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Rabbi Yisroel Reisman Explains The Ongoing Struggle between the Forces of Kedusha and Tumah

By Daniel Keren
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Many Flatbush residents took advantage of last week’s legal holiday of Presidents’ Day to take part in a half-day Yarchei Kallah orchestrated by Hakhel at the Agudath Israel of Madison. Hakhel is a Flatbush-based organization dedicated towards promoting a greater awareness of Torah-true values in our community.

The Yarchei Kallah was sponsored by R’ Yankel Rosenberg of Bernath and Rosenberg, P.C. 


Rabbi Yisroel Reisman, Mora D’asra of the host shul spoke on the topic of “Avodah Zorah Today”. He noted that it was 17th and last in a series of Hakhel legal holiday shiurim that he has delivered during the past year and a half that was devoted towards analyzing the prophetic legacies of Chaggai, Zechariah and Malachi, the last of the Naviim.


During the 52 years following the Chorev Beis Rishon (Destruction of the first Beis Hamikdosh in Yerushalayim) when all of the Klal Yisroel lived in Bavel, (Babylonia) there was no navuah (prophecy). However when some of the Jewish people returned to Eretz Yisroel there was a brief flurry and return of navuah that would soon come to an end.


The Vilna Gaon in his sefer Seder Olam, writes that it was the ending of the Yetzer Hora (the evil inclination towards avodah zora, idol worship) that almost automatically resulted in the bitul (nullification) of Jewish prophecy. For it was during that dangerous and very powerful period that before the destruction of the Bayis Rishon (First Temple) when avoda zora created a snare to many Jews, simultaneously navuah was also strong. 

Hashem Wants There to be Bechirah (Free Will)


The reason is that Hashem wants there to be bechirah (free will). So in an era when prophecy was powerful, it was necessary for the opposite forces of idol worshippers and sorcerers to also have an equal power [even it that mean strength to the forces of evil.] In short, the struggle between the forces of good and bad must be equal.


With the passing of the last three Jewish Naviim – Chaggai, Zecharia and Malachi – the ability for those on the side of kedushah (holiness) to direct the Jewish nation passed over from the Prophets to the Chachmei Yisroel (Jewish Torah Sages.) Similarly on the other side (the forces of impurity) the power formerly held by the priests of avoda zora (idolatry) and kishuf (sorcery) passed on to the masters and teachers of Greek philosophy [which continues to dominate Western Civilization in newer forms such as the sciences and technology.]


Rabbi Reisman said that in the last few centuries as the power of [non-Jewish] sciences has intensified, so too has the power of Torah pilpul [in the realm of Jewish kedushah.] He made fun of the attempts of the apikorsis (heretic or religious disbeliever) to challenge the emunah of a Torah-loyal Jew with taunting questions such as “Do you really believe that the Sea [of Reeds] split [for Moshe and the Jewish people leaving Mitzrayim, Egypt.]


Rabbi Reisman’s reply to such a question is that it makes much more sense to him [that G-d could cause the Sea to split] than to buy into the concept [of many evolutionary scientists today] that a meteorite from outer space just happened to strike the planet Earth and in the process kill off all the dinosaurs while simultaneously enveloping the earth with dark poisonous clouds for billions of years during which time allegedly mankind as we know it today supposedly evolved from single-celled creatures in the sea.

Moshe Rabbeinu Predicted that Many Jews Would Succumb to Avoda Zora


Moshe Rabbeinu predicted that after his death the Jewish people would fall prey to the then overwhelming temptation of worshipping avoda zora. Now to be sure, there are many meforshim (Torah commentators) that explain that the yetzer hora has today been transformed into the many isms (i.e. Communism, Socialism, Zionism, etc.) that in recent centuries have promised to solve all the problems plaguing mankind [in general and the Jewish people in particular.]


Rabbi Reisman said that back in the 1920s and the 1930s many people thought Socialism [or Communism] would perfectly transform the world [into a delightful Gan Eden existence.] It is amazing to note just how so many [Jews] become enthusiastic [devotees] of those isms. 


The kochas hatumah (powers of spiritual impurity) aims to latch onto the kochas hakedushah (the powers of holiness) One might sometimes wonder why some of our Matriarchs (Sarah and Rivkah) were seized by Pharaoh and Avimelech. The answer is those rulers symbolized the forces of tumah.


Another question Rabbi Reisman asked the Hakhel audience was why didn’t the majority of Jews return from Bavel to Eretz Yisroel when they were actually granted permission and even the protection of the Persian king and the monarch even bankrolled the expenses needed for this return [to the Holy Land.]

