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Show the Kids
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The Torah in Parashat Vayakhel relates how Beneh Yisrael responded enthusiastically to Moshe’s call for donations to the Mishkan.  The people generously donated all the materials that were needed for the Mishkan’s construction, which included precious metals, animal skins, wool, dyes, and much more.  The Torah writes, “Every man and woman whose heart stirred them to bring [materials] for all the work that G-d commanded through Moshe to be done – Beneh Yisrael brought a donation to G-d” (35:29).


Many commentators have noted that this verse appears, at first glance, redundant.  It seems unnecessary for the Torah to inform us that all the people who were inspired to bring donations indeed brought donations.  Isn’t this obvious?  What purpose was there for the Torah to make such a self-evident statement?


Many different interpretations have been offered to explain the meaning and intent of this verse.  The Hid”a (Rav Haim Yosef David Azulai, 1724-1807) suggested that the Torah refers to the people’s faithful fulfillment of their pledges.  As we unfortunately know all too well, people often feel inspired when they hear an appeal and make a generous pledge, but later have second thoughts and renege on their commitments.


Many of our institutions are owed enormous sums of money in unpaid pledges.  This is a most unfortunate reality, and is also very frightening, in light of our Sages’ stern warnings of the potential consequences, Heaven forbid, of failing to fulfill vows.  The Torah here emphasizes that “every man and woman whose heart stirred them”– who felt inspired and made a commitment to donate – “brought a donation to G-d.” They not only pledged, but they also fulfilled those pledges in full.


Another approach is to explain the verse as referring to the children.  The Torah tells us that the people who made donations toward the Mishkan “Hebi’u Beneh Yisrael” – they brought the children, the youngsters, to watch.  They didn’t leave the children at home and tell them to wait there while they went out.  Rather, they took the children along to get them involved and to have them personally witness what was happening.


The most important aspect of parenting is modeling desired behavior.  We send our children to school for twelve years and speak to them about Misvot, but these will not be effective unless we set a personal example for our children to follow.  It is thus crucially important to make sure that our children see us perform Misvot. 


If a mother is baking in the kitchen, for example, it is worthwhile for her to call her daughter to the kitchen when she separates Halla.  Seeing the Misva performed has a much stronger impact that just hearing about it.  If we want our children to embrace our Torah values and lifestyle, then we must show them how it’s done.


Just as Beneh Yisrael brought their children to see them donate their precious possessions to the Mishkan, we, too, must make a proactive effort to involve our children in the Misvot that we do, setting for them an inspiring example that they will hopefully follow for the rest of their lives – and that they will set for their own children, and so on, for all generations.

Reprinted from the website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn.

Springtime

By Rabbi Berel Wein
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Those of us who are living in the northern hemisphere of our globe are now anxiously awaiting the arrival of springtime and the end of the winter weather woes. Here in Israel we had a fairly normal winter with a decent amount of rain and a few cold spells. In the main however it was an unremarkable winter, weather wise. 

Nevertheless, winter is winter and I for one am anxiously and excitedly looking forward to the arrival of the spring season, the blooming flowers and trees and the great holidays of Pesach and Shavuot that make up the book ends – the beginning and the end – of the spring season here in Israel.


The great song of springtime is recorded for us in the book of Shir Hashirim written by King Solomon, and according to the custom of many synagogues, is read publicly in the synagogue service of Shabbat Chol Hamoed Pesach. There is no more lyrical description of the advent of springtime than the one that appears in Shir Hashirim.


It evokes not only the reawakening of nature and the change of weather that spring brings with it, but it also speaks emotionally about the mood and spiritual quality that attaches itself to the spring season. The Jewish people were freed from Egypt and from bondage in the springtime.


The Torah explicitly commands us to commemorate that freedom with the holiday of Pesach and the Jewish calendar is to always be adjusted so that this holiday falls in the month when spring arrives. So springtime has come to symbolize for the Jewish people not only a change of nature and mood but also change of status – from being slaves and servants to others to becoming independent and free people. It represents our ability to free ourselves from fulfilling the missions and dreams of others and to realize our own potential as a kingdom of priests and holy nation.


