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10 Facts

Can A Merchant Who Cheated His Customers Repent?

By Naamah Green

What is ‘theft from the public’ and how do you repent on this sin? 10 facts to know
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1. Theft is a Biblical sin meaning to forcefully take an item from its owner without his permission. The Torah commands in Leviticus about this: “Don’t rob your friend and don’t steal.” (Leviticus 19)


2. Someone who steals must return it to the owner. This is also from Leviticus: “And he should return the stolen item he stole.” (Leviticus 5,23) in the time of the Temple there were certain times the thief would have to return the stolen item, add a fifth to the payment and bring a guilt offering called the “guilt offering of theft”.


3. Someone who borrows without permission is called a thief according to our sages. This means a person who takes an item without permission even if he intends to return it to the owner still stole it. Under certain circumstances there are rare exceptions like using someone else’s tallit or Tefillin since people are happy when their items are used for mitzvoth.


4. Theft from the public is more severe than theft from the individual for you can repay and appease them but it’s basically impossible to repay and appease the public if you stole from them. According to the Talmud thieves from the public include shepherds that take their sheep to graze on the fields of others, tax collectors who take more than required by law which have a difficult repentance since they don’t know who to give back to and how much.


5. Despite this difficulty our sages suggest to repay those who you do remember and with the remaining funds do things to benefit the public since one of the people you wronged may benefit from it. (Baba Kama 94b) This law is also the rule as brought down in the Jewish code of law. (Choshen Mishpat 366, 2)


6. In another place in the ‘Shuchan Aruch’ (Jewish Code of Law) it says that a merchant that cheated his customers in weights and measures cannot do a proper repentance. (ibid 231, 19) The ‘Sma’ (a law commentator) explains that “though there is some merit in providing benefit to the public it’s not sufficient for a total repair of the sin since these people didn’t get their money back. In a way cheating customers is more severe than serious sins even idolatry and adultery for which there is repentance through appeasing the grieved party together with deep regret and confession and self-flagellation.”


7. Despite the difficulty,  the Aruch Hashulchan writes many words of encouragement to a person who wants to repent for stealing from the public: “When he provides for the needs of the public G-d will orchestrate it that each one of those he stole from or their heirs will benefit the value of the theft and will forgive him and one who comes to purify will merit divine assistance.”


8. An example of ‘public needs’ a person can do for repentance is: digging wells for public use since everyone needs this and the chance of benefitting the person stolen from is great.


9. Rabbi Israel Meir Kagan writes in Ahavat Chessed (loving kindness) “It is written in the name of the Shelah that benefitting the public can be through buying Torah books for study halls or synagogues used by the public.


10. Rabbi Moses Feinstein ruled that a person trying to benefit the public for repentance should not make it as a public donation where he will actually be honored for it. This donation of books should be done anonymously.

Reprinted from the Parshat Shelach 5777 email of Hidabrut.
Rabbi Avigdor Miller

On Fake News
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QUESTION: What is wrong with newspapers?

ANSWER: What is right with them? You have to know that מרשעים יצא רשע - from wicked people, comes out wickedness. Now, who are the people there in the newspaper offices, in the editorial rooms? Atheists! They're all atheists - they say so themselves. They're open atheists. So what can you expect of them, except wickedness?! And therefore, everything is wrong with newspapers. (TAPE # 928)

QUESTION: Is there such a thing as a kosher newspaper?

ANSWER: I'm not able to tell you. I didn't make any investigations or comparisons. There are certainly good things in some of the kosher newspapers, no question. But that I should give a hechsher on everything that they say?! That's already too much for me. (TAPE # 924)

QUESTION: How do I wipe away the harmful influence that I brought upon myself by reading goyish newspapers for years?

ANSWER: That's a difficult question because a mind that read newspapers and watched television has already been indelibly impressed forever. Still, it is possible to superimpose on top of that dirty layer, a new layer of kedusha, of idealism, of noble thoughts. And then another layer. And then another. So it depends on how thick and how hard the layers are going to be. Sometimes you can put so much on top that it will bury the bottom layer. 

However, whatever enters your mind is there forever. So if you put into your mind thoughts of emunah, thoughts of kedusha - if you listen and you learn, and you generate genuine idealism, then a very great deal can be accomplished. But it all depends, however, on how much you are going to superimpose on top of the old foundation in order to keep it buried. TAPE # 926

Reprinted from the June 20, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor.

The Language of the Heart

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In the modern day world there are all kinds of receptors.   The AM/FM radio is a receptor that picks up a certain range of frequencies.  A short-wave radio accepts a different range of frequencies.  The same thing is true about WiFi.  A dog is also a receptor of yet a different range of frequency.