Why Were the Majority of Jews in Bavel Afraid to Return to Eretz Yisroel


Only 40,000 Jews returned. Indeed, this was a very small percentage when compared to the more than a million or two million Jews opted to stay in Bavel. Why? Those Jews who remained in Babylonia were afraid to return because they understood that since Eretz Yisroel has greater kedushah than Bavel, the power of the Yetzer Hora is greater in Holy Land and they simply didn’t want to be so seriously challenged by the intense struggle between good and bad.


Rabbi Reisman said from his experience in teaching that sometimes we see yeshiva teenagers who are going through challenging times. Often such troubled teens begin with [falling prey to] the Yetzer Hora of asking why do we have to wear tzits-tzits (ritual fringes). They argue [accurately] that one is only obligated to perform the mitzvah of tzits-tzits when wearing a four-cornered garment. But this evil inclination arguing to not wear ritual fringes is actually an easy gate or entrance towards stronger yetzer horas such as eventually stopping the performance of other important mitzvahs (commandments.)


Rabbi Reisman spoke about alternative medicine and said that much of this so-called new-age science is based on the koach hatumah. It is hard to imagine that intelligent people would believe much of the doctrines of alternative medicine, but desperate people [with serious illnesses or diseases are indeed easy prey.]


G-d wants us to rather believe in Him and not that there are other [alternative] powers. Those who promote such [alternative] medicines admit that it is not the medicine that cures, but allegedly the natural power they believe it generates that does the actual heals.


One has to be careful not to fall prey to the belief in cures that can’t be naturally measured. People who are ill want new cures and aren’t attracted to the old cure of davening (praying) to Hashem [sincerely.]

“Fattened Fowl,

Quail and Fish

Rabbi Josh Bennett
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Being a kashrus professional, I find that much of my life revolves around food. Be it in the office, at home, or even walking along the high street, I find myself reading the backs of food packaging, or engaging everyone in culinary conversation. So I suppose it should come as no surprise that my favourite parts of zemiros are those which discuss food. 


Perhaps the most obvious mention of food is in the third paragraph of Yom Zeh Mechubad, where we are told to eat rich foods and drink sweet drinks, as Hashem will give us bread, meat, fish and delicacies. 


Of course, the foods mentioned here are quite generic and although appetising, they do little to whet my intellectual appetite. Much more controversial are the foods mentioned in the chorus of Mah Yedidus – Lehisaneg b’saanugim, barburim slav v’dagim – to rejoice with three types of food, through which we will work backwards. 


Well, dagim is fish, so that’s nice and simple. Slav is where it starts to get interesting. We are all aware that the Bnei Yisroel were fed slav in the midbar, and it is commonly translated as quail. However, we are only allowed to eat birds for which we have a mesorah, and who is to say that slav refers to the same bird that we call quail? Additionally, I am yet to see quail on sale in my local butcher shop! 
The answer is to be found in a sefer called Olam HaSushiah, published in London in the first half of the twentieth century, and written by a shochet by the name of Rabbi M H Berstein. He makes it quite clear that the bird we know as the common quail (coturnix coturnix) is a bird for which he had a mesorah to be a kosher species. 


The Federation Beis Din has verified this mesorah with Rav Kappach zt’’l of Eretz Yisroel and allows its licensees to serve both quail and quail’s eggs. Of course, the final word in the chorus is the most difficult – barburim (not to be confused with the barbary duck – itself the subject of a major halachic debate!) 
The word barbur in modern Hebrew is generally translated as swan, a bird that not only do we not find in the kosher shops, we don’t even find it mentioned in the Torah. Rabbi I M Levinger in his sefer Mazon Kasher Min Hachai quotes Mahari Bruna that the swan is known to be a kosher bird, and he also quotes a shochet from Teveria who claimed to have shechted swan in Russia. 


However, Olam HaSushiah does suggest that the swan may be covered by the word tinshomes (normally translated as owl), one of the few birds that the Torah tells us are actually forbidden to be eaten! Perhaps we will have to defer to the oft used translation in English zemiros for barburim of “fattened fowl” in order to be completely fulfil the instructions of Mah Yedidus!

Reprinted from the Parshat Tetzaveh/Purim 5778 email of Oneg Shabbos, theNorth West London’s Weekly Torah & Opinion Sheets.

