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Shalom Equals Longevity

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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One of the great Biblical acts of valor was the zealous execution of the Nasi, Zimri, and the Midianite Princess, Kozbi, by the courageous tzaddik, Pinchas.  Although the Torah rarely discusses rewards, Hashem informs us that Pinchas was granted a great gift for his courage and defense of the Jewish people.  As the posuk testifies, “Lachein emor hineni nosein lo es brisi shalom – Therefore, I (Hashem) have gifted him with my covenant of peace.”


Over 500 years ago, the Sforno gave a very contemporary and fundamental explanation of the nature of this covenant.  He defines peace as protection from the Malach HaMaves, the Angel of Death.  He then proceeds to historically prove that Pinchas enjoyed unusual longevity.  He places Pinchas as a Kohein ministering in the Mishkon Shiloh, proving that he outlived Yehoshua and all of the elders of his time.


He then goes further to explain that Pinchas was still alive at the time of Yiftach, for as Chazal teach us, Pinchas did not go to annul the foolish vow that Yiftach made concerning his daughter. Thus, we see that Pinchas merited living for hundreds of years. The Sforno concludes that this was a natural outcome of the Divine blessing of peace for it is the lack of internal peace that causes much of the deterioration and breakdown of the human body.  Thus, we see clearly spelled out more than half a millennium ago, the correlation between the stress levels and the health and wellbeing of an individual.


Rav Avidgor Miller, Zt”l, Zy”a, always said that one of the primary petitions to have in mind during Sim Shalom and Shalom Rav in our Shemone Esrei is to ask Hashem for the blessing of peace of mind, and it is that serenity that leads not just to quality of life but also to good health and longevity.  We find this equation also in the daily Kaddish.  There we say, “Yehei shlama raba min Shmaya, v’chayim alienu – May we be granted great peace from Heaven and life upon us.” for when a person is tranquil, then there is the gift of life.


With this is mind, we must look at certain matters of life from a different perspective.  For example, most Americans are euphoric about gaining more assets and acquiring loads of money. However, in reality, the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos teaches us, “Marbeh nechosin, marbeh dagah – The more acquisition there is more worry.”


I know wealthy people who use their extra cash to invest in properties. Those assets give them headaches and anxiety day and night and even on weekends so that their great wealth in reality might lead to their physical deterioration and sometimes even to an earlier demise. 


Jealousy is another source of great stress.  When a person is always looking around at what others have and is thus unable to enjoy his own gifts, the inner turmoil that this creates is a grave danger to one’s health and wellbeing.


Other sources that are very popular in today’s modern world are loneliness, which can even plague married people who are in loveless unions, and boredom, which some might simply mistake as a lack of luxury. It is in reality a grave ill that causes many retirees to go to an early grave and is the source of much melancholy and unhappiness in today‘s society.


The pursuit of serenity is worth all of our attention.  Relationships with acquaintances that cause us stress should be if at all possible discarded and, at the very least, minimized.  One should seek out pastimes that relieve the inner stress such as exercise, reading and the advice of chazal, “Daga b’leiv ish yasichena l’acheirim – Worry in a person’s heart; share it with another.”


And, of course, the greatest remedy known to mankind to relieve stress is the study of Torah.  As it says, “Toras Hashem temimin meshivas nofesh – The Torah of Hashem is perfect, it rejuvenates the soul,” and, “Pikudei Hashem yeshorim, misamchi lev – The statutes of Hashem are upright, causing the heart to rejoice.”


It goes without saying that those who are dating for a prospective mate should bear in mind that life’s greatest stress comes from a combative or unhappy spouse and this should be one of the most important areas they investigate before making this lifetime decision. 


Another source of great stress is when a person is unhappy in his or her job. It is for this reason that the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos advises us, “Ehov es hamelacha – Love your work,” for, if not, the majority of one’s hours will be spent in unhappiness and anxiety.


In the merit of our Torah study, may Hashem grant us the coveted acquisition of peace of mind and in that merit may Hashem bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.

