Weekly Internet Parsha Sheet 
	


The Mitzvah of Settling the Land of Israel  Rav Shlomo Aviner 
 
According to the Ramban
Is having our own State in the Land of Israel a means to an end, or an end in itself?  Does the State possess inherent value and holiness, or is it merely a way to accomplish certain goals, such as the observance of Mitzvot?  Is it no more than a place to achieve security for the Jews – a "safe haven," to quote Theodore Herzl?  If so, then there may be times when we can achieve these goals better somewhere else.  We may come to the conclusion that Jews are safer in the Exile than they are in the Land of Israel, or that it is easier to observe the Torah outside of the Land of Israel.  If this is the case, are we to give up the idea of a Jewish State? To answer this question, we must first clarify how Halachah relates to the State, since Halachah is the system that enables us to put the Torah's ideals into practice.  Ramban, who categorized the halachot pertaining to the Land of Israel and the State of Israel, derived our halachic obligations regarding the Land from the verse, "And you shall inherit it [the Land of Israel] and you shall live in it" (Devarim 11:31).  This general Mitzvah includes three related stages (Ramban, additions to Sefer Ha-Mitzvot of the Rambam, positive Mitzvah #4):
1.    It is a Mitzvah to live in the Land of Israel and not in the Exile.  This Mitzvah is incumbent upon every individual Jew.

2.    It is a Mitzvah to build up the Land of Israel and to make it flourish: "We may not allow it to remain desolate."  This Mitzvah is directed to the Nation and not to individuals.  Not every Jew is a contractor or a farmer (though doctors and teaches obviously also play important roles in developing the country).  Therefore, it is the Nation as a whole that is responsible for the population and development of all parts of the Land, by creating cities and villages, and developing agriculture and industry.

3.    It is a Mitzvah to possess the Land of Israel: "And we are forbidden to allow it to be ruled by any other nation."  The Land of Israel must belong to, and be under the sovereignty of the Nation of Israel.  And not be ruled by any other nation.  This Mitzvah is also incumbent upon the Nation, and not upon individuals (There are other Mitzvot that are the obligation of the Nation of Israel as a whole, i.e. appointing a king, building the Temple and declaring war).  Sovereignty of a nation over its land is the definition of a state.  Therefore, the Torah commands us to establish a sovereign Jewish State in the Land of Israel.

 
A Mitzvah for every generation, even in exile
We might think that this Mitzvah applied only until the period in which we entered the Land of Israel under the leadership of Yehoshua, or to the period in which King David conquered the Land, and that it is not relevant today.  After all, G-d sent Assyria and Babylonia to destroy the Kingdom of Israel, resulting in the Nation of Israel's exile.  Perhaps this is a sign that he that He no longer wishes us to have a sovereign State in the Land of Israel.  The Ramban, however, reiterates three times that the Mitzvot of conquering the Land of Israel and settling it apply throughout all generations, even during our exile. It is incorrect to presume that our current dispersion indicates that G-d does not want us to leave the Exile and establish a State.  If it is a Mitzvah, no difficulty or obstacle can erase our obligation.  We cannot use difficult events as an excuse not to fulfill a Mitzvah.  This may be compared to a person who is about to write a check for Tzedakah, when his pen suddenly runs out of ink.  Is this a sign that he should not make a donation?  No, it is a Mitzvah to give Tzedakah.  If someone mistakenly violates the Shabbat laws is that a sign that that person is incapable of observing Shabbat?  No, it is a warning to be more careful and study the laws.  When we experience difficulty in fulfilling any Mitzvah, we are simply being told to try harder, even if it may take a long time until we see the results of our efforts. Some of the Mitzvot which require the greatest exertion, and take the longest to bear fruit are Torah learning, prayer, acts of loving-kindness and settling the Land of Israel (Berachot 32b).  Before Yehoshua entered the Land of Israel, G-d urged him to "be strong and courageous" (Yehoshua 1:6, 7, 9, 18), signifying that it was going to be a major undertaking.  We never received the Land of Israel on a silver platter in the past, and our task today is no less fraught with difficulty.  We might wonder why the Ramban himself did not try to establish a State in the Land of Israel.  In his times, conditions were not conducive for its fulfillment.  Halachah terms this phenomenon as one's "force of circumstance" ("ones").  One who is unable to perform a Mitzvah is not exempt from it; he is simply not liable to punishment.  We must keep on persisting throughout the generations, until we succeed in fulfilling this Mitzvah. 
 