When most human beings were occupied in agricultural tasks, the change of seasons and the arrival of springtime were more noticeable in human society. In our current urbanized and industrialized world, springtime has lost some of its luster. The city dweller today hardly ever visits farms or orchards. In fact, industrialized and global farming has caused many people to think that apples and bananas truly grow in bags and are raised in fruit stores and supermarkets.


This disconnect that modern urban industrialized society has created between nature and humans is one of the more troubling aspects of modern society. I am not suggesting that our society return to horses and buggies and backbreaking farm labor. However, an appreciation of nature and its bounty, of the change of seasons and the weather patterns that accompany it, can only serve to strengthen the sense of spirituality and the yearning for eternity that exists within all of us.


The pagan world was terrorized by nature and worshiped its various forms as angry gods who somehow were to be pacified even by human sacrifice. Judaism always viewed nature as being an instrument of G-d's will and as being a blessing for humanity, with the ability to harness its bounty and turn it into a positive and manifold gift to the human race. The coming of spring is a restatement of this belief and attitude.


Part of the legacy of our long and bitter exile has been this disconnect between the appreciation of nature and our entire educational system. One of the six sections of the Mishnah concerns itself solely with matters of agriculture, botany and farming.


This section of the Mishnah - Zeraim - was a neglected subject in rabbinic scholarship for centuries. Rabbi Menachem Hameiri, of early fourteenth century Provence, already stated that this section of Torah did not appear in the curriculum of the yeshivot of his time and place. This was true of all later generations of Jewish scholarship until the nineteenth century, which saw the beginning of Jewish immigration from the dark winter of Eastern Europe to the springtime of the Land of Israel.


As Jews began to return to the Holy Land and once again reconnected themselves to the land and its earth, the desert began to bloom and the desolate landscape turned green and verdant. All of the great prophets of Israel foresaw an agricultural and natural rebirth in the redemption of the Jewish people from exile and their return home to the Land of Israel. In fact, the prophets stated that the harbinger of the eventual redemption, in its totality, would be the rebirth of the natural produce and beauty of the land itself.


Springtime reminds us of the great miracle that we have witnessed and are part of. It guarantees us hope for the full completion of the process of redemption in our time.

Reprinted from the RabbiWein.com website.
Finding G-d in Awesome Havoc and Deadly Tsunami That Struck Thailand

By Rabbi Zalman Shneur


As I was gathering my thoughts to write this week's email, I came upon an article on a passage in our Torah portion. It touched me so greatly that, this week, I would like to share the article with you. It was written post-Tsunami by a rabbinical student, Rabbi Zalman Shneur, who assisted with the relief efforts in Thailand in2004.
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The aftermath of the 2004 Tsunami that struck parts of Thailand in Southeast Asia.


"The question, "Where was G-d when this happened?" has intrigued philosophers throughout the ages. Even Moses was troubled by this thought. When faced with great tragedy, it haunts us. One day, it hit me too.

It all began when I received a phone call from Rabbi Yosef Kantor, director of Chabad activities in Southeast Asia. He was looking for two rabbinic students to intern in Thailand and head Chabad's relief effort in Thailand's ravaged southwestern coast. Being 23 years old and having just completed my rabbinic ordination, I jumped at the offer. I teamed up with Yossi Zaklos, an old school pal. Two days later we landed in Bangkok.

We set up headquarters on Phuket Island. The once heavily populated Patong Beach, nicknamed 'The Highway' for its five rows of beach chairs, lay empty and naked. With scores of vacant rooms in hotels, the streets were empty. Phuket was a ghost town. Thai and Burmese workers were bustling around, trying to re-establish normalcy to what was once a tourist hot spot.

We got to work right away burying the dead and helping the wounded. As time progressed, the relief effort shifted from dealing with a disaster zone to visiting tsunami camps, giving humanitarian aid to the survivors, talking with the locals, keeping a close contact with the village heads, and teaming up with other relief groups. We helped in any way could. 


