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Put on Your Dancing Shoes

By Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair



Arguably, Fred Astaire was one the greatest dancers who ever lived. And what made him so great? He made it all look so easy, so effortless. While other dancers labored their way around the screen, Fred made it all look so simple. But behind that “effortlessness” were hours and hours of relentless hard work. As his coworkers testified, he was a perfectionist. Yet it never showed. It all looked so, so easy. 


A Jew is supposed to dance through life, not to labor with a heavy heart. There once was a rich man who arrived at a hotel. He was given the penthouse suite and the clerk assured him that his luggage would be brought up presently. After an hour, and with still no sign of his cases, the rich man phoned down to the bell clerk.


 “But, sir,” came the reply, “we sent your bags up twenty minutes ago!” Just as the rich man was putting down the phone, there came a knock at the door. The rich man made his way over to the entrance to his suite and opened the door. 

There was a bell-hop who was turning various shades of puce from his exertions. Under both his arms were two large cases. 

“Here!”, he gasped, “are your cases, sir!” He then proceeded to sink to his knees from oxygen deprivation. 

The rich man, without batting an eyebrow said, “Take them back downstairs!” 

“What!” 

“Take them back downstairs!” 

“But I’ve just practically broken my back bringing them all the way up here!” 

“Take them back downstairs! These are not my cases.”

 “But you haven’t even looked at them!”

 “I know they aren’t mine.” 

“How?”

 “My cases are full of diamonds. Diamonds are very light. If you’re huffing and puffing, these can’t be my cases.” 

There’s an old expression in Yiddish that translates as “It’s difficult to be a Jew.” This phrase was obviously coined by someone who was carrying the wrong cases. 

“Its ways are ways of pleasantness”, says the Psalmist about the Torah. The Torah may be demanding, it may take a lot of hard work and practice, but the last thing it wants from us is to be a bunch of joyless “laborers”.

 One of the hardest things for people who become religious is to add a little touch of “Fred Astaire” to their observance. And sometimes this can lead to tragic results. A ba’al teshuva wants nothing more than his progeny to be living exemplars of faith and halachic observance, and yet this dream often ends in heartbreak. 

Ba’alei teshuva have little to hang on to except their enthusiasm and a lot of siyata d’Shmaya. If you stand over your children like a halachic KGB, how can you hope they will stand up to the blandishments of an increasingly hedonistic society? How can you imbue them with a love of Torah and mitzvot unless you dance with the Torah — and not just on Simchat Torah? 

Whenever the Torah gives the instructions for a halacha, a Torah law, it always uses the expression of dibur — speak. Dibur is a strong word. It implies a certain toughness and implacability, as would befit the immutable Word of G-d. All halachot in the Five Books and also in the Book of Yehoshua are transmitted by using the words Vaydaber (“And He spoke”) or Daber (“Speak”). 

All, that is, except one. In last week’s Torah portion we see that the instructions to the Kohanim, the Priests, were given over using the expressions “Vayomer” — “And He said” and “Emor” — “Say.” 

These are much softer and lighter expressions. Why the change? Even though the work of the Kohen was extremely exacting and, in some cases, physically taxing, the Torah charges the Kohen to perform his tasks with lightness and ease. The Kohen was also responsible to teach the Jewish People. 

Here again, if they showed that their tasks were light and joyous for them, this would encourage the people. But if they made it all seem so difficult, who would want to follow their example? In life you have to know how to “dance” a little — especially if you want others to dance with you. 

• Sources: The Dubner Magid, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein in D’rash Moshe. Thanks to Rabbi Chaim Tzvi Senter.

Reprinted from the Parashat Emor 5778 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine  of the Internet.’