Rambam: The Mitzvah to appoint a king
In his addenda to the Rambam's Sefer Ha-Mitzvot, the Ramban inserts the Mitzvah of possessing the Land of Israel and establishing sovereignty over it.  The Rambam himself, however, did not include this Mitzvah there as one of the 613 Mitzvot.  Yet, in his Mishneh Torah, he does state that it is a Mitzvah to live in the Land of Israel, and that this Mitzvah is as important as all the other Mitzvot combined.  In fact, it is so important that one spouse can legally force the other to fulfill it (Hilchot Melachim 5:9-12).  Therefore, its conspicuous omission from the Sefer Ha-Mitzvot is significant and requires explanation. We do find that the Rambam considers the appointing of a king over the Nation of Israel a Mitzvah and includes it in his Sefer Ha-Mitzvot (ibid. 1:6).  Obviously, there can be no king unless there is a Nation over which to rule.  If the Nation of Israel does not live in its homeland – or is ruled by another nation – this Mitzvah is meaningless.  Therefore, the Mitzvah of appointing a king includes within it the obligation to establish a sovereign State of Israel for the Nation of Israel who resides there.  The term "king" does not necessarily mean a king in the narrow sense of the word, but refers to any authoritative leadership agreed upon by the Nation as a whole.  This government has all the power and authority of a king.  The laws concerning rebellion against a king are deduced from Yehoshua, who was the leader of the Nation of Israel, but nevertheless was not officially its king (Sanhedrin 49a; Hilchot Melachim 3:8).  For example, Yehoshua was told, "Any man who rebels against you…shall be killed" (Yehoshua 1:18).  Although he was not formally a king, defying his orders was deemed "rebellion against the king" because he was the national leader (National leaders are only granted kingly powers regarding the leadership of the Nation and do not have the special dispensations granted to kings such as permission to marry eighteen wives, etc…). The Israeli government of today falls into the same category.  Since it is elected by the people, it is empowered to make national decisions.  The sovereignty of the State of Israel is certainly not a true kingship; it is a government and not a monarchy.  Moreover, it is not run according to religious principles.  Despite this, our government has some of the authority of a king of Israel (see Mishpat Cohain, pp. 128, 365), and is part of the necessary groundwork for fulfillment of the Mitzvah of establishing the Kingdom of Israel.  This is a long and arduous process, consisting of many phases, which will ultimately culminate in the Kingdom of the House of David.
 

Independence signifies rejuvenation and its loss signifies destruction
Loss of an independent State in the Land of Israel is the halachic definition of destruction.  According to Halachah, "One who sees the cities of Yehudah in their destruction must tear his clothes" (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim 561).  Rav Yosef Karo writes, "As long as the cities are ruled by non-Jews – even if they are settled by Jews – they are termed 'destroyed'" (Beit Yosef on the Tur, Orach Chaim ibid. and cited in the Magen Avraham and Mishnah Berurah).  In other words, despite the fact that the cities of the Land of Israel are populated by Jews, if non-Jews rule them, their halachic status is one of "destruction."  If, however, Jews control the cities, they are considered "built," even if no one lives there.  Therefore, we do not tear our clothes today over the sight of any cities, standing or destroyed, that are under Israeli jurisdiction.   After the Six Day War, our Rabbi, Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook, ruled that we should no longer tear our clothes upon the sight of the Temple Mount, since it is under Israeli jurisdiction.  We have the political power to rebuild the Beit Ha-Mikdash today.  The fact that we have no immediate plans to do so, for various religious, political and other reasons (justified or not), does not negate the fact that it is our decision not to build the Beit Ha-Mikdash, and therefore we no longer tear our clothes when we see the Temple Mount, as we would if it were under non-Jewish domination (Be-Ma'arachah Ha-Tizburit, p. 55). Loss of independence and exile also constitute the destruction of the Torah.  There are those who say, "The Torah alone is sufficient; there is no need for a State.  We managed very well without own State for two thousand years."  Our Sages were not of this opinion.  They explained, "Her [Zion's] king and princes are scattered among the nations – there is no Torah.  There is no greater nullification of Torah than the exile of Israel" (Chagigah 5b).  They did not intend us to take this statement to mean that we need devote less time to learning Torah in the Exile.  They meant that the Exile invalidates the essence and purpose of the Torah, which can only be realized when the Nation of Israel is in its homeland.
 

