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The Peddler of the Medicine That Gives Life to One and All





The Midrash (Metzora) tells about a peddler who went from town to town, announcing, "Who wants medicine that gives life?" 


Reb Yanai went to the peddler to buy it. 


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). If you desire life, you should be careful not to speak lashon hara. 

Reb Yanai was extremely happy with this explanation. He said, "I’ve been saying this passuk my entire life, and I never knew its simple meaning until this peddler explained it to me.” 

Why did Reb Yanai say that he never knew the meaning of this passuk before? It seems quite obvious that the passuk is saying that guarding one's tongue is conducive for a long life.


The Dubno Magid zt'l explains that originally, Reb Yanai thought that long life was the reward for guarding one's tongue. The peddler taught Reb Yanai that being careful from lashon hara isn't a reward, it’s the natural consequence. 
Someone who’s careful with his words will be safeguarded from anger and machlokes, which naturally shortens people's life. Reb Yanai discovered that the passuk is stating a rational concept. By being careful with your speech, you will live longer. 

The Dubno Magid explained it with a mashal: Someone complained to his doctor about having chest pains. The doctor spoke with him about the importance of avoiding anger. 

The man became angry with the doctor and said, "When I want to hear mussar, I go to the beis medresh, and the rabbis there will teach me Torah and mussar. I came to you for medical advice!" 

The doctor answered, "I am giving you medical advice. I am speaking to you as a doctor, not as a rabbi. If you want to be healthy, you must refrain from getting angry…" 

That’s what the peddler taught Reb Yanai; being careful with one's words will result with a healthier life. It’s medical counsel, not just a reward.

After acquiring this lesson, Reb Yanai realized that this lesson is also stated in Mishlei: "Someone who guards his tongue, is protecting himself from troubles" (Mishlei 21). This isn't only the reward that is given for someone who guards his tongue; it is the natural consequence. Someone who’s careful with his words will avoid many disputes.
Reprinted from the email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.

	A Heart for the Nation
Compiled and written by: Shiffy Friedman
     What a splendid month we’ve entered—the month that heralds buds and blossoms, glorious sunshine and that perfect breeze. Iyar, our Sages teach us, is a month that is ripe with potential for redemption from various painful situations, be it those who are still on a search for their bashert, those who await the day to hold their own bundle of joy in their arms, those who desperately await a refuah, or those in desperate financial straits. Now is the time that we can make it happen, but how?

     We Jewish women are blessed not only with a heart that cares deeply for our husband and children, but also a heart that cares for the nation. When we hear of the painful plight of a fellow Jew, even someone we’ve never met and probably never will, our hearts bleed for their anguish.

     That’s just how we’re wired. But even if we’ve become numb to pain, numb to sorrow, this is the time of year when our hearts must stir. In the Sefirah period, when we mourn the deaths of the 24,000 talmidim of Rebbi Akiva, it’s incumbent upon us to reawaken our empathy. The plague that befell them came as a result of “shelo nahagu kavod zeh lazeh.” The root of the word kavod is kaveid, heavy. Now is the time when another Jew’s plight must carry weight in our eyes and hearts.

     We’re great at sending heartwarming notes and hearty, warm meals, but the greatest tool we women have in our arsenal is tefilla. While the power of prayer is incredible, the power of a Jewish woman’s prayers when she stands at the neiros Shabbos is infinitely greater. At this opportune time, we hold the secret to generate a salvation for our fellow Jews, to pierce the Heavens on their behalf. Starting with the monetary donation for the needy in Eretz Yisrael, and continuing with heartfelt prayers for our fellow brothers and sisters in pain, we have the blessed merit of entering Shabbos armed with untold kind deeds every single week.
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	Charity Begins at Home

     Although doing chessed on behalf of others is remarkably commendable, every Jewish woman knows the truth: there’s no one that deserves her heart more than her husband and children. From Rochel, the wife of Rebbi Akiva, we learn what it means to truly dedicate our lives to the good of our husbands. For 24 years, she waited patiently for his return, selflessly raising their family and tending to the home so that he could plunge into the beautiful world of Torah and immerse himself in his spiritual growth. Although they were physically apart all this time, she was right there at his side, her idealism spurring him forward and motivating him to reach ever higher.