Reprinted from Issue #215 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Emor 5752/1992), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Thoughts that Count for Parshas Bechukosai

If you will walk in My statutes (Lev. 26:3)

How do we walk in G-d's statutes? asks Rashi. By studying His Torah, he concludes. Rabbi David of Kotsk once commented on the verse, "You should believe when one tells you, 'I have toiled and I have succeeded.'" He explained: Something a person achieves by dint of his own labor will endure, but something acquired too easily will not last. Just as effortlessly as it was won will it disappear. That is why our Sages urge us to toil night and day in our Torah study--so our learning and knowledge will be retained. (Mishnat Yisrael)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bechukosai 5752/1992 issue of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn.
If You Will Labor

In Torah Study

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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 “If you will follow My decrees and observe My commandments and perform them.” — VaYikrah 26:2


The Torah lays out two divergent destinies for the Jewish people: “If you will go in the ways of my statues. . . I will give you rainfall in its time, the land will give forth with abundance, the trees of the field will produce fruit…you will eat until you are satisfied. . . There will be peace in land…”


However, “if you do not guard my statutes . . . you will suffer diseases and famine. . . you will plant and not harvest. . . your enemies will chase you. . . the skies will turn to iron. . . wild animals will attack . . . [and finally,] an avenging sword will come into the land.”


Rashi explains that the pivotal point of these two paths is: If you will labor in Torah. If you will labor in Torah, then you as a nation will find great success. Your enemies will fear you, and you will rise ever higher. If, however, you cease to labor in Torah study, then curses will befall you. In short, our success or failure as a nation hinges upon this one activity.


However, as Rashi also points out, this concept of laboring in Torah study is not found in the posuk. The words are, “If you will go in the ways of my statutes.” Nowhere does it specify what this refers to. Rashi explains that it cannot refer to keeping the mitzvahs because that is specifically mentioned at the end of the posuk. So by process of elimination, he reasons that this must be referring to laboring in Torah study.


This Rashi is difficult to understand. There seems to be no indication of the concept in the posuk. Granted, learning Torah is very significant, and we may know from other sources that laboring in Torah study is central to serving HASHEM, but there doesn’t seem to be any indication here that this statement is speaking about laboring in Torah study. How does Rashi know that this statement of, ”If you will go in the ways of my statutes,” refers to laboring in Torah study, as opposed to any other mitzvah?

The inner workings of the human

The answer to this question stems from understanding the inner nature of man. The Chovos Ha’Levovos (Shaar Avodas Elokim) explains that HASHEM created man from two very distinct elements. Part of man is pure intellect and wisdom. This part of the person only wishes to do that which is noble and proper. It desires to be generous and giving. It needs to do that which is good and right. This part deeply hungers to experience HASHEM. Chazal call this segment the “Nefesh Ha’Sichili” – the pure soul.


However, there is another component of the human personality that is pure instinct and desire. That part of the individual doesn’t care about anything but fulfilling its needs and wants. It is comprised of base appetites and inclinations. This is referred to as the “Nefesh Ha’Bahami” – the animal soul.

The human is in a constant state of flux

When HASHEM created man, He took these two diverse segments and mixed them together, creating a new synthesis called man. Man has two competing sides to him, each one crying out to fulfill it needs, each one demanding its fill. These two elements are in competition for dominance of the person. 

Much like a muscle that grows stronger with use and atrophies with disuse, each side is constantly being strengthened or weakened. If a person gives in to his animal instincts, those instincts become stronger and more dominant. If a person listens to his spiritual soul, it becomes stronger, gaining primacy over his personality. The human is in constant flux, with one side or the other always growing, always gaining supremacy and control over the person.


Man was put on this planet to grow. By resisting the pull of the animal soul and allowing the pure soul to flourish, man elevates himself and reaches the state of perfection of which he is capable. On the other hand, if he gives in to the cries of the animal soul, he elevates it, allowing it to take control of him. His appetites become stronger and dominate him until they effectively rule over him. He becomes more animal than man.

The Torah: the ultimate guide for self-perfection

The Torah, which is the ultimate guide of human perfection, warns us against certain activities that give an unusual advantage to the Nefesh Ha’Bahami. These are the sins as outlined in the Torah. We are cautioned to avoid certain foods, and we are warned against certain activities because they give an unfair edge to the animal soul.