Today, I’d like to talk about perhaps the most important receptor and that’s the human heart.  The heart is an extremely sensitive receptor and picks up a very specific type of frequency.


We are used to the clichés such as ‘romancing the heart,’ tugging at someone’s ‘heart strings,’ and the popular phrase, let’s have a ‘heart-to-heart talk.’  These popular sayings touch upon the type of frequencies that the human heart is receptive to.  There really is such a thing as the ‘language of the heart.’ So if you want to speak to someone’s heart, here are a few rules.


The Number One rule is, “Devorim hayotzin min haleiv, nichnosin l’leiv – Matters that come from the heart penetrate one’s fellow’s heart.”  This is the meaning of being ‘heartfelt.’  If the person you are speaking to detects that you are sincere, then you will have a better chance to impress yourself on his or her heart.  
To ratchet-up a level, if you’re passionate about what you’re speaking, then you have even a better chance of being effective.  This is why we say every day in Krias shema, “V’hoyu hadevorim ha’ela, asher Anochi mitzav’cha hayom al levovecha, vishinantom livonecha – The words that I instructed you today, let it be be placed upon your heart and teach them to your children.”  The juxtaposition is clear; if you want to successfully inculcate something into your children’s hearts, they must first be entrenched in your own heart.


Here’s Rule Number Two. “Divrei emes nikorim – Words of truth are recognizable.”  The heart shuns what it detects as falsehood.  It is receptive to the truth.  This is why the Gemora says, “Meihespedo shel adom nikar im ben olam haba hu – From one’s eulogy, you can discern if he’s a member of the afterlife.”  
At first glance this is puzzling.  Any speaker can get up and say whatever he wants.  How can you tell conclusively that a deceased is righteous?  Perhaps the orator is just spinning false tales.  The answer is, Words of truth are recognizable.  If the audience is moved by the words of eulogy and they reach into everyone’s heart, it’s a sign that they are words of truth.


Rule Number Three.  If you want someone’s heart to be receptive to what you are saying, don’t talk to them when they are angry.  We extrapolate this from Hashem Himself.  After the sin of the golden calf, Hashem instructed Moshe Rabbeinu, “Chavei k’m’at regah ad yavor zam – Hide about a moment until My wrath passes.” 


The Gemora deduces from this that one should not try to appease someone when they are angry.  As Rabbi Irving Bunim, Zt”l, Zy”a, put it, ‘When a person is angry, their brain is in park!’  And, so is the heart.  Thus, it is as if the radio receptors are shut off when a person is angry.  Therefore, in the middle of a marital dispute – when tempers are flaring – don’t try to use logic.  Wait it out.  


And, here’s Rule Number Four.  Don’t try to rebuke, chastise, or give advice when you are angry.  The sefer Bayis HaYehudi derives this lesson from a very interesting source.  When Miriam spoke to her brother Aharon about Moshe Rabbeinu’s separating from his wife Tzipora (because he needed to be in a state of perpetual readiness for Hashem’s prophecy), Hashem chastised Miriam and Aharon for comparing their level of prophecy to Moshe’s level of prophecy. 


Only after He told them this, does it say that the wrath of Hashem was kindled.  Why doesn’t it say right away that Hashem was angry about their Lashon Hara?  The answer is that Hashem made sure that His rebuke preceded His anger, for chastisement when one is angry is utterly ineffective.  


This is very important to remember especially when raising children, for most of the time we rebuke our children when we’re angry.  If the anger passes, we become too busy to deal with the matter.  Usually, our vexation is the only thing that gets us to deal with the matter at all.  But, if we want to practice successful parenting, we have to wait until we calm down before offering our constructive criticism.  Only then will the other heart be receptive to what we have to say.


Finally, Rule Number Five.  “Mahne rach meishiv cheima – A soft answer retards anger.”  The heart is extremely receptive to soft, soothing words.  It shuts down when confronted with harsh and rough utterances.  May it be the will of Hashem that we successfully touch the hearts of our loved ones and in that merit may we be blessed with long live, good health, and everything wonderful.


Please learn and daven for the refuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel.

Reprinted from the Parshas Shelach 5777 email of The VUES.
The Importance and

Danger of Wealth

By Rabbi Reuven Semah

 “And Korah took” (Bemidbar 16:1)
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Harav Obadiah Yosef,zt”l


Harav Obadiah Yosef , zt”l,  asks a simple question: Why is the whole story of the rebellion against Moshe Rabenu named after Korah? After all, it is shown that the main rebels were Datan and Abiram.  The pasuk (16:12) says that Moshe sent to speak to Datan  va-Abiram.  Why them? Obviously because they were the main agitators.