     Commenting on the words “Eishes chayil mi yimtza,” the Midrash notes that the consummate woman of valor was Bruria, the wife of Rebbi Meir bal Haneis. What was so uniquely heroic about this woman that garnered her this coveted title? 

     Two of the couple’s sons died right on erev Shabbos, and because Bruria didn’t want to cause her husband pain on Shabbos, she hid their bodies in the attic. When Rebbi Meir returned from shul and asked where they were, she kept providing answers to allay his fears. Finally, after she served her husband Melava Malka and he recited the Birchas Hamazon, Bruria turned to her husband and said, “I must ask you a sheilah. Earlier today someone came and lent me something. Now, he wants it back. Must I return it or not?”

     “Of course you must,” was Rebbi Meir’s immediate response. “I’m surprised you had that question.”

     “Follow me,” this woman of valor then continued. She led her husband up to the attic and showed him their two perished sons. When Rebbi Meir broke into uncontrollable sobs, Bruria reminded him of the question she’d asked a mere few moments earlier.

     “My wife,” he said, “You’ve consoled me.” This is the woman that the Midrash calls the epitome of an Eishes Chayil. What was so incredibly venerable about her deed? All Shabbos long, she knew of her son’s untimely passing. And all Shabbos long, what did she think about? The pain of her husband. What about her own pain? She would deal with that later.

     As members of a nation that lauds virtuous qualities as such, we have the capacity to truly feel for others. At the Shabbos candles, we have the opportunity to daven for all, but most importantly, for the wellbeing, growth, and happiness of our husband and children. What an
opportunity, dear sisters!

     The earliest one may accept Shabbos is from plag HaMincha and onwards, which is approximately one hour and fifteen minutes before shkia (sunset). One should consult a Jewish calendar for this exact time.




RReprinted from the April 30, 2017 email of Glisten, a publication for the Jewish woman by Ignite.

Political Correctness

By Rabbi Eliyahu Safran
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If one weighs with weights that are deficient by the standards agreed upon in his locality, or measures with a measuring vessel deficient by the agreed standards, he violates a negative commandment, for Scripture states (Vayikra 19:35), ‘You shall do no unrighteousness in judgment, in length, in weight, or in measure. – Maimonides, Mishneh Torah


“Political correctness” does not have an exemplary history. In the middle of the past century, it was, according to Wikipedia, “…associated with the dogmatic application of Stalinist doctrine…” Hardly a ringing endorsement. Its use now, as part of our toxic political discourse, is generally used as a club with which to hammer the opposition. Although used most against “liberals”, the truth is that political correctness is difficult to define, as it almost always resides in the eyes of the user.


To more conservative commentators, “political correctness” covers nearly every perceived weakness of a more liberal worldview. To those same liberals, the use of the term by conservatives is “code” to paper over fairness and decency. After all, discourse we now consider “wrong” – use of the “N-word”, derogatory words to describe or characterize Jews – was once normal and acceptable until, that is, someone identified it as “politically incorrect” even though it was not called that then.


Our tradition is very clear as to the respect and decency that is to be afforded all people.


Our concern, however, is that the desire to be “politically correct” has gone overboard; that we no longer defend who a person is but we now find ourselves in an environment where demands are made that we also defend whatever anyone might think or claim for themselves; that we might also be called upon to implicitly or explicitly defend behaviors that the Torah deems wrong.

This is not consistent with our tradition.


Our tradition teaches that every human being, created in the image of G-d, deserves compassion and sensitivity. But as our code of behavior makes clear, not every form of behavior should be granted that same consideration.