However, any activity that a person engages in strengthens one side or the other. When a person eats, sleeps, works, or goes about all of his daily activities, these physical actions strengthen the Nefesh Ha’Bahami. In a sense, there is an unfair lead given to the animal soul. All day long it is in its element, and by being utilized, it is thereby strengthened.


To bring balance to the equation, HASHEM gave us specific mitzvos to nourish the Nefesh Ha’Sichili. The single greatest nutrient of the nishomah is learning Torah. For the nishomah, Torah is like rocket fuel. When a person learns Torah, his nishomah is strengthened and invigorated. It becomes fortified and then takes the lead in the battle against the Nefesh Ha’Bahami. However, without it, the nishomah doesn’t stand a fighting chance because the animal soul is so much more in its element in this world.


This seems to be the answer to Rashi. Since this expression, “If you will go in the ways of my statutes” is the pivotal point of the Jewish people’s destiny, it must be referring to that element that is the key to the equation: laboring in Torah study. Therefore, Rashi points this out almost as the translation of the words.


There is a great lesson for us in this concept. The Jewish people is never stagnant. We are either going up towards great heights or down to the lowest abyss. The single greatest nourishment for the soul of the individual, and therefore for the soul of the nation, is laboring in Torah study. If we engage in it, support it, and actively pursue it, we will flourish as a people and enjoy unparalleled success. If not…

Reprinted from the website of TheShmuz.com

Rav Avigdor Miller on Davening in a Telephone Booth
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QUESTION: What should one's reaction be when he hears that his friend's child is very sick? 

ANSWER: The first reaction should be to ask for the child's name and make sure to be mispallel for him. Ask Hakodosh Boruch Hu to help him. That's a chiyuv.


Shmuel Ha'Navi said, - "And also I, far be it from me to sin against Hashem and refrain from praying on your behalf" (Shmuel Alef 12:23). Shmuel called it chalilah to not pray for a person who needs help. It's so important!  

Take the name and pray for him. Your friend doesn't have to hear it. Stand in a corner somewhere and speak to Hashem. Or find a telephone booth. You can even take the receiver in your hand, if you want. And pray to Hashem: 

"Please Ribono Shel Olam, send a refuah she'leima to so and so, bi'soch sha'ar cholei Yisroel." Not once! Many times! It's very important to do that. Very important! You should carry papers with you that have the names of cholim. Carry these papers and from time to time look into the papers and be mispallel. And also in Shemonah Esrei. And any other time.  And say these tefillos again and again. It's a very important mitzvah. A very important opportunity. It's gemillas chassodim to be mispallel for someone who is sick. TAPE # E-247 (October 2000)
Reprinted from the May 4, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor.

Living with the Times

The Prohibition of Usury

And the Bread of Shame

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The Torah portion of Behar contains the Biblical prohibition against usury: "Do not take from him any usury or increase, and you shall fear your G-d, that your brother may live with you." Immediately following this verse we are told: "I am the L-rd your G-d who brought you out of the land of Egypt...to be your G-d." 
Our Sages learned from the juxtaposition of these two verses that when a person accepts the prohibition against lending money with interest, it is as if he accepts the yoke of Heaven. Conversely one who throws off the restriction against usury, simultaneously throws off the yoke of Heaven as well.

What is so significant about usury that the Rabbis used it to illustrate the concept of subservience to G-d? How does charging interest, or refraining from doing so, express the relationship between man and G-d?


Collecting interest on money means making a profit without exerting oneself at the expense of another person's labor. Once a person lends money to another, that money becomes the property of the borrower, even though he owes the amount to the one who lent it. A person who charges interest is therefore profiting from money which is not his, and is taking advantage of the fact that it once belonged to him.