R’ Avraham ben Chiya Ha’nassi, z”l


12th century R’ Avraham lived in Barcelona, Spain. His work Hegyon Ha’nefesh, deals with morals and penitence, and contains original interpretations of Biblical verses. His work, Megillat Ha’megaleh, is devoted to calculating when mashiach will arrive. R’ Avraham also wrote a number of works on astronomy, including Tzurat Ha’aretz and Sefer Ha’ibbur. 


In the latter work, R’ Avraham takes the position that the day begins where the easternmost settlement is, and that is the location of the international date line. (This view was quoted in this century by the Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel, R’ Ben Zion Meir Chai Uziel, in his analysis of the same topic) 


[The location of the international date line has important halachic consequences. It should be noted that the International Date Line recognized by the world at large is an arbitrary international convention, and is not necessarily the location of the halachic line.] 


Sefer Ha’ibbur also was quoted by later works regarding what the correct year is. R’ Avraham was unusual among his contemporaries in using Hebrew, not Arabic, in his scientific works. However, he was fluent in several languages and he translated several basic Greek texts from Arabic to Latin, thus making them accessible to Christian scientists. 


R’ Avraham was known as “Ha’nassi”/”The Prince” because of his influence in the royal court. (The Artscroll Rishonim, She’eilot U’teshuvot Piskei Uziel; She’eilot U’teshuvot Maharalbach) 

Reprinted from the Parshat Ki Tisa 5778 email of whY I Matter, the weekly parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.
It’s Not Personal
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat Ki-Tisa tells the story of Het Ha’egel, the sin of the golden calf, in response to which G-d decided to kill Beneh Yisrael and begin a new nation through Moshe Rabbenu. He informed Moshe of His decision, and assured him that his “job” was safe, as a new nation would emerge from his progeny.  

Moshe, however, selflessly refused the offer. Devoted unconditionally to the people under his charge, he intervened to save them, praying to G-d to annul His decree. In the end, of course, G-d accepted His prayer, and decided against Beneh Yisrael’s annihilation.


Moshe’s devotion to the people comes into sharper focus when we consider the background to the story of the golden calf. What caused the people to fall so drastically from the level they achieved at the time of Matan Torah, and construct a graven image? 

Hazal explain that when Moshe did not return from the top of Mount Sinai when the people thought he would, the Satan seized the opportunity to cause them to sin. He made the world appear dark and showed them an image of Moshe lying dead in a coffin. This caused the people to become terribly depressed and anxious, and this allowed them to deteriorate to the point where they constructed a golden calf.


In short, the people made and worshipped the golden calf thinking that Moshe Rabbenu had died. And yet, the Torah tells that on the day they committed this sin, “Va’yakumu Le’sahek”–“They arose to make merry.” The worship was accompanied by frivolous merriment and festivity. There was song, dance, and all manner of exuberant celebration.


Moshe had every reason to feel terribly offended by the people’s jubilation.  After all he had done for them, leading them out of Egypt and through the sea, caring for them like a faithful shepherd and bringing them the Torah, here they were celebrating what they thought was his death. No mourning, no grief, no eulogies – only celebration and festivity!


But this did not bother Moshe or affect his commitment to the people one iota. He understood that this is not personal. Moshe did not say to himself, “What an ungrateful people!” Rather, he thought, “It’s not their fault. They’re frail, they were only recently freed from generations of harsh slavery. This is not about me.” And therefore he did not give up on them or reject them. He pleaded courageously and passionately on their behalf, effectively saving them from annihilation.


This is a true model of greatness.  Moshe here shows us the ability to separate his personal feelings from the people’s needs. His mind was focused not on his ego, on the respect and consideration owed to him, but rather on what was best for the people. And this is why he interceded on their behalf despite having been scorned by them. He rose above the concern for his ego and concerned himself solely with the needs of Beneh Yisrael. And Moshe thereby sets an inspiring example for us of responsible and selfless leadership, tending to the needs of the people around us without any concern for personal honor and prestige.

Reprinted from the Parshat Ki Tisa 5778 website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn.

Thoughts that Count

For Parshat Ki Sisa

This shall they give, every one that passes among those who are numbered (Ex. 30:13)


The commentator Rashi explains: G-d showed Moses a coin of fire and said, "Like this shall they give," to teach us that when a person gives charity he should do it with fiery enthusiasm. (Sefer HaDarush)

Reprinted from Issue #204 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Ki Sisa 5752/1992).
Living with the Times

The Danger of Straddling 

On the Fence 
From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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In the Haftorah which accompanies this week's Torah portion of Ki Tisa we read about Elijah the Prophet and his famous confrontation with the prophets of Baal. Elijah addressed the Jewish nation and said, "How long will you waver between the two? If G-d is truly G-d, then follow Him, and if it is Baal, then go after him."