 

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


Yair Shirki of Channel 2 investigated why chareidim (ultra-Orthodox Jews) live longer than the general populace. He started by noting that studies of Israel’s Taub Institute found that although the wealthier generally live longer, in chareidi towns such as Yerushalayim, Elad, Bnei Brak and Beit Shemesh, people live three to five years longer than their socio-economic counterparts in other towns. The same phenomenon is found in Boro Park. Why is this?

The most obvious reason is that the Torah promises health and success for those who adhere to its mitzvos. An elderly Jew Shirki spoke to in a Bnei Brak Senior Citizens home told him, “Siyata diShmaya, that’s everything.”


Another factor may be the warm communal and family life of chareidi communities. Communal involvement keeps people young even without optimum food and exercise. Families visit their old relatives frequently. Shirki found that 170 residents of seniors home he investigated were getting an average 1,500 visitors a day. Due to the Torah’s mitzvah of honoring parents and old people, the elderly feel honored and respected.


Shirki noted that many chareidi rabbonim passed away at an advanced age, Rav Elyashiv at 102 and Rav Shach at least 103. Rav Shteinman is nearing 104.

“With chareidim, the world belongs to the old,” he said, noting that Rav Gershon Edelstein of Ponevez is over 95-years-old and his main career is still ahead of him.

Daily tefillos and learning keep old Jews strong and happy.
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“Tefillah in the morning and evening, the same every day, and going every day to learn, challenges the mind and requires effort,” 90-year-old Zalman Cohen told Shirki. “But it’s not difficult, it’s natural. On the contrary, I want to learn. If I don’t learn, say, for one day, I’m missing something.”


Another contributing factor to long life is optimism. Researchers found that when people in Bnei Brak were asked about their health, they are forty percent more satisfied with their health than the general population. All this gives a new angle to the possuk (Chabakuk 4:2), A tzaddik lives through his faith.

Reprinted from the July 13, 2017 website of Matzav.com
Living with The Times

Understanding Our Current Journeys Towards Moshiach

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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This week we read two Torah portions, Matot and Masei. Masei means "journeys." The journeys enumerated in this week's Torah portion from the time of leaving Egypt until reaching the valley of Jericho, signify all the stages that the Israelites must pass through until the coming of Moshiach.


Thus it is said in the works of the Kabbala, and in a teachings of the Baal Shem Tov, that he who understands the meaning of the journeys will know the particular "journey" of his present state as well as all that still lies before him, i.e., how many and which journeys he still needs to travel until the coming of Moshiach.


Generally speaking, all these journeys are in order of ascents. "These are the journeys of the children of Israel leaving the land of Egypt--Mitzrayim" refers to journeys in the plural from, notwithstanding the fact that there was but a single journey that took them out of Egypt; but every journey signifies a going out from the "mitzrayim" (which comes from the same root as restriction and limitation) of that moment and stage to the expanse relative to that moment and stage.


There are numerous levels and stages. Something may be a "good and expansive land" relative to a lower level, but it would still be "mitzrayim" relative to higher levels. The "journeys" thus teach us that one must incessantly move on and progress, regardless of past achievements. There must be a continual movement from Mitzrayim to a "good and expansive land," at the very least in terms of one's current status. This implies a non-gradual progression. With a single journey we can instantaneously leave Mitzrayim--restrictions and limitations--and come into a "good and expansive land."


Even so, one is not to content oneself with that singular departure from Mitzrayim. One must forever progress further in awareness of the fact that whatever stage has been attained remains a form of "mitzrayim," i.e. restrictive limitation, relative to higher levels. Thus, one must continue onward until reaching the "Valley of Jericho," the coming of Moshiach, speedily in our very own days.

Reprinted from the Parshat Matos/Masei 5752/1992 (Issue #226) edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization. From a talk of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, translated by Rabbi J. I. Schochet
Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser Explains

The Importance of Torah “Fences”

By Daniel Keren
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Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser


The second speaker at the recent July 4th Hakhel Flatbush Yarchei Kallah was Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser, internationally renowned Maggid Shiur and Rav of Congregation Bais Yitzchok. He spoke on the topic of “Boundaries: Gedarim or Fences of the Torah.”