By understanding this concept, we understand why avoiding usury is so crucial: G-d's goodness and blessings are only bestowed as a direct result of our labor. Both physical and spiritual rewards are only attainable after much toil and effort. The 613 commandments of the Torah are practical expressions of this principle, each one a specific deed to be performed in order to help us reach a higher spiritual level.


But why is all this work necessary? Couldn't G-d, the source of all good, have bestowed that goodness upon us without the labor? The answer is that it is precisely because of G-d's goodness that He chose this system, for we can only truly appreciate that for which we have worked.


An undeserved gift is called "bread of shame," and provides neither joy nor satisfaction. But when a person works toward a goal and then receives his reward, the value of that gift is appreciated and his happiness is that much greater. That is why we are obligated to expend so much effort in our worship of G-d. Spirituality must be attained through hard work and not conferred as a gift.


The mitzva which best illustrates this principle is the prohibition against usury. When a person refrains from it, according to G-d's will, he confirms G-d's plan for the world, that profit may only be accrued as the result of man's work. A person who charges interest defies, with his behavior, this basic principle which is a foundation of the entire Torah.

Reprinted from Issue #216 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Behar 5752/1992), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
No Commandment

To be a Genius

A yeshiva student once came to the saintly Chafetz Chaim and poured out his heart. "Year after year I sit and learn, but I just don't get anywhere in my studies! After all this time I have yet to understand even one page of the Talmud properly!"


The Chafetz Chaim replied: "G-d did not command us to be geniuses. He only commanded us to toil in the study of His holy Torah, whether or not we ever become great scholars..."

Reprinted from the Parashat Bechukosai 5752/1992 issue of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn.
The Desire to Control
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The  Torah  in  Parashat  Behar  presents  the  law  of  Yobel,  the  jubilee  year,  when  all  servants  were  set  free. A  Jew  who  sold  himself  as  a  servant  was  offered  to  be  released  after  six  years  of  service,  but  if  he  preferred  remaining  with  his  master,  he  was  allowed  to  continue  serving  until  the  Yobel,  at  which  point  all  servants  were  set  free. 

The  onset  of  the  jubilee  year  would  be  announced  on  Yom  Kippur,  with  the  sounding  of  the  Shofar  throughout  the  land. The  Sefer  Ha’hinuch  writes  that  the  release  of  servants  was  announced  specifically  on  Yom  Kippur  because  that  is  the  day  of  repentance  and  introspection,  when  people  are  most  inclined  to  do  the  right  thing.


If  there  is  one  day  a  year  when  people  feel  inspired  and  motivated  to  obey  G-d’s  commands  and  avoid  wrongdoing,  it  is  Yom  Kippur. And  thus  the  Torah,  knowing  how  difficult  it  is  for  masters  to  release  their  servants,  instituted  that  the  announcement  be  made  on  Yom  Kippur,  when  the  people  are  most  drawn  toward  compliance  and  obedience,  and  most  willing  to  make  sacrifices  to  fulfill  their  obligations  to  G-d.

Historically,  we  know  that  this  was  indeed  a  very  difficult  challenge  for  the  Jewish  people. We  read  in  the  Book  of  Yirmiyahu  that  the  prophet  admonished  the  people  to  comply  with  the  Torah’s  command  and  release  their  servants,  and  they  obeyed  his  instructions. Shortly  thereafter,  however,  they  changed  their  minds  and  brought  their  servants  back  under  their  control. They  couldn’t  bring  themselves  to  continue  living  without  the  assistance  of  servants. 

Why  is  this  such  a  difficult  Misva  to  observe? What  made  it  so  tempting  for  the  people  to  keep  their  servants  in  defiance  of  the  Torah? 

The  answer  lies  in  the  innate  human  desire  for  control,  to  exert  authority  over  other  people.Very  few  people  could  realistically  aspire  to  formal  positions  of  power,  so  they  sought  to  satisfy  this  craving  by  having  servants  under  their  control.