Independence equal peace
Another halachic reference to national independence as an ideal may be found in the laws of fast days.  The prophets declared four national fast days: the Seventeenth of Tammuz, the Ninth of Av, the Fast of Gedaliah and the Tenth of Tevet.  The prophet Zechariah promised us that in the future, these fast days will become days of joy (Zechariah 8:19).  The Gemara in Rosh Hashanah (18b) expands upon this, listing three possible permutations regarding our obligation to fast on these days:
1.    In times of peace – these will be days of joy.

2.    In times of oppression – these remain fast days.

3.    When there is neither peace nor oppression, fasting is optional; it is not an obligatory Mitzvah.

The Rishonim (early halachic authorities) wrote, however, that regarding the Ninth of Av – when so many tragedies occurred – the Nation voluntarily accepted upon itself the obligation to fast from sunset to sunset with accompanying restrictions.  On the other fast days, we also fast, but with certain leniencies – only from sunrise to sunset and without the added restrictions of the Ninth of Av.  In any case, in times of real peace, we do not fast. What is the definition of "peace"?  According to the Ramban, it refers to the time when the Beit Ha-Mikdash is built.  According to Rashi, it means "that the nations of the world do not rule Israel with a heavy hand" (both opinions are cited in the Beit Yosef on the Tur, Orach Chaim 415).  In other words, we are autonomous and not subject to foreign rule.  Rashi's definition of peace has no organic connection to the cessation of hostilities, but rather of to autonomy.  Even during times of war – as long as we have the ability to defend ourselves and fight back without losing our independence – according to Rashi, we are "at peace." The Rambam writes that the Jews even fasted on the Ninth of Av during the Second Temple Period, after the Beit Ha-Mikdash had been rebuilt (Rambam, commentary on the Misnayot, Rosh Hashanah 1:3).  The Admor (Chasidic Rebbe) of Gur explains that the Rambam follows Rashi's definition of peace, which is determined by our independence from other nations.  For most of the Second Temple Period, we were under foreign domination – first under Persian rule and then Greek and Roman rule.  This period was defined as one in which "there was neither peace nor war," and in such a case, according to Rashi, the Jews should fast on the Ninth of Av, despite the fact that the Beit Ha-Mikdash was standing.  Only later, under the Maccabees, did we achieve self-rule.  The Rambam therefore rules that the Jews' lack of liberty during the Second Temple Period obligated them to fast, except for the brief period of the rule of the Chashmonaim (ibid.). Today, the dove is the universally accepted symbol of peace.  Where did this symbol originate?  In our sources, the dove first appears in the story of Noach.  He sent the dove out of the ark to find out whether the floodwaters had sufficiently dried up, and she returned to him in the evening with "an olive leaf in her mouth" (Bereshit 8:11).  Our Sages commented: "The dove requested of G-d: Let my food be as bitter as a raw olive, but only dependent upon You, rather than as sweet as honey, but at the mercy of men" (Eruvin 18b).  The dove thereby revealed a desire for freedom, even at the price of self-sacrifice and inconvenience.  Thus, the dove is the symbol of independence and of the willingness to sacrifice in order to achieve this aim.  This is Rashi's definition of peace: that no other nation will rule over us, even if we have to fight to preserve our freedom.  According to this view, peace is not a state of "ceasefire," but rather one of independence despite the wars.
According to Rashi's outlook on peace, it would seem that we should not fast in this generation, since we have the State of Israel in our possession.  Aren't we independent in our country, free from the domination of other nations?  Aren't we at the stage of "peace," wherein the fast days are transformed into days of rejoicing?  There are those who say that our independence is not complete since we are not altogether free from the influence of the nations, as we are subject to political pressure.  This is not a valid claim because all nations of the world are subject to such pressure; this does not make them any less independent.  Rather, the reason that we still fast in our generation is because the majority of the Nation of Israel is still in Exile under the rule of other nations; Rashi's definition is peace therefore does not apply to the entire Nation.
Mixed Breeds

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff

Question: Mule Inventors
“Who invented, or should I say ‘discovered,’ the mule?”