Torah gedorim, boundaries are protective fences to insure that Jews don’t transgress Hashem’s commandments. In all areas of life there are boundaries and the Torah makes them very clear. However in today’s world the Yetzer Hora, (one’s Evil Inclination) tries to blur those boundaries.

One Would Never Be Tempted to Talk During Davening


If a person could understand the incredible holiness and power of every word of tefillah that one utters, than one would not ever be tempted to talk during davening.


Hashem gave us boundaries as to when to look and when to avert our eyes, when to hear and when to close our ears. There has to be lines of demarcation as to what we are allowed to do and what we are prohibited to do. Rabbi Nissim Yagen, zt”l, says we are not allowed to do at risk behavior to ourselves or others.


We find, Rabbi Goldwasser said, an interesting story in Mesechta Kesubus about the [tzaddik, righteous] Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi. When he was ready to return his pure neshama to Shomayim, heaven, Hashem commanded the Malach Hamaves, the Angel of Death to fulfill whatever request Rebbe Yeshoshua ben Levi asked for. The tzaddik asked the Maves Hamalach to show him the place reserved for him in Gan Eden so he could know who his neighbors would be. But before the angel could carry out that request, Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi also demanded that the Angel of Death give him his deadly sword because he claimed that he didn’t trust the malach not to harm him.


Being that Hashem had commanded him to do whatever the tzaddik asked, the Malach Hamaves turned over his sword to Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi. After being shown his lofty place in Olam Habah, the tzaddik immediately jumped over the fence and entered the Next World while still clutching the malach’s sword. At which point the Angel of Death said, “Excuse me, but may I have back my sword?” Rebbe Yehoshua ben Levi didn’t want to return the death instrument but was forced to do so when Hashem commanded him to do so in a bas kol, heavenly voice.

Recommending that One Read “Shaarei Teshuvah”


Rabbi Goldwasser said that sometimes a person does teshuvah on a certain violation of the Torah. He recommended that a person should in such cases read and carefully study Reb Yonah’s classic [mussar] sefer “Shaarei Teshuvah” which is important for anyone who has to honestly know what level he is holding.


The day after a person does Teshuvah, he is already beginning to cool off from his initial commitment because of the efforts of his Yetzer Horah. To overcome that tendency a person should increase in his learning Torah. This will protect one from the potentially destructive spiritual influence of his evil inclination to slacken in his conviction to do teshuvah on a particular or certain matters.


Rabbi Goldwasser mentioned that over the centuries various gedolim (Torah leaders) have issued gedorim, fences in such areas as to how many guests one is allowed to invite to a child’s chasana, wedding or how often an engaged couple should meet each other before their chasana.


Anyone who thinks that he doesn’t have to observe any Torah gedorim or fences established by the gedolim is making a big and potentially tragic mistake. An individual has to know that he has no permission to transgress even slightly any Torah prohibitions. Geder (fence) has the same gematria of the word ohr (light.) Gedorim are meant to be used and to be observed. Even if you are 120 years old, one must and should keep the Torah gedorim.
Reprinted from the July 20, 2017 edition of the Flatbush Jewish News.
Reflections on the

Bain Hamitzarim
By Rabbi Yisroel Reisman
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Rabbi Yisroel Reisman,

Let’s talk a little about Bain Hamitzarim. This period known as Bain Hamitzarim which we usually understand comes from a Posuk in Eicha in 1:3 which says (בֵין הַמְּצָרִים בֵין הִשִיגוּהָ רדְֹּפֶיהָ כָל  ). That our enemies reached us and conquered us as Rashi says between the 17th of Tammuz and the 9th of Av. That certainly is the Pshat in.(הַמְּצָרִים בֵין).

The Bnei Yisaschar in his Mamarim on Tammuz/Av, Maimur Bais Os Bais, without mentioning Bain Hamitzarim directly, he does say the following insight regarding these weeks. He says Bain Mamitzarim is always Parshas Mattos, Maasei, and Devarim and most often Parshas Pinchos as well. So that the three

weeks for us was last week Parshas Pinchos, this week Mattos/Maasei, and next week Devraim.