This is certainly true when it comes to matters of sexuality. G-d makes clear in the very first parsha of Torah that He created man, and He created woman, and He ordained the institution of marriage.


In matters of Torah, the changing perspectives of society and culture have no bearing on what is right and wrong.


Sensitivity and compassion, yes. Approval, no.


Hosea’s last verse, which Rabban Yochanan ben Zakai used to teach his lesson for all time, begins with the words, mi chacham, Who is wise?


The Malbim teaches, “A person is capable of achieving understanding in many areas through his own intelligence. However, when dealing with matters beyond human comprehension, he must first acquire the necessary wisdom and only then can he deepen his understanding through his logical prowess…” 


His insight applies particularly to the knowledge of the ways of Hashem, along with matters of G-dliness. So, Who is wise? He who has acquired the wisdom of Hashem’s ways, and can thereby build upon that wisdom to achieve understanding. This teaching makes clear that, when it comes to matters of          G-dliness, the very notion of “political correctness” is irrelevant.


The accusation of and shield of “political correctness” has created an environment in which there is fake news and fake facts. There are numerous examples of how this has poisoned the political discourse and caused people to be fearful of speaking out. It is madness when more than three-quarters of all babies born in Detroit are born to unwed mothers, yet it is “politically incorrect” to suggest that there is something wrong with this!


It is frightening when a high school in California recently sent five students home from school for wearing shirts displaying the American flag on Cinco de Mayo. And for Chris Matthews of MSNBC to suggest that it was “racist” when conservatives used the term, “Chicago” borders on malpractice. 


In such a damaged environment, it is easy to reduce G-dliness to just another “talking point”.


But as history and tradition has taught us, G-dliness is not so easily diminished by the whim and foolishness of man.


Not long after a recent conversation about the perils of this “politically correct/incorrect” environment we live in, I returned to my study of that particular day’s Daf Yomi which had, for the previous few days, devoted several Talmudic dapim to the many halachic details to assuring honest weights and measures.


The Torah commands the need for the absolute accuracy of the scales and all their components so there could be no doubt about honest dealings in commerce between man and man. The Talmud elaborates on the essential need for such accuracy and honesty. R’ Levi suggests that the punishment for dishonest weights is even more severe than for illicit relations; that stealing from humans is worse than stealing from G-d [from Hekdesh].


The Torah is clear; there can be no compromise in these matters. Among the many details taught on the Daf (Bava Bathra 89), is the instruction not to use scales made of wood, lead, or other metals (for they corrode or become sticky with grease – affecting their accuracy). We learn that the utensil used to flatten off the top of the materials being weighed should not be too hard or too soft, along with other detailed instructions – all to guarantee that no one ever be cheated.


After elucidating these instructions, we hear uncertainty from the greatest scholar of all, Rabban Yochanan be Zakai. Having these teachings, should he actually teach them? “Woe unto me if I teach it to them and woe unto me if I don’t teach it to them.” 


In other words, in teaching these things, he might very well reveal the “tricks of the trade” – which dishonest people could then use to cheat more effectively. But in not teaching these things, dishonest people will believe the talmidei chachamim, the rabbis and religious teachers, are ignorant about thievery and dishonesty – that is, that they know nothing about contemporary issues!


So, the Talmud asks, What did R’ Yochanan ben Zakai actually do. Rav Shmuel bar Yitzchok teaches that R’ Yochanan ben Zakai did teach all of the passages detailing the various methods of weights and measures. He did not hide G-d’s word simply because the ramaim might glean untruths by evaluating truthfulness.


Recall, R’ Yochanan was not only the greatest of scholars but he was also a successful businessman. He knew there were those who would use any opportunity to cheat but he was not concerned about being “politically correct” (for, after all, today’s ramaim are those who seek to be politically correct at the expense of truth, honesty, and morality). R’ Yochanan spoke truth honestly and forcefully.