Question: The Hybrid or the Hybridization?

“Is it permitted to use the product of a prohibited hybridization (crossbreeding) of animals?”

Question: Buy me a Mule!

“May I purchase a mule from a gentile? May I hire him to produce it for me?”

Question: Crossbreeding Pro

“Before I became frum, I was well experienced at hybridizing and raising crossbred birds. Is there any way that I can use this skill to earn a livelihood, now that I have become a baal teshuvah?”

Question: Roommates

“Is the zoo permitted to house different species together?”

Introduction:

Two mitzvos of the Torah deal with the mixing of animal species. In parshas Kedoshim, the Torah teaches: Behemtecha lo sarbia kil’ayim, “Do not crossbreed your animal” (Vayikra 19:19). This prohibition applies to beheimah, usually translated as domesticated species; chayah, usually but somewhat inaccurately translated as wild or non-domesticated* species; birds; and sea chayos, such as sea mammals (Mishnah, Baba Kama 54b and Gemara 55a). Violating this proscription is punishable by malkus, as is true for most lo saaseh violations of the Torah, but only if one mates them physically. Encouraging the mating process less directly is prohibited and is the source of a dispute between early authorities whether it is prohibited min haTorah (Drishah, Yoreh Deah 297:1) or only miderabbanan (Taz, ad locum). It is permitted to house two species together, and one has no requirement to separate them if they mate on their own (Yerushalmi Kelayim 8:2, quoted by Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 297:3). (Those checking the references should note that there are two chapters in Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah numbered 297, and the laws we are discussing are in the second of those chapters.)

Lo Sacharosh

There is also another mitzvah of the Torah, mentioned in the context of Kelayim prohibitions in parshas Ki Seitzei: Lo sacharosh beshor uvachamor yachdav, You may not plough with an ox and a donkey together (Devorim 22:10). This mitzvah prohibits working two species of animals together. According to the opinion of the Rambam, the Torah prohibition of this law is violated only when one species is kosher and the other is non-kosher – other circumstances are prohibited, only because of a rabbinic injunction. Other authorities dispute this ruling of the Rambam, contending that working two species together is prohibited min haTorah, even when both are kosher or both are non-kosher. There is much to discuss about this topic, but we will leave it for a different article.

Which species?

The Mishnah (Kelayim 1:6) lists several combinations of species that one may not crossbreed, such as wolves and dogs, or mules and donkeys, and the Gemara (Bava Kama 55a) notes several other examples, including two varieties of geese where some physical differences determine that they are different species for halachic purposes. On the other hand, the Gemara (Bava Kama 55a) mentions that Persian camels and Arabian camels are not Kelayim together, even though the length of the neck of the two breeds are noticeably different. Furthermore, the Rambam rules that a species with wild and domesticated varieties, such as wild and domesticated oxen or horses, may be crossbred, even when the domesticated variety has some obvious differences from the wild variety (Rambam, Hilchos Kelayim 9:5).  We are left with a question: how does halachah define what is considered a variety of a species versus what is considered a different species? One may crossbreed or work together two animals that are considered two different varieties, but one may not crossbreed or work together two animals that halachah considers different species. However, the Mishnah never provides defining characteristics that we can use. It is also interesting to note that the Gemara (Bava Kama 55a) states that even two species that freely mate together in the wild may not be hybridized. Thus, an animal’s social life, also, does not determine what is considered its species.

Rashi on the mule
At the end of parshas Vayishlach, the Torah recounts how Anah, Sei’ir Hachori’s grandson, shepherded donkeys for his father, and, while doing so, discovered yeimim (Bereishis 36:24), which Rav Saadia Gaon, Rashi and others translate as mules. Rashi and the Ibn Ezra explain that Anah’s “discovery” means he developed the science of crossbreeding a male donkey (called a jackass) and a mare (a female horse) which produces a mule. (See the Targum Onkelos and the Ramban, who explain the verse very differently.) Rashi explains that Anah, who himself descended from a scandalous relationship, was the first to crossbreed two different species, also a scandalous act.