How does these Parshios fit into the tragedies of Bain Hamitzarim? They are not Parshios of tragedies at all? Says the Bnei Yisascher there is one theme in all of these four Parshios and that is the theme of Eretz Yisrael.


In Parshas Pinchos we have the command as is found in 26:53 (הָאָרֶץ תֵחָלֵק לָאֵלֶה ). To divide the land among the Jewish people to prepare for settlement there. In Parshas Mattos we have the Bnei Gad and the Bnei Reuvain taking their portion. In Parshas Maasei we have the boundaries of the entire Eretz Yisrael delineated. Parshas Devarim begins with a promise of Nachalas Eretz Yisrael as is found in 1:8. The theme of these weeks is not tragedy, it is an appreciation of Eretz Yisrael,

of the land that we call home. Eretz Yisrael. There needs to be a deep understanding in our thought process, a deep appreciation of what we should be thinking about the Bain Mamitzarim.


When you are Maavir Sedra and you read about Eretz Yisrael there should be a Teshuka, a desire, a Chibah Yesaira, a love for the land which is supposed to be the land where we all come together to serve HKB”H. Of course, the Bais Hamikdash is the heart of the land, but the rest of the land is the body. All of that needs a Teshuka.


The Chasam Sofer writes in numerous Teshuvos that you should not get an Aliya that reads a Mitzvah that you are not Zahir in, that you are not careful in. He says if you are not careful in Chodosh don’t get the Aliya that commands us to be careful of Chodosh. If you are not careful to write a Pruzbul, he says don’t read the Aliya of Shemittas Kesafim unless you are ready to be Meshameit your Kesafim. 
Here I say as well, if you don’t have Chibas Eretz Yisrael especially this time of the year, don’t get the Aliyas that talk about Eretz Yisrael in a way that is meant to create a longing to all of us for Eretz Yisrael.


In 1948 when a state was declared in Eretz Yisrael, an imperfect state, a state far from what we dreamt of, a state that doesn’t appreciate the basics of what it means to be a Yid, Shabbos, Taharas Hamishpacha etc.


The Hamodia, the frum newspaper in Eretz Yisrael had a headline on that Sunday morning, Boruch Shehechiyanu V’kimanu V’higiyanu Laz’man Hazeh. It is not a headline that would run well today in the time of the year that the anniversary of the independence was declared. 

What is the Pshat? The Pshat is that Jews in 1948 were broken. Jews didn’t know if we were coming or going, where our entire lives as Yidden was headed. HKB”H did a Chesed, he opened up the boundaries of Eretz Yisrael to Yidden and

the method with which he did it was an imperfect one. To HKB”H it was perfect, however, imperfect in what we wanted, what we would prefer to deserve. 

Our hearts screamed out Boruch Shehechiyanu V’kimanu V’higiyanu Laz’man Hazeh. When we as individuals go to Eretz Yisrael, we have to say Shehechiyanu too. Not just the first time you go but numerous times you go. Certainly if you haven’t been there in 12 months. I don’t say to say Shehechiyanu with a Beracha, I say to say Shecheyanu in your heart. It is a time of the year that we have to long for Eretz Yisrael.


And so, as we head towards Shabbos Kodesh, let us long for Eretz Yisrael. Those of us who had years of learning in Eretz Yisrael, you yearn for those years and for that experience that you had in Eretz Yisrael. It is hard to yearn for the 2000 year ago experience, but the today experience. Eretz Yisrael. Listen carefully when they Lain Maatos – Maasei, let it hit home. A Gutten Shabbos, a meaningful Shabbos, Bain Hamitzarim is a time of Avodah. Let it be the proper Avodah to all of us.

Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos – Masei 5776 email of Rabbi Reisman explanation of the Parsha.
Another Century-Long Wait Is Over for the Chicago Cubs:

Wrigley Field Is Getting Kosher Food

By Sophie Aroesty


The Chicago Cubs famously went 108 years without winning a World Series championship, but few know about their other over-a-century-long streak. The ballpark has been a kosher food desert ever since its opening 103 years ago. But sit-tight for this rain delay—the drought is finally over. Wrigley Field is getting kosher food.