Certainly it was as difficult for him to do so in his time as it is for us in ours. Why did he do it? Where did he find the courage? Rav Shmuel bar Yitzchak suggests the answer. Because the last verse in Hosea’s impassioned prophecy balances blunt judgment with love and mercy. “For the ways of HaShem are straight; the righteous will walk with them and sinners will stumble over them.” From this, R’ Yochanan taught that G-d’s absolute truth must be revealed without hesitation or fear.


There is no political correctness in Torah. Teach Torah because the “righteous will walk with them.” The righteous need to know the truth if they are to do right. The righteous want to know G-d’s will. And, as for the “sinners”, they “will stumble over them”. The sinners will always find new ways of thievery. Their sinfulness should never be an excuse for withholding G-d’s Torah.


As Jews, our tradition and G-d’s teaching command that we speak out. Marriage is between man and woman. Other forms of union can be described in many ways – but not as marriage. Ish is ish. Isha, isha. Man is man. Woman, woman. No political movement can change that. No governmental law or edict can compromise that.

Terrorism is terrorism. A murderer is a murderer.


Our tradition teaches compassion and sensitivity to the person, not the act. Many factors and variables contribute to the people we become. Children are abused. Families are dysfunctional. There is alcohol and drug abuse. Terrible, terrible things. But they do not excuse behavior that G-d condemns.


R’ Yochanan’s lesson is not just about weights and measures, it is an eternal lesson to be applied to all situations – the world’s righteous, even in silence, deserve and need to hear truth while the cheaters and charlatans will inevitably stumble, truth or no truth.


Those who seek only “political correctness” are uninterested in G-d’s truth.

R’ Eliezer of Beaugency teaches of Hosea’s statement, “The wayward see the ways of Hashem as being the source of their downfall, for their sole interest in life is fulfilling their whims and desires, and the ways of the Torah stand in their way.” R’dak elaborates, “The stumblers say there is no mesader u’manhig ha’olam      (G-dly law and order) and there is no absolute yosher so they follow their hearts’ whims and desires.

“They will fail and will be lost.”


R Yochanan be Zakai taught truth to power and, in doing so, saved the Jewish nation in the midst of destruction and hopelessness.


To teach or not to teach? The answer is clear. We must always teach Torah truth. Teach to those who will hear and, for those others, those who will stumble, they will find their equally stumbling and lost “leaders”.

Reprinted from the May 1, 2017 website of Matzav.com

Living with The Times

The Sin of Desiring a Spiritual Shortcut to G-d

Adapted from the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
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This week's Torah portion, Acharei, begins with the words, "And G-d spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron." Nadav and Avihu, both of whom were truly righteous men, were consumed by a great fire. Why did they deserve such a harsh punishment?


The Midrash offers some reasons why Nadav and Avihu died: They entered the Holy of Holies without permission; they performed their service without wearing the required priestly garments; they were not married and thus had no offspring. But what was so terrible about these infractions that it brought about their premature deaths?


Studying the cause of Nadav's and Avihu's passing, we find a common element in each infraction. Chasidic philosophy explains that Aaron's sons died precisely because of their high spiritual stature. Nadav and Avihu possessed an overwhelming love of G-d, which ultimately blinded them to their true purpose. Their deaths were caused by their good intentions which ran counter to G-d's intent in creating the world. Aaron's sons' desire to merge with G-dliness was incompatible with human existence. Their souls so longed to be one with G-d that they could no longer remain in their physical bodies, and the two men died.


On the one hand, this attests to Nadav and Avihu's high spiritual accomplishments. But on the other hand, their behavior was considered sinful because man was not created solely to fulfil his spiritual yearnings. G-d created man for the purpose of making the world holy through the performance of the Torah's commandments.


G-d gave us the responsibility to refine the world, purifying it and enabling physical matter to become a receptacle for holiness. G-d desires a "dwelling place below," not for us to follow only spiritual pursuits and disdain this world. Nadav and Avihu's excess in the realm of the spiritual, to the exclusion of the physical, was their downfall.