This statement of Rashi presents two questions:

1. What is wrong with Anah having crossbred donkeys and horses? This is not one of the seven Noahide laws.

2. Rashi’s comment that Anah was the first to create a mule implies that this was a newfangled “invention” and not yet commonly used. Yet Rashi himself, in parshas Tolados, mentions that when Yitzchak became well respected, people said that “the manure of Yitzchak’s mules is more valuable than Avimelech’s gold and silver” (Bereishis 26:13). Obviously, this means that mules were commonplace in the days of Yitzchak. Can both of these statements of Rashi be accurate? 

Furthermore, the statement of Rashi in parshas Tolados presents yet another question, since it implies that it is not considered unbecoming to mention that Yitzchak owned mules, notwithstanding the fact that the Torah prohibits a Jew from producing them. Why, then, are Anah’s mules considered to be so scandalous? To answer the question why Rashi criticizes Anah for creating mules, when a ben Noach is permitted to crossbreed animals, we need some broader Talmudic background.

Bnei Noach and crossbreeding

Although the seven mitzvos are the most basic mitzvah requirements that apply to bnei Noach, there are other mitzvos that apply to them, at least according to some opinions. Some tanna’im rule that the laws prohibiting sorcery apply to them, and others understand that they are prohibited from grafting one species onto the rootstock of a different species. There is a tanna, Rabbi Elazar, who contends that bnei Noach are forbidden to crossbreed animals of different species, even though this prohibition is not treated as severely as are the seven mitzvos (Sanhedrin 56b). The Gemara (Sanhedrin 60a) explains that Rabbi Elazar derives that bnei Noach are forbidden to crossbreed animals from  the pasuk (partially quoted above), Es chukosai tishmoru behemtecha lo sarbia kil’ayim (Vayikra 19:19), which Rabbi Elazar interprets to mean, “You should be careful to observe the laws that I previously prohibited: Do not breed your animals -- one species with another!” However, there is no previous place in the Torah where we are commanded not to crossbreed animals. Rabbi Elazar reasons that this must mean that when Noach left the teivah and was commanded concerning other laws, he was also told that he may not crossbreed animals. Thus, it would appear that when Rashi, in our parshah, bemoans Anah’s activities, he is assuming the halachah is as understood by Rabbi Elazar that all of mankind is prohibited from crossbreeding two species.

Halachic conclusion

The Rambam rules that a ben Noach is prohibited from crossbreeding animals (Hilchos Melachim 10:6). According to his approach, Rashi’s comments about Anah introducing something forbidden into the world are halachically accurate.

Asking a gentile

May one ask or hire a gentile to create hybrid animals? According to the Rambam, who rules according to Rabbi Elazar, this is certainly prohibited, because one is thereby causing a gentile to violate the Torah (Drishah). The authorities conclude that asking or hiring a non-Jew to crossbreed is prohibited, even according to those who disagree with Rabbi Elazar and contend that a gentile is permitted to crossbreed. The Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 297:4), as understood by most authorities, prohibits having a gentile crossbreed for a Jew, because of the prohibition of having a gentile perform something that a Jew is not permitted to do myself, which is called amirah lenachri (Rema, Shach and others, based on Bava Metzia 90a). There is a difference in halachah that results from the dispute why one may not hire a gentile to crossbreed for you. May one teach a gentile how to crossbreed animals for the gentile’s benefit (see Shach, Yoreh Deah 297:4)? According to the Rambam, this is prohibited, since one will be teaching him to do something that he may not do. However, according to those who contend that a gentile may crossbreed animals, it is permitted to advise or instruct the gentile how to do so, even if he uses a Jew’s animals, since he is not doing so in order to benefit a Jew.

Crossbreeding pro

At this point, we can address another one of our opening questions: “Before I became frum, I was well experienced at hybridizing and raising crossbred birds. Is there any way that I can use this skill to earn a livelihood, now that I have become a baal teshuvah?” The answer is that one can practice breeding of the same species, assuming one can figure out what is considered the same species according to halachah. Whether one can be paid to train a gentile how to crossbreed two different species will depend on the above-quoted dispute. It would appear that the Shach rules that one may, whereas the Derishah and others prohibit. I refer an individual with this question to his own rav or posek.