Kosher Standz, a conglomerate of the Chicago-based catering company Danziger Kosher Midwest, is opening DanZtand in Wrigley on July 21. They’ll be serving up Romanian hot dogs, Romanian Polish Sausages, Super Pretzels, and drinks.
[image: image6.jpg]




“It’s extremely exciting,” said the unimprovably named Sam Mashiach, a partner of Danziger Kosher Midwest. “It took 100 plus years for the Cubs to win a world championship, and it took 100 plus years for kosher food to get to Wrigley.”


Mashiach met with Cubs executives and convinced them that Kosher was the way to go.


“Chicago is known for their hot dogs and we’re obviously trying to bring the best kosher food there,” Mashiach said. He explained that non-kosher Wrigley-goers have just as much reason to be excited as the kosher clientele. He described the hot dogs as being extremely tasty, juicy, and healthier, lacking harsh chemicals found in other meats, and having an “elite status above the rest.”


Wrigley Field will become the 13th major league ballpark to house kosher food. The Cubs will join the ranks of other big hitters like the St. Louis Cardinals, the New York Yankees, and the Boston Red Sox. So now, Jewish Cubbie fans can celebrate another win.

Reprinted from the July 13, 2017 email of Tablet Magazine

Police in Europe Break Up Network Selling Illegal Horse Meat

By Raphael Minder

(BTG - Editor’s Note: You might want to share this article with non-observant Jews who aren’t aware of the dangers (both physically and spiritually of eating treif meat.)

GENEVA — The police in Europe have dismantled a criminal network that was selling horse meat across the Continent that was “not suitable for consumption,” arresting 66 people as part of a four-year investigation prompted by the discovery in Ireland of horse meat in burgers sold as beef.
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Photo of non-kosher and sick horse


Europol, the European Union’s law enforcement agency, said on Sunday that all but one of the arrests had been made in Spain. But the Spanish police said in a separate statement that their part of the investigation had accounted for “a small portion of a network stretching across the whole of Europe, under the control of a Dutch citizen.”


The Dutch citizen, who has not been publicly identified and was taken into custody in April in Belgium, was described in a Europol statement as the leader of a criminal gang that had acquired horses on the Iberian Peninsula that were judged to be “in bad shape, too old or simply labeled as ‘not suitable for consumption.’ ”


A brand of frozen beef lasagna that was taken off the market in Britain and Ireland in 2013 after traces of horse DNA were found in the meat


The animals’ meat was processed and sent to Belgium, one of the European Union’s biggest exporters of horse meat, and the criminal organization modified the animals’ microchips and documentation to facilitate the fraudulent export, the statement said.


The Pan-European investigation began after a scandal over horse meat in burgers in Ireland in 2013, and it was widened to other European countries as dishes like frozen lasagna labeled as containing beef were found to have horse meat.


In addition to the arrests, the Spanish police said on Sunday that they had seized property and luxury cars, and that they had frozen bank accounts. The police in Britain, France, Italy, Portugal, Romania and Switzerland also carried out interventions, according to Europol, although the statement did not provide details.


Meat safety has been a major European health issue since the 1990s, when bovine spongiform encephalopathy, or mad cow disease, was found to have spread to humans. The European Union has sought to tighten quality controls on meat imports, tussling this year with Brazil over whether to ban meat shipments after a police investigation in the country uncovered corruption involving food-sanitation inspectors.


In Spain, horse slaughtering became 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2013/04/10/world/europe/in-crisis-last-roundup-for-horses-in-spain-is-the-slaughterhouse.html" an increasingly divisive issue during the recent financial crisis, as animal welfare associations denounced an uptick in the slaughtering, as well as the illegal killing, of animals whose owners said they could no longer afford to keep them.

Reprinted from the July 17, 2017 website of The New York Times.

Rabbi Berel Wein On

Parshat Matot – Massei 5777
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The Jewish people have always been a traveling nation. It is almost as if wandering has become our second nature, built into the DNA of our society and history. The Torah lists for us over forty way stations and oases that the Jewish people visited during their trek in the desert from Egypt to the outskirts of the Land of Israel.