Elijah told the Jewish People: your inability to choose between the two alternatives is the worst possible spiritual path, even worse than choosing outright idolatry.


How can anything be worse than idolatry--ascribing G-dly powers to an object? Is it not better to reach some sort of compromise, to maintain a belief in   G-d, but to nevertheless incorporate some elements of paganism? Why did Elijah say that it is preferable, G-d forbid, to actually worship idols?


Maimonides wrote that the worship of idols arose from human error, from a faulty understanding of the natural world. When some people looked at the physical forces governing the world, they mistakenly believed that those forces themselves should be worshipped, not realizing that it is G-d who causes the sun to shine and the rain to fall.


When a person worships an idol, be it one made of stone, or the planets and stars in the sky, he thinks that by placating these objects he will receive more blessings in his life. This, then, is the difference between a true idolator and a Jew who straddles the fence, never making a clear choice between idolatry and worship of the One, true G-d.


An idol worshipper may one day arrive at the conclusion that idolatry is wrong and return wholeheartedly to G-d, after having admitted his error. But it is far more difficult for a person who is "straddling the fence" to realize the error of his ways and see that he is committing a sin. For his part, he thinks that he is still a good Jew, for he still maintains the outer semblance of Jewish observance.


An idolator, even one who believes in a false god, believes that his god is the source of all life. He seeks spiritual truth, albeit in the wrong direction. But one who professes to believe in G-d yet secretly pledges obedience to an idol seeks not truth, but convenience and comfort. He wants to benefit from both worlds, covering all possible bases.


A person who vacillates is also more detrimental to those around him. An idol worshipper is more easily avoided, and not likely to lead others astray, who could be deceived by outward appearances.


Elijah's message holds true for us today. It is far easier to avoid obvious pitfalls in spiritual matters than to stand on guard against finer, less conspicuous compromises. But it is these finer points which ultimately define our intellectual honesty and our faith.

Reprinted from Issue #204 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Ki Sisa 5752/1992).
More Thoughts that Count

For Parshat Ki Sisa

G-d showed Moses a "coin of fire" to show the similarity that exists between money and the phenomenon of fire. Fire is a vital element without which the world could not survive, but it is also capable of great destruction. So, too, are the characteristics of wealth. When a person utilizes his money in the proper way, it brings great benefit to many, but when it is used improperly terrible damage may be inflicted.

And they shall give--venatnu--every man, a ransom for his soul to G-d (Ex. 30:12)

The Hebrew word "venatnu" (they shall give), spelled vav, nun, tav, nun, vav, is read the same from left to right or right to left. This teaches us that when a person gives charity, he should not worry that he will suffer any lack, for the goodness he sows will be returned to him as in return.
Reprinted from Issue #204 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Ki Sisa 5752/1992).
Rabbi Zev Leff Discusses the Importance of Strengthening One’s Emunah in Hashem

By Daniel Keren
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Rabbi Zev Leff, Rav of Moshav Matisyahu in Eretz Yisroel and internationally renowned educator was the third speaker at the recent Martin Luther King Jr. legal holiday Hakhel Yarchei Kallah Event at the Agudath Israel of Madison in Flatbush. He spoke on the subject of “What is Emunah Shleima?: Enlightening Hadracha for Our Times.”


Rav Echonon Wasserman, hy”d, explains that the mitzvah (obligation) of emunah (belief in Hashem) is especially valid for people who supposedly don’t believe in the Ribbono shel Olam (Master of the World.) 

Why are there so many people today who [confess to] believe in evolution [a theory that the world as we know just evolved from a series of random non-divine accidents.] 

The answer given by Rabbi Leff is that such people just don’t want to believe in a Creator [and therefore have to be obligated to such a Divine entity.] However if a person would objectively look at the world around us he would easily understand that there is indeed a Creator of this world. 


When in the beginning of the Chumash, the Ribbono shel Olam dictated to Moshe Rabbeinu the words “Let us make man in our image,” Moshe objected that this might cause people to mistakenly think that there was more than just one Creator, chas v’shalom (heaven forbid!)