This is why the verse reads, "...when they had come near before G-d, and they died." Their death was not the result of their actions, but rather, the essence of their sin. Aaron's sons drew so close to G-d that physical existence was impossible.


Entering the Holy of Holies without permission was therefore symbolic of ascending too high; performing the service while being improperly clothed shows an unwillingness to "clothe" oneself in mitzvot, which are called the garments of the soul. Nadav and Avihu wanted to take the "short cut" to G-d, without having to trouble themselves with the obstacles posed by the physical world.


Likewise, the fact that neither Nadav nor Avihu married and had children showed their refusal to lead a natural, physical existence. Such a path to G-dliness was too cumbersome for them. However, this is not what G-d wants from us.


We learn a valuable lesson from their death: Although there are certain times when we feel a strong desire and longing for G-dliness and we experience a great spiritual uplift, we must carry those feelings into our daily lives and translate them into tangible actions. This is the purpose for which we have been created--to transform our physical surroundings into a dwelling place for the Divine Presence.

Reprinted from the  Parshat Acharay 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.

Naiveté

By Rabbi Berel Wein
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Ignorance is curable by knowledge, naiveté much less so. The naïve person, in most cases, is well aware of the facts. Nevertheless, he or she refuses to draw the correct and logical conclusion from those facts. Fanciful, wishful thinking clouds one’s rational judgment. It is as though one believes that by wishing so, it will indeed turn out to be so.


The Torah bids us to be an optimistic and hopeful people, yet it warns us not be a naïve people. The paradox of Jewish belief is that it is utopian in nature but it is very wary about pursuing policies or revering individuals who are purely messianic and utopian in nature and conduct.


Part of its rejection of Christianity was the latter’s rejection of the true nature and desires of humans in the naive pursuit of a perfect world and a utopian future. It is to this very idea that Maimonides addresses himself by stating that the world will continue as it is even in the messianic era.


The line between optimism, the belief in a better future and naïve wishful thinking is often blurred by humans. But there is no doubt that such a demarcation line does truly exist. As dangerous to society as ignorance is, I believe that naiveté is a far more dangerous and destructive human failing.


The tragedies of the twentieth century and the attendant deaths of so many tens of millions of people came not from ignorance of facts and of history but rather from beliefs in terrible utopian ideas of empire, social class, economic wealth and naively foolish biological and racial theories.

On my recent trip to the United States I was privy to a conversation between a very intelligent community-minded, fine Jewish woman who was about to embark on her first trip to Israel. She was trying to employ a tour guide who would take her to see the “settlements” in Judea and Samaria. She also wanted him to arrange a meeting with a fair-minded Arab family with whom she could discuss her ideas about a permanent peace. I flippantly interjected: “So would we in Israel!”


The problem with most of the do-gooders in the Jewish community is not that they are insincere or ignorant of the facts and issues that confront Israel, it is that they are hopelessly naïve about the Palestinian street and leadership. They have constructed an imaginary scenario in their minds and like all standard utopians, refuse to be budged from it by acts that they themselves are well aware of.


Thus many are led to believe, in their own naiveté, that the desired result is not only achievable but it is at hand if only Israel would somehow remove the “settlements.” Whether actually viewing the facts on the ground will somehow sober her to the realities of our situation is questionable. Such people usually find it difficult to abandon cherished long-held beliefs and proposals. Witness those who supported the Soviet Union for over seventy years of murder and tyranny. That was the ultimate example of naïve behavior in our time.


The Oslo Agreements and the twenty year aftermath of violence and disappointment has pretty much cured most Jewish Israelis of their naiveté about the Arab world and its attitude towards the Jewish state. The original naiveté took two different and widely variant directions. One naïve belief was that there was going to be a greater Israel from the river to the sea. 