Using a hybrid

Whether we rule according to Rabbi Elazar or the differing tanna, the halachah remains that even when an animal is created by prohibited hybridization, one may benefit from the crossbred animal (Taz, Yoreh Deah 297:2). Even according to Rabbi Elazar, one may purchase a mule, once it has been produced, and use it, and even a person who violated the halachah and created a mule may use it. Thus, Yitzchak may have purchased many mules to assist him, and the fact that people praised the quality of Yitzchak’s mules is not disturbing.

The beefalo

Relatively recently, a new hybrid was developed, which is a cross between the ordinary beef cattle and a North American bison, which Americans colloquially call a buffalo. Is it permitted to make this crossbreed? One major authority contends that whether one may crossbreed buffalo and cattle depends on whether one is required to perform kisuy hadam, the mitzvah of covering the blood of shechitah, after slaughtering a buffalo. Kisuy hadam is required only on fowl and chayos but not on beheimos, such as cattle. If there is no requirement to perform kisuy hadam on buffalo, this demonstrates that it is considered a beheimah. Since there are only three species of beheimah -- sheep, goats, and cattle, then ruling that a buffalo does not require kisuy hadam means that halachah considers it to be a beheimah, and, if it is a beheimah, the process of elimination proves that it must be considered a variety of cattle, since it is certainly not a sheep or a goat.

Sefardim, Ashkenazim and buffalos

Is kisuy hadam required on a buffalo? This is a dispute between the Shulchan Aruch and the Rema, the Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 28:4) concluding that there is no requirement to perform kisuy hadam, whereas the Rema rules that one should do so without a brocha  since we are uncertain whether it is considered a chayah. The Aruch Hashulchan (Yoreh Deah 297:8) notes that this dispute between the Shulchan Aruch and the Rema will also affect whether one is permitted to crossbreed buffalo with ordinary cattle, since the Shulchan Aruch, by concluding that it is a beheimah, must hold that they are halachically considered to be the same species. On the other hand, since the Rema is concerned that buffalo might be a variety of chayah, one would not be permitted to crossbreed it with cattle.

Halachic conclusion: According to the Aruch Hashulchan, a Sefardi would be permitted to crossbreed buffalo with cattle, and an Ashkenazi would not.

Who invented the mule?

Was Anah the first one to create a mule, or did it precede him? 

The Gemara (Pesachim 54a) cites a dispute among three tanna’im regarding who created the first mule. According to Rabbi Yosi, Adam created the first mule on the first motza’ei Shabbos of Creation. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel disagrees, contending that Anah created the first mule. In a different beraisa, the Gemara quotes Rabbi Nechemiah, who contended that mules were created by Hashem at the very end of the Six Days of Creation. The passage Rashi quotes in parshas Vayishlach is indeed originally from Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel, in the Gemara. However, when Rashi in parshas Tolados quotes the Bereishis Rabbah about Yitzchok’s mules, presumably that passage accords with one of the other opinions among the tanna’im, who date the creation of the mule much earlier. By the way, it is possible that Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel accepts the essence of the statement about Yitzchok, but simply does not include the word mules in his version. Tosafos (Bava Metzia 85a) quotes the Midrash Rabbah that Rashi quotes in parshas Tolados, but with one change: In his version, people complimented the manure of Yitzchok’s animals, rather than specifically his mules. This approach would reflect the opinion of Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel.

Meet the mule

Although most people use the term mule to refer both to the offspring of a stallion (male horse) and a jenny (female donkey) and to the offspring of a jackass (male donkey) and a mare (female horse), this is technically inaccurate. A mule is the offspring of a jackass and a mare. The offspring of a stallion and a jenny is called a hinny. However, Chazal use the word pered to describe either a mule or a hinny; a mule is called pered ben susya, the offspring of a mare (see Chullin 114b) and a hinny is called pered ben chamorah, the offspring of a jenny. (The word pered, itself, is of Tanachic origin -- for example, Avshalom rode on a pered -- but there is no indication in Tanach regarding its specific parental origin.) There are visible differences between a mule and a hinny, particularly in the appearance of their ears, tail and voice (Chullin 79a). Mankind has found mules useful, because they are very strong and often easier to train and work with than horses, and withstand difficult hardships better than do horses.  On the other hand, hinnies are sometimes no more useful than donkeys, and sometimes have a reputation for being of difficult temperament. In size and strength, they usually approximate donkeys. Since they are usually no more useful than donkeys, and they are virtually always sterile, it is far less common for farmers to breed them. In general, neither mules nor hinnies produce offspring, although there are anecdotal instances of female mules reproducing after mating with stallions or jackasses. One is permitted to mate a male mule with a female one (Rambam, Hilchos Kelayim 9:6). However, whether one may mate a mule and a hinny is the subject of a dispute among tanna’im (Chullin 79a). The Rambam (Hilchos Kelayim 9:6) and the Shulchan Aruch rule that this is prohibited, just as it is prohibited to breed animals of different species. This is prohibited, even though it is almost certain that this match will not produce offspring.