We must have been a sight to behold! Two bearded rabbis with kippot (skull caps) and tzitzit (fringes) running around Thai and Muslim villages distributing sacks of rice, bags of chilies, cartons of instant noodles, mattresses and pillows, rice cookers and water kettles, toothbrushes and toothpaste, sanitary napkins and toilet paper. Our motto was, "Anything that can help them get their lives back on track, we'll bring it."

After about a month in Thailand we took the two-hour boat ride to Phi Phi Island, once voted one of the prettiest tourist spots in Asia.

Stepping onto the island felt like walking into a war movie minus the action. We walked down a road filled with rubble, past shops that looked like they'd been bombed away. Smoke was rising from the burning debris. A few lingering volunteers pushed wheelbarrows with somber expressions as they sweated in the heat of the day. In the distance we noticed a Thai family looking through a heap of rubble at a place they once called home. 

What was once an island filed with life and dreams had in a few short moments turned into a nightmare of death.

After weeks in Thailand trying to be a source of cheer and comfort to the victims, trying to show a strong face and hide my emotions, the visions and experiences of the past four weeks caught up with me. I sat down on a fallen tree and wept.

I cried for those who died, and for those who lived. I cried for the children who were killed, for the parents, the orphans, the survivors. I cried for the emptiness in Ban Nam Kem, where an entire town was washed away. In the morgue in Khao Lak, bodies lay waiting to be identified, and sadly, some never would.

How, I pondered, had so many lives been lost, and scores more shattered, in such a few moments? G-d, I cried, where were You on that ominous Sunday morning? Why have You forsaken us? How can we understand such an event - is there any reason for this? Could there be an explanation?

That night I lay in bed, the day’s events still vivid in my mind. I remembered a homily I once heard. In the book of Exodus, the Torah tells us of the following incident. Moses once realized that G-d was in a very merciful mode. He mustered up the courage to take advantage of the moment, and asked the Al-mighty: "Show me Your glory." G-d responded, "You cannot see My face." However, G-d continued in the next verse, "you will see My back."

All the commentaries try to make sense of this passage. They ask what Moses sought when he requested to see G-d's "glory" and what G-d meant when He replied that Moses can see his back but not his face.

One of the commentaries explains it this way: Moses looked in to the future and envisioned the tragedies his people would experience. He asked G-d, "Why do You hide yourself in our most difficult moments? Show me your glory! Reveal the meaning of all this, the great purpose that makes sense of it all." And G-d responded: You cannot see My face. You cannot see Me revealed in the horror. However, "You will see My back” - you will see Me there in hindsight. When you look back and reflect on the past events, you will find Me.

Two weeks later, sitting on the runway in the Bangkok airport, I found myself reflecting on my trip to Thailand. In a few moments our plane would lift off and fly back to New York. I thought about the wonderful people I had met, the relief workers that came from all over the world, mothers and fathers who left their jobs and children behind to do something that would make a difference. I thought about all the people around the world who contributed so generously to the global relief effort. Everybody was so moved by the plight of those who lay in the wake of the tsunami. All thinking the same thing, "How can I sit where I am and go on with my life while so many people are suffering?


"I thought about the Thai people who suffered so much and lost everything they owned yet when we came to visit their camps, how kind and selfless they were, sharing with us their meager possessions and the little food they had.

There is no explanation for why it happened and for why so many people suffered. But in hindsight, sitting on the plane and looking back, I saw G-d's back. I was able to say: "G-d, You pushed us to our limit ​ but we responded. I found You - in us."
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5777 email of Chabad of Great Neck [NY]
Living with the Times
Understanding the Vital Connection of Shabbat with Constructing the Mishkan

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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For the past few weeks we have been reading those Torah portions dealing with the commandments and preparations necessary for the building of the Tabernacle. This week, in Vayakhel, we read about its actual erection.

Before the Tabernacle was built, Moses called together all of the Children of Israel and commanded them to keep the Sabbath. "Six days shall work be done, and on the seventh you shall have a holy day. A Sabbath of rest to G-d."


The Talmud explains that the juxtaposition of Shabbat and the building of the Tabernacle teaches us which types of work we must avoid in order to keep the Sabbath. These are the 39 categories of labor which are prohibited on Shabbat, and from which are derived all other activities which may not be pursued on the holy day.