Also, it says later on (16:25) that Moshe went to them.  In addition to this, in Debarim, when Moshe reviews the episode (Ekeb 11:6) it says, “And what He did to Datan and Abiram, the sons of Eliab, the son of Reuben, when the earth opened its mouth wide and swallowed them, etc.” The pasuk doesn’t even mention Korah, only them! Also the pasuk in Tehillim (106:17) only mentions them and that they were swallowed up.  So why name the rebellion after Korah?


The answer is that yes, it is true that the main rebellion was done by them. However, they were very poor. As it says earlier in Shemot (4:19), Hashem tells Moshe to return to Egypt because “all that seek to harm you are dead.” Rashi explains: “Who are they? It is Datan and Abiram. Even though they were alive, since they became poor, a poor man is considered like he is dead.”�


It turns out that without money, they couldn’t conduct the rebellion. Along came Korah, who was fabulously wealthy, and he took up the cause against Moshe Rabenu. Since the rebellion could not have happened without his money, the rebellion was named after him.


Hacham Obadiah concludes with the pasuk: “Wealth is held by its owners to their detriment.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Korah 5777 email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.

Harmony and the Importance of Each Individual Fulfilling His Unique Purpose in Life

Adapted from the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion, Korach, tells about the controversy with Moses initiated by Korach and his followers. His argument went as follows: If every single Jew is a member of a holy nation, then no one person is greater than another. Why are you, Moses, entitled to special privileges? Jews can only stand united if absolutely equal rights are afforded to all, he claimed.

The Torah teaches that this claim--taken to its logical conclusion--leads to the opposite of unity, so much so that Korach's controversy with Moses became the yardstick by which all dissention among Jews is measured.


Moses alluded to this in his answer to Korach: "In the morning G-d will show who is His." Moses explained, according to the Midrash, that the same way that G-d has created natural divisions between night and day which complement each other and form a cohesive whole, so too has He created distinctions between different types of Jews, all for the sake of the unity of the Jewish people.


The world was created so that each creation has its own natural boundaries and limitations. These boundaries enhance the world's natural order and give it structure, for everything has its own particular purpose and function to perform. 
Unity among G-d's creatures is attained only when each one works within its own framework and fulfills its own role. Harmony is maintained only when we adhere to the Divine plan, interdependent, performing our different allotted tasks. If one creation tries to assume the role of another, the result is disharmony and dissonance.


The distinctions between Israelites, Levites and Kohanim (and even among priests themselves, between ordinary priests and the high priest) are not arbitrary. Each distinction reflects the type of soul given to each Jew, which correlates to his particular task in life and way of serving G-d. G-d desires that each of us fulfill our own unique mission in life, not that of our neighbor. True unity is only achieved when we respect the differences between us.


Each Jew is blessed with different strengths and qualities, and we are enjoined to pool these disparate resources together for the common good. Every Jew, whether Israelite, Levite or Kohen, is indispensable and is part of this greater whole.


The lesson we learn from Korach is also one which is applicable today. Some think the path to true unity and peace lies with breaking down barriers which exist between men and women, Jews and non-Jews, and different faiths and ideologies. The Torah, however, teaches us otherwise. It is only by maintaining and respecting inherent differences that we can achieve unity and true peace.

Reprinted from the archives of L’Chaim Weekly, Issue #222, Parashat Korach 5752/1992, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Misguided

Folly of Korach

By Rabbi Berel Wein
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It is always astounding to see and realize how ego, turf and ambition can blind even great people who are otherwise wise and even pious personalities. Human society suffers greatly from this phenomenon and religious society is not exempt from its erroneous consequences. In fact, religious society is more susceptible to these ills simply because character failings can be wrapped in piety with the excuse that one is doing G-d’s will.


A holy cause that is contaminated by human weaknesses, political ambition, monetary gain and smug self-righteousness is no longer a holy cause. The problem with so-called holy causes is that those who support them feel justified to use any means whatsoever to attempt to gain their ends. Forgery, violence and all sorts of zealotry are all permissible in order to advance the cause being espoused.


And the irony and tragedy of the situation is that those who resort to these means cannot in any way see the desecration of the very holiness that they are attempting to represent, that their behavior and tactics always engender. While allegedly speaking in the name of G-d, their actions and behavior blacken His holy name, so to speak, in the eyes and minds of the general population.


Korach is convinced that G-d is on his side and therefore his behavior towards Moshe, reprehensible as it may be, is justified and even necessary. In his hubris of imagined holiness he mistakes in his own personal ambition for somehow being the will of G-d. This leads to his eventual destruction and demise.


