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QUESTION: Why did Hashem create onions?  Who needs it?

ANSWER: I have to laugh when I hear that question, but it's an important question though. Why did Hashem create onions? Who needs them? And the answer is because they taste good. Onions add so much to so many cooked foods. And to other foods as well. It tastes good! 

You know, when I walk in the street and I pass a fruit store, sometimes I see outside the store a big sack full of onions. I get excited! Ah! Onions! What would this world be without onions?!  Without onions what is the world?! It's not a world! I see big sacks of potatoes on Kings Highway. And big bags of onions. Onions and potatoes. What's better than that?! Boruch Hashem for onions!  Boruch Hashem! Onions make us happy! How can anyone even have a question about it?! Why do we need onions?!! How can it even be a question in your mind?!

So you must start training yourself. Walk by the fruit store and make sure to stop and look at the onions. And then say, "Boruch atah Hashem borei pri ha'adama." Say it! Yes, say it. Don't just think it. Say it! The first fifty times you don't mean it. But after a while you'll mean it. Don't just leave here after our talk and forget about it. No, I really mean it. You have to start practicing thanking Hashem in this world. 


You walk past a fruit stand and you see onions outside. Say, "Ahhh! Borei Pri Ha'adama. I thank You Hashem for the onions." OK, so you're a hypocrite. You don't mean it. But do it anyhow. Do it anyhow! And after a while you'll actually begin to feel truly happy and thankful to Hashem that He created onions. 
Your superficiality will begin to influence your pnimiyus, your mind. And after a while you'll begin to understand how good the world is. Boruch Hashem that there are onions in the world! Boruch Hashem that there are potatoes in the world! TAPE # E-180 (February 1999)

Reprinted from the May 22, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor.

A Warning Even to Us
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The  Torah  in  Parashat  Naso  discusses  the  law  of  Sota,  a  woman  suspected  of  infidelity.  This  is  a  situation  where  a  husband  warns  his  wife  in  the  presence  of  witnesses  not  to  go  into  seclusion  with  a  certain  man,  with  whom  the  husband  suspects  she  is  having  an  inappropriate  relationship. 


If  witnesses  later  testify  that  she  had  been  secluded  with  the  man  in  question,  then  the  husband  brings  her  to  the  Bet  Hamikdash  where  is  she  given  special  water  to  drink. If  she  is  guilty  of  infidelity,  then  the  water  kills  her. Of  course,  even  if  she  is  innocent  of  this  offense  and  does  not  die  as  a  result  of  drinking  the  water,  she  is  not  entirely  innocent.


She  has  already  committed  a  certain  form  of  infidelity  by  arousing  her  husband’s  suspicion  and  going  into  seclusion  with  another  man. It  goes  without  saying  that  this  is  strictly  forbidden  and  wholly  inappropriate,  not  to  mention  a  grave  betrayal  of  her  husband’s  trust. 

What  kind  of  a  woman  is  this,  who  engaged  in  some  sort  of  inappropriate  relationship  with  another  man?

Intuitively,  we  might  assume  that  we  deal  here  with  a  very  immodest  and  flirtatious  woman,  probably  a  woman  without  much  religious  background  and  who  was  not  necessarily  committed  to  the  Torah  way  of  life  to  begin  with.


But  the  Torah’s  description  of  the  Sota  ceremony  makes  it  clear  that  this  is  not  the  case. The  Torah  instructs  that  when  the  woman  arrives  at  the  Bet  Hamikdash,  the  Kohen  uncovers  her  hair. The  clear  implication  is  that  she  had  her  hair  covered,  as  Halacha  requires. In  other  words,  this  is  an  otherwise  religious  woman,  somebody  who  generally  observed  Torah  law,  but  somehow  found  herself  involved  in  an  inappropriate  relationship  with  another  man. 

The  Yeser  Hara  does  not  discriminate  or  play  favorites.  It  lures  and  applies  pressure  to  everyone,  regardless  of  their  religious  background  or  current  religious  standing. We  tend  to  think  that  because  we’re  observant,  we  are  free  from  certain  spiritual  dangers,  that  the  Torah’s  warnings  don’t  apply  to  us.


The  story  of  the  Sota  teaches  us  that  this  is  very  far  from  the  truth.    Even  a  woman  wearing  a  kerchief  covering  every  strand  of  hair  is  susceptible  to  the  machinations  of  the  Yeser  Hara. Regardless  of  what  kind  of  Kippa,  hat  or  whatever  else  a  man  has  on  his  head,  he  is  a  target  of  the  evil  inclination  that  looks  to  ensnare  all  people.  