Nothing in the Torah occurs coincidentally. The fact that the Torah chooses the building of the Tabernacle to teach us which labors are prohibited on Shabbat shows that there is a connection between these two subjects. Furthermore, the relationship between Shabbat and the building of the Tabernacle has another, deeper dimension. 

Every one of the 39 types of labor involved in building the Sanctuary is the prototype of the labors we perform during the six days of the week. And, because everything in the physical world reflects its spiritual source, all our physical labor is the building of the Tabernacle. All the work which we perform has the potential to be elevated and turned into holiness.

But not only is the Tabernacle the source for the work in our lives, it also serves as our lives' goals as well. Every task we perform during our daily routine should be utilized to bring holiness into the world, the same function which the original Tabernacle served.


The Torah states: "Six days shall you work." Our Sages explain that this is a positive commandment, not merely the granting of permission. Man is compelled to toil to earn his daily bread. We see that the prayers and Torah readings prescribed for weekdays are shorter than those read on Shabbat and holidays, to enable a person to go out into the world to perform his daily tasks. It is through one's physical labor that he molds and shapes the world into a "sanctuary" for G-d.


How do we elevate our daily, mundane tasks? "In all your ways shall you know Him," explains the Torah. All of our activities, no matter how seemingly trivial, must be performed with the proper thoughts in mind. When we eat, drink, sleep and go about our business according to Torah law, we are cognizant of our Creator and transform our lives into sanctuaries to G-d.


The basic difference between the Tabernacle and our own physical world is that the Tabernacle was an actual manifestation of G-dliness, whereas the physical world is still in a state of potential. Man's task is to transform that potential into actual realization, by living according to the dictum, "In all your ways shall you know Him."

Reprinted from Issue #259 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Ki Sisah 5753/1992).
Lights On or Off
By Rabbi Berach Steinfeld
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The laws of Shabbos are reviewed in this week’s parsha; especially the laws of making a fire. An interesting question arises regarding the following scenario. Reuven sees a Jew driving a car on Shabbos. The driver forgot to put his car’s lights on. He is driving in the dark and is at risk of killing someone by accident. May Reuven tell him to put on his lights?


Reb Chaim Kanievsky answers this question by saying that one should find a goy to tell the driver to put on his lights.


Reb Shlomo Zalman Auerbach was of the opinion that one should tell the driver the following, “I don’t feel it is right for you to travel on Shabbos, but since you are not listening to me in any case, I am just letting you know that your lights are off.”


Reb Yitzchok Zilberstein said one should determine whether there is any way one could be melamed zchus on the driver. For example, the driver might be on an emergency call; or perhaps he is unsure whether the driver is a Yid altogether. In such a case one may tell him to put on his lights. In the event that Reuven knows for sure that the driver is not on an emergency call and he is definitely a Yid, he should not tell him to put on his lights unless he is driving in a place populated with small children in the street, which can bring catastrophic results.


Reb Shmuel Eliezer Stern differentiates between one who is travelling on the highway and one who is driving on local streets. One would not be allowed to tell him to put on his lights on the highway, but would be allowed to tell him if he is driving on local streets. The reasoning for this is that he is only endangering himself on the highway. However, there are pedestrians on the local streets who are not mechallel Shabbos in danger when he drives without lights.


Rabbi Naftoli Nussbaum is of the opinion that one may tell a driver on a highway to put on his lights since according to the Chazon Ish most individuals driving may be considered a tinok shenishba. Therefore, one may tell the driver to put on his lights b’rmiza.


There are many other Rabbonim who say that our streets are well lit so one would not be allowed to tell the driver to put on his lights. Obviously, if this takes place in the country, where the roads have no other lighting, it would be permitted to tell the driver to put on his lights,


Let us not make light of Shemiras Shabbos and learn the halachos so we can observe it properly.

Reprinted from the March 22, 2017 website of The VUES.
The Haggadah

On Many Levels

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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The annual holy narrative of the Pesach Seder is a multi-faceted experience with which we should familiarize ourselves so that we can get the most out of this rarified opportunity.  The Haggadah makes a sweeping statement, “V’afilu kulonu chachamim, kulonu nevonim, kulonu zekeinim, kulonu yodim es haTorah, mitzvas alenu l’saper b’yetzias Mitrayim – Even if we were all wise, all people of understanding, all elderly, veterans of this experience, and all knowledgeable of the Torah, it is still a commandment to tell the story of the Exodus.”  