Difference between pered and mule

Now that we are well educated about the difference between a mule and a hinny, we can answer another of our opening questions: “What is the difference between the Hebrew pered and the mule?” The answer is that the word pered is used by Chazal to mean either a mule or a hinny. Rashi, on the verse in parshas Vayishlach, says clearly that Anah crossbred a male donkey with a female horse, which means that he created a mule.

Conclusion

Speaking of mules reminds me of the passage of Gemara (Bechoros 8b) that recounts a puzzling conversation that transpired between the scholars of Athens and the tanna Rabbi Yehoshua. The Athenians asked Rabbi Yehoshua: “When salt spoils, with what do you salt it?” To this, Rabbi Yehoshua answered, “With the afterbirth of a mule.” They then asked him, “Does a mule have an afterbirth?” To this he replied, “Does salt spoil?”

What is meant by this short but very enigmatic debate? 

The Athenian scholars were challenging the fact that the Jews maintain that we will eventually be redeemed. The scholars claimed: “You Jews did not keep your end of the deal with G-d, and therefore your deal is abrogated. Indeed, it was to have been a covenant forever, like salt, but your salt spoiled!” To this, Rabbi Yehoshua replied: “Our children (our afterbirth) continue to study Torah, and that is our guarantee.” The Athenians retorted: “But you are a mule. You do not have a future that will have a relationship with G-d.” Rabbi Yehoshua responded: “You are mistaken. You claim that our covenant with Hashem is abrogated. This is not true. Salt does not spoil, and our covenant with Hashem is forever!” (See Commentary of the Vilna Geon to Aggados Hashas.)

* The Gemara (Chullin 59b) mentions several characteristics that distinguish beheimos from chayos, mostly dependent on the animal's horns. Reindeer, although domesticated, are clearly chayos since they have branched antlers, whereas there are non-domesticated species that are almost certainly categorized as beheimah.

Holier Than Thou? Rav Yochanan Zweig

Parshas Kedoshim begins with HaShem exhorting Bnei Yisroel to become Kadosh for HaShem is Kadosh. The word Kadosh is commonly translated as "holy." The meaning of the word holy is generally understood as "connected to God or religion." In other words, we generally measure holiness vis-à-vis a person's relationship with God. A simple review of the verse shows that we cannot understand the word Kadosh to mean "holy." After all, HaShem cannot be "connected" to himself. So we are left with a fairly serious question; what is Kedushah and how does one strive to achieve it? In addition, how is the next verse, which commands reverence for one's parents, connected to this idea of being Kadosh? The word Kodesh actually means to set aside or separate. When a man designates a woman to be his wife, she is "Mekudeshes" to him. We say in davening that HaShem was Mekadesh the Shabbos, meaning that he designated a day for us to commune with Him. Similarly, HaShem was "Mekadesh" the Jewish people - it doesn't mean that he made us holy; rather he separated us from all the other nations, to be his alone. So what exactly does it mean that HaShem is Kadosh? Perhaps it is easier to understand what Kadosh means as it relates to something we, as humans, are striving for. A baby is born very self-centered; everything is about satisfying its own needs and desires. This is only natural as a baby only senses itself. As a child matures, hopefully, it begins to recognize the outside world and its place within a broader perspective. This process of becoming less and less self-centered is the process of removing yourself from your egocentricity. In other words, HaShem is asking us to separate ourselves from our self-centered desires and to focus outwardly. The perfect example of such a separation is HaShem Himself. HaShem is perfect with no needs or desires. All of his actions in creating the world had nothing to do with any perceived need; rather it is all a function of his wish to bestow the ultimate good on humanity. When it comes to HaShem, there are no self-serving actions, only actions directed for others. Therefore, Hashem is Kadosh because His actions are separate from Himself. We are therefore commanded to become Kadosh like him. Rashi (ad loc) explains that this means separating from forbidden intimate relationships. As we explained last week, this is why this Parsha follows the list of forbidden relationships. A person's strongest desire is in this area because it is so self-serving. Controlling ourselves is the key to separating from our egocentricity. Many, if not most, children view their mother as their chef, chauffeur, butler, maid, and personal shopper, while their father is the ATM machine that makes it all possible. In other words, the world revolves around an "it's all about me" attitude. This is very dangerous to our children's emotional wellbeing and of course, to their future relationships in life. The most important lesson that we must teach our children is that we do everything for them out of love - not because the world revolves around them. The antidote, therefore, is to have great reverence for our parents. We owe our parents because nothing is "coming" to me. We have to break the sense of self and learn to focus outwardly, just like HaShem. Then we will be Kadosh like Him.

