, yet, all this was 

lost due to a lack of development of the right character traits.  

Most of the Parsha discusses the special garments of the 

Kohanim. Moshe was instructed the garments should be  לכבוד"

 honorable and beautiful. Kohanim are disqualified ,ולתפארת"

when they are not wearing these special clothing. Why was it 

so important that they wear them? 

The Malbim explains: wearing beautiful garments symbolized 

that they also have to beautify their Middos; the garments of 

their soul. 

Why was it that the Kohen Gadol had extra beautiful 

garments? R’ Chaim Mintz explains: it is to symbolize that 

since he has a greater soul, he has to beautify it even more 

than the average person, the greater the potential, the greater 

the obligation to actualize it. 

One of the laws in regards to the Bigdei Kehuna is that it must 

be the right size. If it is too big or too small it is not kosher. R’ 

Chaim Dov Keller says, based on this Malbim there is an 

important lesson here in regards to building our character 

traits; we cannot adopt random Middos, rather, they must be 

the Middos that are in sync with our soul.  

A number of years ago I was in Eretz Yisrael for Purim. 

Before the Megillah an Israeli man approached me, “Do you 

know how to make a tie”? he asked me, while handing over a 

necktie that had pictures of American currency. Apparently 

this man had never worn a tie before and now in honor of 

Purim he wanted to don one. Looking at the man I knew I had 

a problem; he was about 6 foot 3, and this was not an extra-

long tie. Yet, I tried. I made him the smallest knot all the way 

at the edge, so that it would be as long as possible, and I 

handed it over to him. Two minutes later I see this cute four 

year old wearing an American dollar tie. As you can guess, the 

tie almost reached his toes. 

Yes this garment was custom made, but not for him. On his 

father it would have looked great, but on the kid it looked 

horrible. So to our Middos need to be custom designed to fit 

our soul. For if not, although it may look great on others it will 

be an eye-sore on us.  

In light of the aforementioned idea we can appreciate this. The 

purpose of Middos is to allow the nature of the soul to bear 

fruit. If I adopt a trait that is not in sync with my Neshamah it 

will not help actualize my potential. 

I would like to conclude with the following powerful story. 

During the holocaust, as the German war machine committed 

atrocities against millions of our brethren, the world stood idly 

by. Where were all the merciful hearts? In Milwaukee 

Wisconsin at that time there were activists who let their voices 

be heard, but they were fighting for a different cause. A 

mother duck had built a nest and laid her eggs atop a draw 

bridge. If the bridge were to be lifted to allow the passage of 

boats, the eggs would surely break. If the nest were moved the 

mother would abandon her eggs. Thus, the duckling 

sympathizers campaigned to outlaw lifting up the bridge until 

the eggs hatched and the ducklings matured. They were so 

successful that the government stationed police by the bridge 

to assure that the nest would not be tampered with. Boats now 

had to detour a few miles to reach their destination. The story 

became a sensation and made it to the front page of the papers. 

There were even constant updates as to the wellbeing of the 

ducklings (as heard from R’ Avigdor Miller). 

Their souls had everything needed for them to spearhead an 

anti-holocaust movement. Yet, their soul was lacking the 

proper garments. Thus, instead of using all of their nutrients to 

grow a beautiful orchard, they wasted it all on weeds. What a 

shame to such potential. 

 Let us insure that we do not waste our potential. Let’s 

contemplate on what we have and let us develop our Middos 

thereby allowing our Neshamah to shine forth its greatness. Get 

out from under the bridge and move into your mansion. 