Somehow the Arabs and the world were going to accept this vision and allow it to be translated into reality. The other path of wishful thinking was that the Arabs would now come to accept Israel as a legitimate country and presence in the Middle East by trading land for peace. Both of these naïve visions have proven to be unrealistic and most of the Israeli public has now accepted this reality.


The Arab world and particularly the Palestinian Authority have never been cured of their naïve vision of the fact that somehow they can make Israel disappear by terror, lawsuits, UN resolutions, stonewalling all proposals and by not fulfilling past commitments. As long as the Palestinian leadership and the Palestinian street continues to fantasize that what it wishes is what it will get, then there will be no meaningful progress towards a settlement and modus vivendi with a permanent Israeli presence in the Middle East. So we are faced with dealing with continued naiveté instead of just plain ignorance. And that is really the crux of the problem.

Reprinted from the current website of Rabbiwein.com
The Beekeeper
By Rabbi Yoseph Vigler
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Reb Moshe Schneersohn was a beekeeper in Kfar Chabad who had a beautiful vort:


"Why, on Rosh Hashana do we eat specifically honey when there are many other options of sweetness like sugar or mangos...?"


Naturally, he began to explain the uniqueness of bees:


What does a fly do when he flies into a beautiful garden of flowers? What does he look for? He seeks out dirt, anything disgusting and lowly because flies and mosquitoes thrive on dung. No matter how beautiful the garden is, the fly will seek out the feces.


Conversely, a bee will always seek out the flowers. It will look for the best and the most beautiful to transform it into sweet delicious honey.


On Rosh Hoshana we look for the sweetness of honey. Sweetness exists where you look for it, where you choose to build it and nurture it.


Applying this to Chinuch, one can recognize that some children are beautiful, delicious and lovable. While other children's challenges are obvious, more apparent.


Our job as parents and educators is to be bees! To look for the beauty, for the soul of that child and every Yiddishe child, to enhance their unique neshama. Nurture it, build it, develop it until it produces honey.


Good and bad exist in everyone. Flies focus on the bad, bees focus on the good. Be a bee and make honey!

Reprinted from the Parshat Tazria – Metzorah 5777 email of Mayan Yisroel (Flatbush.)

A Rose Among the Thorns

Rabbi Reuven Semah
Like the practice of the land of Egypt in which you dwelled do not do. (Vayikra 18:3)


In this week’s perashah we find the Jews journeying in the desert. They have not yet developed a national character, nor do they have a country. For now they are traveling  from one country, Egypt, to another, Canaan. They are being warned severely against emulating the national character of either. The Jews are expected to develop a national character from the Torah, and then live by it in their own country, Eress Yisrael.


The verse above tells the Israelites not to emulate the lifestyle of Egypt or Canaan. Why is it necessary to mention Egypt? Why not just say: “Don’t do such and such misdeeds”?


 Rabbi Yaakov Haber explains that the answer can be found in Rashi. Because Egypt was the most immoral and depraved country among the nations. Why mention Canaan? 


Rashi again provides the answer: “Because the seven nations of Canaan were even more immoral and depraved than the Egyptians!”�


But, if the Jews are supposed to be the light unto the nations, it seems they are starting off with quite a handicap, considering where they were coming from and where they were going. If G-d wanted them to be so great, why didn’t He supply them with a more conducive atmosphere to holiness, instead of taking them from bad to worse?


The answer to this problem lies in the very way Jewish history unfolds. We are compared to a rose among the thorns. Because of our exiles we were flung to some of the most morally depraved areas of the world. It was there that we were truly challenged to demonstrate our commitments to Torah. It was there we had to search deep within ourselves to find the essence as our souls, it was that exercise that made us grow.


Often, our growth takes place, not in spite of a diverse situation but because of it. Maybe that’s why, right from the start we were surrounded with challenges so that we can rise like a rose amongst the moral thorns of the society in which we live. 

Reprinted from the Parashat Aharei Mot-Kedoshim 5777 email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.
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