Rashi, subtly and almost ironically, comments that the Lord was kind to us and that He did not force us to visit many other way stations that could also have been part of our journey. In fact, for thirty-eight years, the camp of Israel resided in one place in the desert.


Wanderlust has within it a positive component of curiosity and creativity. It also contains the nucleus of dissatisfaction and frustration. We are constantly looking for a better place to be and we are loath to make the proper investment and effort in improving the place in which we are. We are always looking for a more comfortable environment, better weather and more luxurious surroundings.


This has been true of theJewish people over its long history. Even though many of our migrations were forced upon by others, with evil degrees and from cruel governments, nevertheless the spirit of migration made substantial numbers of Jews leave their homes to travel to other countries and continents. The wandering Jew became a stereotype both in the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds.


Among the many disparaging comments made about Jews by Charles de Gaulle was the one that described us asarestlesspeople.  Perhaps this is so but it is also the key to our creativity, with countless number of contributions to human civilization.


Over the past two centuries there has been a slow but steady reversal of our wandering. The vast majority of the Jewish people in the world now reside in two geographical locations – the State of Israel and the United States. Both communities feel themselves very much at home in their countries. So much so, that Jews from the rest of the world continue to migrate to these two centers of Jewish life.


The State of Israel remains the promised-land and our eternal homeland, spiritually and physically. The United States has provided its Jewish citizens with freedom and opportunity never before granted to them in the history of our exile and diaspora. There is no question that these two communities have developed independently with different goals, ideas, practices and societal norms. I think that is obvious that neither community will be able to satisfy the other one completely and consistently.


The idea of Jewish unity has to be built not only with what connects us, our faith and shared history, but also with the realization that the communities are different and will diverge in attitude and practice on a regular basis. Nevertheless, the fact that these communities are different should not mean that they are bound to be antagonistic one to the other. A healthy respect and tolerance for each other and for the differences that exist between these communities would go a long way towards easing tensions and in promoting a spirit of good will.

Reprinted from the Parshat Matot-Masei 5777 website of RabbiWein.com

Rav Avigdor Miller on Learning Mishlei (Proverbs)
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QUESTION: I would like to learn Mishlei [the Book of Proverbs] from beginning to end for the first time in my life. Can you give me some advice about how to approach the learning of this sefer?


ANSWER: When you learn Mishlei, the first step is to make up your mind that Mishlei knows what he's talking about. He's not just wasting his time. And even though the statements might sometimes seem פשוט, simple, make up your mind that there is nothing simple in Mishlei. That's very important to understand. A wise man is talking to you - one of the wisest the world ever saw. And therefore, try to understand the profundity of his words.


Sometimes you might need the מפרשים, the commentaries, to help you out. Whatever it is, you should make up your mind that Mishlei is a repository of the deepest wisdom for practical living. 


Although Mishlei is a sefer of שמים יראת, fear of Heaven, like it says in the beginning of the first פרק, you must understand that Mishlei is also a book of successful living. If you want to be happy in הזה עולם, in this world, then Mishlei is the guide to that. It tells you how to deal with people and how to deal with yourself in order to live successfully in this world.


There are so many gems in Mishlei. Advice on how to guard your health, how to guard your property, your money, how to get along with everybody - your wife, your children, your neighbors, your enemies. And it's a shame that so many people make the time to read everything else - newspapers, magazines and so much other garbage, but for Mishlei they don't have time.


Of course, the most important advice is how to get along with הוא ברוך הקדוש (the Holy One blessed be He) But Mishlei is full of wise counsel that will help you live successfully in הזה עולם, in this world. And knowing all this, you are going to approach this sefer with a different attitude. And that should be your first step in learning the sefer of Mishlei. (TAPE # 636) 
Reprinted from the July 15, 2017 email of torasavigdor@gmail.com
Choosing Right from Right

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat Matot tells of the request brought by the tribes of Reuben and Gad, who wanted to settle permanently in Eber Ha'yarden - the region east of the Jordan River. These tribes were blessed with large herds of cattle, and therefore preferred settling in the lush, fertile areas of Eber Ha'yarden, rather than proceed with the rest of the tribes into the Land of Israel.