It  might  even  be  argued  that  religiously  observant  people  must  exercise  even  greater  vigilance  due  to  the  natural  tendency  to  assume  that  we  are  safe. Nobody  has the  luxury  of  resting  on  his  or  her  laurels  and  assuming  that  he  or  she  is  safe  from  the  clutches  of  the  Yeser  Hara. 

The  section  of  the  Sota  is  followed  by  the  laws  of  the  Nazir,  somebody  who  decides  to  take  a  vow  to  abstain  from  wine  (in  addition  to  other  prohibitions). The  Sages  explain  that  the  Torah  juxtaposes  these  two  sections  because  a  person  who  sees  what  happens  to  a  Sota  should  abstain  from  wine  as  a  precaution  to  avoid  improper  behavior. We  might  have  thought  that  to  the  contrary,  somebody  who  witnesses  the  horrific  scene  of  a  Sota’s  death  would  be  shaken  to  the  core  and  naturally  disinclined  to  such  sins.


In  truth,  however,  the  sight  of  the  Sota,  just  seeing  somebody  who  committed  this  grievous  sin,  desensitizes  a  person  to  the  gravity  of  adultery. And  thus  one  who  sees  a  Sota,  and  whose  sensitivity  to  the  severity  of  sin  has  thus  been  compromised,  needs  to  reinforce  his  defenses  by  abstaining  from  intoxicating  beverages. 

The  message  of  the  Nazir  assumes  particular  importance  in  our  times,  when  we  live  in  a  culture  in  which  sin  not  only  occurs,  but  is  glorified. In  today’s  entertainment  industry,  unrestrained  conduct  and  adulterous  relationships  are  not  just  tolerated,  but  celebrated.


Exposure  to  this  culture  has  a  dangerous  desensitizing  effect,  dulling  our  instinctive  revulsion  to  such  behavior. Especially  in  our  day  and  age,  we,  like  the  Nazir,  must  be  on  guard  and  set  safeguards  in  place  to  neutralize  this  influence. It  is  not  enough  that  we  are  religiously  observant;  this  alone  does  not  grant  us  immunity  from  the  Yeser  Hara.


The  message  of  the  Sota  is  relevant  even  to  us,  and,  perhaps,  especially  to  us,  cautioning  us  to  resist  the  influences  of  our  society  in  order  to  maintain  the  standards  of  purity  and  holiness  that  the  Torah  demands.
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 Nasso 5778


The almost endless repetition of the gifts of the elders of the tribes of Israel, at the time of the dedication of the Tabernacle in the desert, has presented a problem to all the commentators to the Torah over the ages. Why does the Torah, that is often so sparing with words even when discussing important and eternal commandments and issues, allow itself to be so expansive and repetitive in this matter?


As can be imagined, there are numerous discussions of this matter by the scholars of Israel over the centuries, though it is difficult to find an answer that proves to be both emotionally and intellectually satisfying. Even I am loath to tread in areas where even the great angels of Israel have found difficulty, nevertheless there is an observation that I feel can and should be made that does have relevance and importance to us.
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Rabbi Berel Wein

Nothing in the Torah should be treated cavalierly. There is a message to all that is written within its holy words and it is incumbent upon us to find and absorb that message in our own lifestyle and society. Often-times in life people are deterred from taking certain actions or developing certain ideas or programs simply because someone has already advanced that idea.


People feel that if they are not the first to propose an idea, if someone, so to speak, has beaten them to the punch, then they withdraw completely from the arena and have nothing to say or contribute to the matter. The repetition of the same identical gifts that each of the 12 elders of the tribes of Israel donated to the Tabernacle teaches us that just because someone else has originally done a great thing, one should not be deterred from repeating that exact same deed.


Often in life, it is the repetition of an act or declaration that solidifies the original pioneering act or statement. It is the fact that others have chosen to imitate and repeat the same act that gives the original act its validity and value. Had there been only one gift of one of the elders of Israel to the Tabernacle, cynics would say that this was merely a formal gesture of public display but did not really reflect the true intent, emotions and relationship of the tribes of Israel towards this holy structure.


It is only when this act is repeated over and over and each of the elders of the tribe of Israel demands its own right and turn to express its appreciation for the godly gift of the Tabernacle to the Jewish people that the true attitude and emotion of the people is honestly and openly reflected.


 Throughout the Torah we are aware that there is an underlying idea that people do not want to be excluded from participation in a godly commandment and holy mission. This is abundantly evident in the case of the gifts of the elders of the tribes of Israel as outlined in this week's Torah reading.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar website of Rabbiwein.com
If I Were a Rich Man

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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Richard Earlstein, an economic historian with the University of Southern California, did an eye-opening study. He compared the relationship of increasing income and happiness. He found that, although the gross domestic product per capita in the U. S has more than doubled in the past half century, there has been absolutely no improvement in the percentage of happy people. 