This obviously begs the question:  If we all know why the paragraph of Ha Lachma Anya is in Aramaic, and what is the answer to the Four Questions, and what does V’Hi She’amda stand for, and there are only oldsters at the seder so there are no youngsters to introduce its ideas to, why do we have to re-hash it again?  The answers to this question shed light on the different angles of the seder experience.


The Rambam and the Ritva explain that the Haggadah is really a Shir of Hodaah, a Song of Thanks to Hashem.  After all, Pesach is the anniversary of the Jewish people and as we express, if we weren’t taken out then we would still be a lowly Semitic people until this day.  


On this level, the Haggadah is not an experience of intellectual prowess nor an educational opportunity, but rather an eloquent chance to say thank you together with our loved ones to Hashem for the fact that He chose us for His nation and gave us His wonderful mitzvos.


This explains why Ashkenazim wear the kittel, a garment usually reserved for prayer, during the seder.  It also explains why the Hagaddah is said over the second cup of wine, for song is said over a goblet of wine as it says, “Kos yeshuas esa uv’Sheim Hashem ekra – The cup of salvation I raise and in the name of Hashem I call out.”  Likewise, certain Chasidic groups even wear a tallis during the seder.


A completely different element of the seder narrative is that it is an integral component of the mitzvah of matzah.  For, the matzah is called lechem oni, which literally means poor man’s bread.  It is for this reason that at the announcement of “Yachatz!” we break the matzah, for a poor man usually has only a piece and saves some of that for later. 


But, the Gemora also informs us that lechem oni has another meaning:  Lechem she’onin alov devorim harbeh – Bread upon which we answer many questions.”  Thus, in order for the matzah to be complete, we have to have a question and answer session about the Exodus.


Yet, another facet of the telling of the Exodus is to aid in the fulfillment of the unique mitzvah of the seder night, Chiyov odom liros es atzmo k’ilu hu yotza m’Mitzrayim, that one is required on the night of the seder to use one’s imagination to mentally visualize as if they were now actually leaving Egypt.  Indeed, this is one of the reasons why we drink the four cups of wine (except of course for those who cannot do so because of health issues) for the slight intoxicating effect of the alcohol helps us to achieve this artificial sense of newfound freedom.  And, in order to help us experience this imaginative rescue, we must say the narrative of the Exodus, although we are familiar with it, to help us to relive the experience once again.


Another important element of the Haggadah experience is to further accomplish the goal of taking what we know intellectually and making it a part of our very instinctive behavior and our very being.  This is the aim of what we say in Aleinu, “V’yodata hayom v’hasheivosa el levovecha – You should know today and bring it to your heart.”  


Such lessons, like Yaakov insisting on always remaining a visitor in Egypt which we know intellectually is the correct behavior, we review from year to year in order to remind ourselves that we too are only visitors in America.  And, although we know this intellectually, to make it a part of our very persona, we need to repeat it from year to year.


As the Baalei Mussar have taught us  the way to make something a natural part of you is to review the idea over and over again, for constant repetition helps to get a theme into our very bones.


Finally, there is another important pursuit at the sedar.  Rev Chaim Pulagi, Zt”l, Zy”a, writes that the Haggadah was written by Rabbi Akiva.  As such, it is part of the Oral Law and there applies to it the rule of, “Ein cheiker lisvunoso – There is no end to its understanding.”


As such, even if we were all wise and knowledgeable of the Torah, every year we can find many new lessons in the Haggadah.  As the great Rav Yecheskal Saran says in the Hagadas Chevron, “Every time we open the Haggadah we can discover new lessons.”


May it be the will of Hashem that this year’s sedar opportunity should be indeed a multi-faceted and wonderful experience for ourselves and our families, and in this merit may Hashem bless us with a chag kosher v’sameicha, and 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.

Reprinted from the March 22, 2017 website of Matzav.com
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