One of the inner plagues of religious Jewish society today, as in the past, is that religious zealotry knows no limits. It can defame Moshe with impunity, undermine legitimate religious and halachic authority, and justify any and all behavior no matter how tawdry and even illegitimate it may be. Unfortunately there are many examples of this attitude exhibited daily in our broader community.


There are issues and policies that are clearly outside the realm of Jewish law that are elevated immediately into being regarded as pillars of faith and issues of halacha. And once so elevated, then there is no room for rational reasoning or the wisdom of compromise and harmony. In a Jewish world that faces so many vital issues of overwhelming importance, most of the controversies that spark so much divisiveness in today’s religious Jewish society are not those upon which the eternity of Torah and Israel depend.


This was also one of the failings of Korach, who took a personal and certainly secondary issue of station and leadership and elevated it into a dispute that involved all of the Jewish people wrongly and unnecessarily. These types of troublemakers amongst us should be shunned and ignored. Even arguing with them feeds their egos and in their eyes, advances their cause.


Perhaps that is the reason that Korach and his crew were swallowed up by the earth so that no martyrdom or memorial would remain for others to emulate or imitate.

 

Reprinted from the Parshat Korach 5777 website of RabbiWein.com

The Wrong Man

By Rabbi David Ashear


The Torah tells us that Moshe Rabbenu was the most humble of men who ever lived. Avot D'Rabi Natan elaborates and says that there are people with different types of skin diseases. Some are afflicted in their entire body with disgusting boils. They feel very low and don't want anyone to look at them. Moshe Rabbenu felt even lower than they did. One might wonder how is it possible that the greatest man who ever lived could also be the humblest man?


The Sefer BaYam Derech explained this using two parables. Imagine if a very wealthy man appointed someone, who we'll call Joe, to distribute his money to charity. Every week the wealthy man would drop off tens of thousands of dollars to Joe's house, and Joe would support all the poor people with that money.


Soon the word spread about how charitable Joe was. Nobody knew that the money was really coming from the wealthy man. One day a poor man came to Joe's house to collect. As he was waiting, the wealthy man showed up to drop off more money.


The poor man, not knowing who this was, turned to him and said, "Do you know how great Joe is? He is probably the most charitable man in the entire world! He has pity on us. Make sure you honor him." 


As Joe was standing there, listening to these words, he wanted to bury himself. He was so embarrassed being praised in front of the wealthy man who was really the one providing all the money. He has been caught "stealing" the praises from the one they really belong to.


The second parable is about a rabbi, who we will call Rabbi Cohen. He was giving a class to his congregation, and one of the congregants asked a very difficult question. Rabbi Cohen was stumped. He told them that he would have to study the matter further to find an answer.


That night, he called his rabbi in Israel, Rabbi Goldberg,  and asked him the question. Rabbi Goldberg responded, "That's a very hard question. I'll write up all the sources needed  to answer it properly and send it to you." A few days later Rabbi Cohen received a masterful presentation of the most brilliant answer to that question. He told his congregation that he was going to give a special class that Shabbat afternoon dedicated just to answering the question. That Shabbat, he gave the class quoting sources from Gemara, Tanach, Midrash, Rishonim and Achronim. The congregation was in awe of their rabbi. He neglected to mention that his rabbi was the one who prepared it.


A few days later, Rabbi Goldberg called Rabbi Cohen and told him that he was coming to town for a few days and would like to stay at his house. 


"Of course," Rabbi Cohen replied, "It would be my honor." 


Rabbi Cohen made as special dinner in the Shul that week to honor his rabbi. At that event, after Rabbi Goldberg spoke, one of the congregants asked to say a few words. 


He began by addressing Rabbi Goldberg, "We are honored that you are here with us, but there is something you need to know about your student, our rabbi. Last week he gave the most brilliant class we have ever heard. Here are some of the highlights...In our eyes, somebody with that type of knowledge is one of the greatest rabbis of our generation." 


The man continued to praise Rabbi Cohen with flowery praises. Rabbi Cohen was mortified. He was being credited with a Shiur that his rabbi wrote, right in front of the rabbi.


In both of these parables, the wrong man was being praised. Each additional praise actually caused him more shame. This is the way Moshe Rabbenu would feel if he would ever be praised. Moshe Rabbenu was at the level where felt Hashem next to him at all times. He understood that every quality he possessed was a gift given to him by Hashem. Therefore, all praises should only be directed to Hashem.


This is the key to humility. We see great people running away from honor, being ashamed by praises. They are not just acting. They sincerely mean it. We can all  strive to understand that everything we have is really Hashem's. All the credit belongs to Him. The more we internalize this, the more humility we will have. If we can achieve that, then, in the words of the Tomer Devorah, we will be acquiring the greatest of character traits, which opens the door to acquiring all the other ones as well.

Reprinted from the June 21, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.
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