This  is  simply  a  function  of  human  nature;  we  were  created  with  this  innate  drive  to  control  other  people. The  law  of  Yobel  was  instituted  to  rein  in  on  this  tendency,  and  to  help  temper  the  drive  for  control. It  establishes  that  although  it  is  acceptable  to  have  servants  under  one’s  authority,  this  control  must  be  limited,  and  after  six  years  –  or  at  least  on  the  jubilee  –  the  servants  must  be  released. 


This  Misva  conveys  a  very  vital  lesson  even  nowadays,  when  we  do  not  have  servants. The  desire  to  exert  control  is  the  cause  of  many  problems  in  relationships. Marriages  are  strained  when  a  spouse  seeks  to  exert  control  over  the  other,  and  children  rebel  when  parents  try  to  be  too  controlling.


In  friendships  and  professional  relationships,  too,  the  desire  for  control  can  prove  very  destructive  and  ruin  an  otherwise  fruitful  and  beneficial  relationship. The  Misva  of  Yobel  teaches  us  to  give  others  their  space  and  overcome  the  natural  desire  for  control. We  should  not  be  trying  to  mold  our  spouse,  children,  friends,  neighbors  and  associates  into  precisely  the  kind  of  people  we  want  them  to  be.


We  need  to  learn  to  let  go,  to  let  people  be  a  bit  different  from  us,  and  be  tolerant  and  accepting. Full  control  over  people  belongs  only  in  the  hands  of  the  Almighty,  and  we  must  never  make  the  mistake  of  trying  to  usurp  His  exclusive  position  of  authority. 
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.
Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshas Behar 5778
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Much comment has been made over the centuries regarding the fact that the Torah introduces this week's reading by stating that its revelation took place at the mountain of Sinai. Rashi says that this is to emphasize that the Torah is of divine origin, which is represented in human terms by the mountain of Sinai.


There is great significance to describe and identify G-dly instructions in terms of a mountain. Perhaps out of all the wonders of our natural world, great mountains inspire and influence us in the most challenging way. I have often wondered why human beings are driven to risk their lives to climb and scale mountains. After all, once one has somehow successfully reached the peak of Mount Everest then the only thing left to do is to come down again.


Climbing a mountain is just climbing a mountain. Yet we are always witness to the fact that human beings constantly climb, usually at great financial expense and mortal physical risk. There is something within us that demands that we challenge the mountain and overcome it, so to speak, by reaching its peak and asserting our most human of characteristics – curiosity, adventure, risk-taking and challenging the unknown. If that be true as it is in the natural and physical world that we inhabit, so too is it valid as an understanding of our reach for spirituality and service to the omnipotent and omniscient Creator.


All father Abraham originally described as his spiritual goal that the city of Jerusalem and its location be represented as a mountain. Even though the rabbis of the Talmud softened this view and saw Jerusalem as a house and a home, it nevertheless still retains the view of Abraham, as being a mountain. It is not easily accessible to arrive there physically or spiritually. Its terrain is difficult, and its streets are composed of hills and valleys, and ups and downs.


The physical Jerusalem is always representative of the spiritual Jerusalem that hovers above it. It takes great effort and patience to climb the mountain of spirituality that Jerusalem represents. Cloaked in the mundane problems of crowded urban living, it nevertheless retains within it the ability to connect human beings to greater heights of attitude, behavior and vision. But the playing field is not the level one. Rather it resembles a steep mountain that to be scaled and often there are great risks in doing so.


The simple fool says that just being a good person is sufficient without the ritual and paraphernalia of religion and its observance. However, the wise person realizes that it takes preparation, tools, and enormous effort to just be a good person. The observances that the Torah demands of us are themselves the tools that allow us to attempt to scale that great mountain that lies before each and every one of us. Those tools are described for us by the tradition of the mountain of Sinai.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com
When G-d will Ensure that Every Jew Has Bread to Eat

And you shall eat your bread to the full, and you shall dwell in safety in your land (Lev. 26:5)


Economic hardship causes strife among brothers. Unethical competition in business leads one to snatch a crust of bread from another's mouth. G-d therefore promised that all Jews will have enough to eat, they will "dwell in safety in the land," and peace will reign. (Arono Shel Yosef)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bechukosai 5752/1992 issue of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn.
The Lesson of the Peddler Offering The Medicine of Long Life


The Midrash (Metzora) says: There was a peddler who would go from town to town, and call out in the marketplaces, "Who wants medicine that gives life?" 
Reb Yanai told the peddler he wants to buy that medicine. 