Which effectively means, that we have more than twice the goods available to each consumer, as compared to 50 years ago; twice as many cars, twice as many refrigerators, twice as many homes, yet we aren’t any happier.  He goes on to say, “Even though each generation has more than its predecessor, each generation wants more.” 


He points out something even more interesting: One of the most enduring cultural beliefs is that another 20% increase in our income would make us perfectly happy. But it just isn’t true. Because no sooner do we get that 20% increase, than we need more, and we enter into this unending cycle.


Do you remember the song from Fiddler On The Roof, “If I Were A Rich Man”?



Wouldn’t have to work much,


die, die, die, dee, dee deedle, dum


All day long I’d diedel deedle dum,


if I were a wealthy man.

Even though it is hard to believe, there is still an inherent cultural belief that money will solve all of my problems. If only I were a millionaire — Wow, life would be great! All of my problems would be solved. I would be so happy. I am speaking about intelligent, thinking people, who somehow get caught up in this myth– in this never ending pursuit of wealth – all the while thinking, at least in the back of their mind, that more money means more happiness. But it doesn’t work, because no sooner do they get more, then they need even more than that.


Here is an interesting statistic: Within one year of winning a major lottery jackpot, 80% of the winners are back at work.  Eighty percent! That means all of those people who for years were going on about how they “Just can’t wait to win the jackpot”. “Just one big one and I’m gone”! “You won’t see my face in this joint again.”  And within a year they are back.  Many at the same job they held before they won. 

But how could that be? All that was lacking in their life was money. And they knew that if they ever acquired some serious wealth their life would be so totally and completely different. Yet now they have it, and their life didn’t magically change. They didn’t, all of sudden, find this potion of unending joy and eternal bliss. Sure, for a while it was great; they couldn’t believe their good fortune. But after they bought the Mercedes, after they traveled the world, now what? They went back to life, back to the routine, and they were the same person now, as they were before.


It is hard to find any real correlation between more money and greater happiness. And while we all know that, we live our lives as if it weren’t true. We have been so socialized into this mindless acceptance of ‘more money equals more happiness’. But it doesn’t work. It falls short, it fails. It looks so tempting, so alluring. It seems that it will fill all of our needs and wants. But at the end of the day, we are just as thirsty; not for more money or more luxuries, for something else – we just aren’t satisfied.


The question that we have to deal with is why? What is it? I have so much, why aren’t I happy? I have a great job, a fantastic social life. I have unimaginable conveniences and luxuries. I have a home with straight walls and heat, with carpet in every room. Even my car is air-conditioned, so that I shouldn’t suffer while I drive around on an air cushioned, suspension system. I own the finest sound system, and I won’t settle for anything less then the highest quality CD recordings– it has to sound live.  I have wealth and well-being that is simply astounding. And yet I am not happy. But why not?


But what makes this question even more profound, is that G-d created a custom made world with so much thought and focus, all for my enjoyment. All of the beauty of creation: from the brilliance of a sunset, to the lushness of a tropical garden, all of the colors and hues are there so that I should benefit.  All of the smells that we experience: from the gentle fragrance of a rose, to the aroma of roast beef, were put there for my benefit. All of the different colors, textures, and flavors of food all there for me to enjoy -yet I don’t enjoy them. Why not? What is missing?


What is missing is that all of these things only feed one part of me. Money and material possessions, honor and prestige, careers and promotions only feed one dimension of who I truly am.  If man were a horse then the formula for his happiness would be simple: Put him in a meadow, give him a bag of oats and a nice mare, and he would be happy. The problem is that man isn’t merely a horse.  
There is a part of man that isn’t satisfied, can’t be satisfied with food and drink. There is a part of man that aspires far more out of life, and searches for significance and purpose. This part needs to live a life that matters and has consequence; it seeks out true meaning in life. Because of this, trying to make man happy by giving him more physical pleasure alone, just doesn’t work. It can’t work because it ignores one of the most basic needs of man. It is like drinking when you are hungry, for a while the feeling of being bloated subdues the hunger pangs, but within minutes the hunger returns, and now more intense than before.


We live in very sophisticated times and it seems that we know all of the answers to mankind’s problems. Yet it seems as if we have forgotten some of the basics tenets of being human. It’s almost as if we have lost some of the very underpinnings of life, and so with all of our material gains we just aren’t happy. To regain that we need a new level of understanding that begins with the most basic issues about being human: understanding the inner workings of the human personality.