It has been explained that the people of Reuben and Gad were sincerely motivated in making this request. They were understandably concerned that their large herds would graze in other people's fields. If they would settle together with the other tribes in Eretz Yisrael, where available pasture was limited, the shepherds might be unable to control the flocks and stop them from grazing on fields belonging to other tribes. 

Reuben and Gad thus preferred settling away from the other tribes, in Eber Ha'yarden, where there was plenty of pasture and thus no concern of theft. Yet, despite Reuben and Gad's noble intentions, the Midrash claims that they were 

punished for settling in Eber Ha'yarden instead of in the Land of Israel. Reuben and Gad were driven into exile eight years before the other tribes. Since they did not settle along with the other tribes in Eretz Yisrael, they were forced to leave into exile eight years earlier.


The obvious question arises, why were Reuben and Gad punished, if their decision to live in Eber Ha'yarden were motivated by the sincere desire to avoid theft? The answer is that Reuben and Gad overlooked a far more basic concern - the importance of living in Eretz Yisrael. 


The Bet Hamikdash can be built only in Israel, not in Eber Ha'yarden; several Misvot, such as Bikkurim (first fruits) and the Korban Ha'omer (grain offering brought on Pesah), do not apply in Eber Ha'yarden. No place is as sacred as Eretz Yisrael. The tribes of Reuben and Gad overlooked all this out of concern for how to deal with their cattle. Had they prioritized properly, they would have preferred foregoing on their flocks in order to enter the Land of Israel.


Reuben and Gad also overlooked the concern for their environment. In Eretz Yisrael, they would be surrounded by the other ten tribes of Israel. In Eber Ha'yarden, their neighbors were nations such as Moab and Amon. They were concerned about keeping their flocks away from other people's property, but they were not concerned about the environment in which their children would be raised. 


Although they were motivated by sincere and legitimate concerns, they overlooked more basic concerns which should have led them to act differently. It often happens that we get so caught up in a legitimate cause that we lose sight of far more basic and important matters.  Thank G-d, most people in our community know how to choose right from wrong; often, however, we have difficulty choosing right from right, determining which of several worthwhile concerns deserves priority.


The Rambam (Rabbi Moshe Maimonides, 1135-1204) writes that communities must make their synagogues beautiful, and that the synagogue should be more beautiful than the homes in the town. Today, Baruch Hashem, communities generally spare no efforts or funds in ensuring the beauty and grandeur of synagogues. 


Unfortunately, however, some communities lose sight of the fact that the synagogue's purpose is to serve as a place of prayer, and the quality of the synagogue's structure sometimes exceeds that of the prayers recited inside it. Beautifying the structure is an important religious value - but praying diligently and with concentration is far more important, and deserves priority.


I once saw a man purchase a $1200 menorah for Hanukah in a Judaica store. This is certainly admirable; using an ornate menorah fulfills the Misva of "Hiddur 

Misva" - glorifying the Misvot. However, along with the Menora, he purchased wax candles, rather than oil and wicks. He lost sight of the fact that the external 

appearance of the menora is far less important than the Misva itself, which should 

preferably be performed with oil.


The same problem occurs very often in preparing a Bar Misva. Parents are prepared to spend exorbitant sums for the catering and flower arrangements, but skimp when it comes time for purchase the boy's Tefillin. There is certainly nothing wrong with hosting an elaborate affair to celebrate a Bar Misva. But we must keep our priorities in check, and understand which aspects of the celebration deserve more attention and emphasis than others. 


Affording greater importance to the peripheral aspects is like ordering a salami sandwich with mustard at a restaurant and receiving a thin slice of salami with a plateful of mustard. We confuse the essence of the Misva with the "accoutrements," and lose sight of what's most important.


We must exercise sound judgment in our Torah observance to ensure that we give priority to the areas of religious life that deserve priority. It's one thing to choose good from bad. The hard part, which is one of our great challenges as observant Jews, is to be able to choose right from right - to know how to prioritize when faced with several legitimate and worthwhile religious concerns.
Reprinted from the Parshat Matot 5769 email of Daily Halacha.
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