The peddler replied, "People like you don’t need it." 


Reb Yanai insisted, so the peddler opened a Tehillim and read, "Who is the person who desires life…? He should guard his tongue from speaking bad" (Tehillim 34). 


Reb Yanai said, "I’ve been saying this passuk my entire life, and I never knew its simple meaning until that peddler explained it to me!” 


Why did Reb Yanai say that be never knew the meaning of this passuk before?


The passuk seems easy enough to understand:, someone who desires life should be cautious with his speech. What did the peddler teach Reb Yanai that isn't implicit in the simple meaning of the words? 


The Dubno Magid zt'l answers that Reb Yanai originally thought the passuk was stating a segulah (or the reward): Being cautious with your speech is a segulah for long life (or that it is rewarded with longevity). The peddler taught Reb Yanai that long life is the natural consequence for guarding your tongue. 


The Dubno Magid explains this with a mashal: Someone came to his doctor and complained of chest pains. The doctor began speaking with him about how terrible it is to become angry. 


The patient interrupted the doctor, "If I wanted to listen to a mussar drashah, I would have gone to the beis medresh. I came here to hear medical advice..." 


The doctor said, "I am giving you medical advice. I’m explaining to you that for your health, you must be cautious with your anger. If you become angry, you will suffer chest pains, which could lead to a heart attack…" 


This is what the peddler told Reb Yanai. Reb Yanai knew that guarding one's speech results with long life, as it states, ...“The one who desires life…should guard his tongue…” However, Reb Yanai thought this was a segulah or a reward. 
The peddler explained to him that it is a natural elixir for life. When one is careful with his words, he will inevitably be saved from a lot of stress and anger, and consequently he will live a better and longer life. After acquiring this insight, Reb Yanai realized that this is also stated in Mishlei "Someone who guards his tongue is protecting himself from troubles" (Mishlei 21) as his caution will prevent him from many disputes and hardships. 


The Chofetz Chaim zt'l adds that being cautious with one's speech enhances the quality of one's life. The peddler called it a medicine for life, and he didn’t call it a medicine against death. Being cautious from speaking lashon hara will result with a more fulfilling and satisfying life, without stress and anxiety, and nothing will be lacking.
Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzorah 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.

Thoughts that Count
For Parshas Behar
And if your brother becomes poor...do not take from him any usury or increase (Lev. 25:35, 36)

Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar said: "The Psalms say about one who lends money without interest, 'His money was not given to extract usury, and a bribe was never taken against the innocent.' He who does these will never stumble." Conversely, one who lends money with interest is fore-warned that his wealth will eventually dissipate. (Talmud, Baba Metzia)
And you shall not deceive one another (Lev. 25:17)


Can a person really deceive another, especially in spiritual matters? Even if he succeeds in his deception, the victory is only temporary and the deceit is always eventually revealed. The only person, therefore, who has been effectively deceived is the deceiver himself. And is it so difficult to fool a fool? (Rabbi Shmuel of Lubavitch)
And you shall return, every man, unto his family (Lev. 25:10)


In the fiftieth, or Jubilee year, the former slave returns to his family, but not, as brought down in the name of Rabbi Yehuda, to his former stature.


Everything can be restored to a slave--his freedom, his inheritance, and his family--but the status and honor afforded him before he sold himself into slavery can never be returned. This was forfeited the moment he indentured himself.

(Chavat-Yair)
Reprinted from the Parshat Behar 5752/1992 issue of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn.
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