Allowing to Those Who Want to
Make a Mistake to Make a Mistake


Nevertheless the Ribbono shel Olam commanded Moshe to write that verse down anyway, indicating that anyone who wants to make a mistake [in order to deny the obvious reality of G-d] will make a mistake.


The mitzvah (commandment) of emunah is not to have a knowledge that there is a G-d, but rather the acknowledgement of that knowledge. Even someone who denies the existence of G-d, deep down inside knows that there truly is a G-d. Many who claim not to believe in the Ribbono shel Olam are just unable to overcome their subjectivity [desires or sympathies for certain objects or behaviors.] 


The pasuk (Exodus 14:31) in the account of Krias Yam Suf (the Splitting of the Sea of Reeds) declares that the Bnei Yisroel (the Children of Israel) feared Him (G-d) and put their trust in Him and in Moshe His servant. How is possible to fear G-d before you believe in Him?


The Sefer Ikkarim [authored by Rabbi Yosef Albo] writes that Hashem told Moshe Rabbeinu when he was on the top of Har Sinai that the Klal Yisroel (Jewish nation) had sinned by worshipping the cheit he’eigel (golden calf). Yet, it wasn’t until Moshe came down himself and personally saw the Bnei Yisroel dancing before the eigel that he reacted by smashing the Luchos (the Tablets written with the Asiros Hadibros/Ten Commandments.) The answer, Rabbi Leff explained is that there is a big difference between knowing or understanding something intellectually and actually seeing it.

The Higher Level of Reaching the
Level of Bitachon (Trust in Hashem)


After a person comprehends something on an intellectual basis, such a person can than develop emunah, belief in G-d. But there is even a higher level. Once a person reaches to the level of emunah, one must go to the next stage which is developing bitachon, trust in Hashem. There are many events in our lives that are painful and hard to comprehend the reasons for. Yet, we have to trust and believe that the Ribono shel Olam has a good reason for everything that He does.


A man who doesn’t know the whole story or picture is like someone who sees a man about to cut off another man’s leg. Jumping to the conclusion that this man with the knife is a terrorist, the shocked observer jumps forward and knocks out “evil” man and drags the other man whose foot was about to be cut off to “safety.”. He waits impatiently for that rescued man to thank him.


Instead the man asks why the supposed hero did what he did. He tells that the man he knocked out was a medical doctor who knew that the rescued man actually had a serious case of gangrene and if his infected foot was not quickly amputated, the deadly disease will quickly spread to other parts of the body which will fatal.


Rabbi Leff told of a Nazi commandant in a concentration camp who once called for a certain rabbi inmate to come to his office. The rabbi thinking that his life was in danger went in with the thoughts that he was going to be executed as was very commonly the case. Instead the commandant asked the rabbi to answer a specific question that was bothering him.

Why is G-d Allowing You Jews to be
So Viciously Punished and Tortured?


“You Jews believe in G-d and that He cares about you. Why is He allowing you Jews to be so viciously punished and tortured so much by us [Germans?]. The rabbi explained that as a young child in yeshiva he once asked his teacher why G-d did certain things. He was told not that it was not wise to ask such questions. Why? The only One who can answer such questions is G-d Himself and you don’t want to leave this world too early in order to find out the answers from G-d to such perplexing theological questions. Indeed that is what Hashem intimated to Moshe Rabbeinu when Moses asked why G-d allowed seemingly bad things to happen to good people.


Rabbi Leff concluded by telling the lesson of the Ten Brothers of Yosef who were confused as to what was happening to them. They had gone to Egypt in order to simply buy grain in order that their families could survive the terrible famine. Yet they were constantly being confronted by an unfriendly Viceroy who seemed intent on finding an excuse to kill them. The climax occurred at the end of Parshas Mikeitz when the Viceroy decides to keep Binyomin as a slave as punishment for the trumped up charges of stealing the Viceroy’s goblet.


In the beginning of the next parsha (Vayigash) it is quickly revealed to the brothers that the Viceroy is in reality their brother Yosef and all their questions are answered by the two words he utteres – “Ani Yosef/I am Joseph.” Immediately they understood that the dreams of their younger brother 13 years before were actually prophecies now fulfilled.


Why couldn’t this explanation been included as the ending for the previous parsha (Mikeitz?) The explanation given by Rabbi Leff is that sometimes the deep questions we all have to the painful and troubling issues in our lives are not to be immediately answered by G-d. Rather it might come the next week or the next year or perhaps only in the next world.
Reprinted from the January 25, 2018 edition of The Flatbush Jewish Journal.
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