Reprinted from this week’s website of TheShmuz.com
Don Yitzchak Abarbanel
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Selected Essays from the Commentary of

Don Isaac Abarbanel

BY RABBI PINCHAS KASNETT






He was born in Lisbon, Portugal, in 1437, into a family descended from King David that ranked in the forefront of the Jews of the Iberian Peninsula. They were distinguished by their financial, political and Jewish communal leadership achievements. 


In addition they were known as a family that loved scholarship, and piety, and had strong moral convictions. All these as well as their commercial and financial strengths Don Yitzchak inherited. 


Then in 1483, with the ascension of the anti-Semitic king Joao, he was forced to flee to Spain, where he re-established himself till the expulsion of Spanish Jewry in 1492. 


Ultimately he made his way to Italy, where he lived in Naples and Venice till his death in1508. This Torah scholar, diplomat, financier, mystic and leader of his people, although living some five centuries ago, is particularly pertinent to the modern open society and global village in which we live, in a way that no other scholar seems to be. 


He is probably the last person to combine within his person four major and long existent Jewish traditions; philosopher, statesman, Torah scholarship and kabbalist. His commentary on the Torah seems particularly suitable to those of us who earn our livelihoods, engage in business or professions and willy-nilly are confronted with the challenges of living globally, for the first time since his period, in free societies. 


Faced with the challenges inherent in the cultural and religious free market of his time – 15th century Spain, his knowledge of Torah, philosophy, both Jewish and that of classical Greece and European Renaissance, and mystical sources, he presents a commentary suitable to us living in a similar assimilatory prone, open and spiritually free society. 


As a scion of traumatic Jewish expulsion, persecution and suffering, his ideas of galut, redemption and messianism are extremely relevant to our post holocaust generation. Adopting a special Socratic style of detailed questions and answers, he produces a commentary on the Chumash and the Nach that is familiar and convenient for us trained as we are, knowingly or unknowingly, in Greek methods of thought and those of science and technology. Furthermore, he constantly refers to the classical commentators who preceded him- Rashi, Rambam, Ibn Ezrah, Ralbag and Ramban.

Reprinted from the Parashat Nasso 5757 email of whY I Matter, the parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

This British Jewish School 

Has Mostly Muslim Students

By Cnaan Liphshiz
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Students at King David Elementary School in Birmingham, England, celebrate Israel’s 70th anniversary, April 19, 2018. (Cnaan Liphshiz)


BIRMINGHAM, United Kingdom (JTA) — Like hundreds of Jewish institutions in the Diaspora, the King David School celebrated Israel’s 70th Independence Day with blue-and-white flags and group singing of the “Hatikvah” national anthem.


But the King David is not like most other Jewish schools.


Most of the dozens of students in the 53-year-old elementary school in a suburb of this gritty English city come from Muslim families — the result of a decades-long depletion in the size of most Jewish communities outside London and growing immigration from South Asia and the Middle East. According to parents and community observers, 80 percent of the students are Muslim. The school declined to comment.


On Israel’s Independence Day, which this year fell on April 19, Esther Cohen, King David’s head of religious education, kicked off the ceremony in the school gym with the Modeh Ani morning prayer in Hebrew followed by the Shema Yisrael prayer.


The student body, hand-drawn Israeli flags at their feet, dutifully recited the words. Then they closed their eyes for what Cohen called “tefillah to Hashem,” Hebrew for “prayer to God.” Most of the boys were wearing some sort of head cover — some kippahs and others the larger Muslim skullcap called taqiyah. Many girls also wore hijabs, the Muslim head cover for females.


Cohen showed the students two videos celebrating Israeli innovation and invited them to another tefillah, this time to “thank Hashem that he gave us Israel.” She asked the students to stand up to sing “Hatikvah,” which speaks of “being a free People in Zion, Jerusalem” — almost all of them sang the Hebrew-language anthem by heart.


Finally, the students were given permission to wave the flags after having been told not to fidget with them for the ceremony’s duration.


Ruth Jacobs, chairwoman of the Representative Council of Birmingham and West Midlands Jewry, describes the surreal reality on display at King David with typical British understatement.


“It’s a bit of an anomaly, really,” she told JTA of the school attended by both her children and grandchildren. “It’s an interesting scenario and a funny thing to see those Muslims saying Shema in the morning prayer.”


Rabbi Gideon Goldwater heard about King David long before he enrolled one of his two daughters there last year after moving here with his family from their native London to serve as the local director of Aish Hatorah, an Orthodox Jewish organization. The school once had an entirely Jewish student body, but he said that changed “as demographics changed.”


“I’ve always said this is a fascinating place, you won’t find this sort of situation elsewhere,” Goldwater said.


Despite this unusual twist, King David makes perfect sense to some Muslim parents, they said.


“It is a Jewish school but regardless of that, I think it’s a very good school,” said Fouad, a medical professional whose family is originally from Pakistan and whose daughter attends King David. “The best thing about it is that it has discipline that other schools lack. There’s zero violence, there’s very little bullying. It’s just not tolerated here.” Fouad asked to be identified by his first name only.


Fouad, whose son graduated from King David, said the family’s “ideal school” would have been the Church of England school, but “it’s very hard to get into,” he said. His family heard of King David from friends. He and his wife decided to go for King David after visiting another prospective school, where a student gave them the middle finger.


By contrast, King David is “safe, secure, friendly,” Fouad said. “I’m not worried about the religious studies, Hebrew etc. I actually think it’s good that children learn different religions. It instills tolerance.”


Whereas excellent private schools are easy to find, non-Jewish parents are drawn to King David also because it’s a public faith-based school where admission is free. (In contrast to the United States, public funding for religious-based schools is allowed and widespread in the U.K.) The curriculum is determined by a foundation affiliated with Birmingham’s 162-year-old Singers Hill Synagogue. But it also complies with state Education Ministry pedagogical requirements that include tuition-free schooling of approximately seven hours per day.


King David students are not taught about any other religion besides Judaism, according to Jacobs. Everybody celebrates Jewish holidays together and Shabbat. Each Friday features a kiddush ceremony ahead of the Jewish day of rest. But she said Jewish students receive more in-depth tutoring about Judaism that the non-Jews may skip. All the students also study some Hebrew.


Not all the non-Jewish parents at King David initially were as comfortable as Fouad.


“Before I put my kids here, actually I wasn’t sure how I would feel about it,” said Runila, a mother of two students attending the school.


Runila, whose family comes from India, pointed at the Israel flag painted, alongside the British one, on the wall of the play yard.


“I was concerned about indoctrination, but the Jewish education here is pretty mild,” she said. “I’m comfortable with it now.”


Among Jewish parents, too, King David took some getting used to.


“This is the only Jewish school in Birmingham, so it’s also the best,” said Goldwater, the Aish rabbi from London. Asked about the quality of religious studies at King David, he said “The Jewish education is what it is.”


But in terms of general education and pedagogical approach, “this school is really solid,” he added. “We’re impressed.”


Although Birmingham is Britain’s second largest city with 1.1 million residents, it has fewer than 1,700 Jews who are permanently based there, according to a 2015 census by the Institute for Jewish Policy Research. Another approximately 500 Jews lived in the city as students attending the local university, the report said.


But 70 years ago, Birmingham “thrived as a provincial Jewish center” with many thousands of Jews, Jacobs said. The city, once an industrial hub, even used to have what the community now calls on its website a “Jewish area” where low-income families, many of them immigrants from war-torn mainland Europe, led “a ghetto-like existence.”


In addition to that population, tucked into the bustling red-brick streets and alleys around the Bull Ring indoor market, with its smells of seafood and exotic vegetables, Birmingham also had more integrated Jews who settled in leafy suburbs like Moseley. That’s where King David is located.


But in the 1980s, many thousands of Jews left for London and Manchester, a communal decline that changed other large Jewish communities in Britain like Leeds, Bristol and Liverpool.


Jacobs’ council lists only four synagogues — three in Birmingham and one in the suburb of Solihull.


“When I was young, there were lots of children,” said Jacobs, the leader of a community that she characterizes as “graying.” She doubts there are even 100 Jewish children living in Birmingham today. Her own grandchildren, who lived in Birmingham until recently, were the only ones in her synagogue, save for the rabbi’s kids. Ruth Jacobs’ daughter moved to Israel. Her son recently left for Leeds.


When her two children attended Kind David, Jacobs said, their classroom of 30 students had 24 Jews. Now there are one to three Jewish children per classroom at the school, she said.


Jacobs said she finds the decline depressing, but not irreversible. She noted that Manchester also had a dwindling Jewish population that is growing now thanks to rising housing prices in London. The same could happen to Birmingham as Manchester slowly becomes less affordable, she said.


“This place has everything necessary for a great, strong Jewish community: a Jewish school, a large university, synagogues and even a Jewish old-age home,” she said. “Now we just need nice, young Jewish families.”

Reprinted from the April 30, 2018 website of the JTA (Jewish Telegraphic Agency) on April 30, 3028.
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