Kindness is a Shame

And if a man shall take his sister, his father's daughter, or his mother's daughter, and see her nakedness, and she see his nakedness; it is a shameful thing... (20:17)
The Torah's description of this act is termed "Chessed." Rashi (ad loc) explains that the Torah is using an Aramaic word here which means "shame." Remarkably, the same word in Hebrew is actually associated with only positive implications; the word "Chessed" means "kindness." How is it possible that the same word can have two seemingly disparate meanings? The explanation is fairly simple. Both of these words are describing the same act; that of giving to others. The difference in the meaning is based on one's perspective. The giver feels good in that he is doing an act of kindness. On the other hand, the person who is receiving is generally feeling some level of shame in that he is reliant on others to support himself. Aramaic is the language of understanding another person's perspective. That is why the heavenly angels are unable to understand Aramaic, they are linear beings. It is also for this reason that the Talmud Bavli (written in Aramaic) was chosen over the Talmud Yerushalmi (written in Hebrew) and accepted as the authoritative source of Halacha. For we can only properly understand what HaShem wants from us when we can accurately evaluate another person's view. This allows us to see beyond our own perspective and eventually reach the truth.

MEMORIAL DAYS 

The last days of April and the beginning days of May are days of memory and remembrance here in Israel. The last Monday in May is Memorial Day in the United States. Official days of remembrance are the feeble attempts of nations and governments to somehow strengthen and revitalize national memory. They recall for us difficult times, great human sacrifice and always attempt to teach a lesson from previous generations to the next. The problem with these days is that they are all formalized, run by committees and usually not that meaningful to the general populace, which only use them as a well anticipated day off from work. Because of this, much of the purpose of the days of remembrance and memory is lost in the barbecue and the beach. But one should not be too cynical about the value of these days of memory because without them there would be no background to our current lives and little understanding of the issues that we face. It is obvious to all, even after more than seventy years have passed, that the events of World War II and the Holocaust still haunt us. They not only trouble the Jewish people, its primary victim, but they disturb the world generally and provoke uncertainty, fear, hatred and controversy.  The Holocaust deniers are, in reality, only trying to get rid of this ghost that haunts civilization till today. But, as the current world situation shows us, the possibility for genocide, Holocaust and brazen inhumanity still remains part of our national and personal lives. Memorializing the Holocaust with a day of observance only intensifies the presence of this disturbing memory that gives our generation no peace or respite. The day commemorating the founding of the State of Israel sixty-eight years ago, represents to me not so much what occurred but what it prevented from occurring. Having lived through the last half of the 1940s I clearly remember how desperate the situation of the Jewish people the world over was at that time. No one was optimistic about our future. All of the wise savants predicted the conquest of then Palestine by the invading armies and Arab militia. Today there are many that say that it was a foregone conclusion that Israel would survive and win its war of independence. But many times these statements are written not only in perfect hindsight but also with an intended agenda attached to them. In May 1948 when I was a young student in Chicago, our fears were palpable and our hopes very limited as to the fate of our people then fighting for their lives in the new state of Israel. To those who were not alive at that time, Israel Independence Day is a day of celebration and leisure. But to those of us who were present on the original first Israel Independence Day it remains a day of wonder and joyful surprise. Israel became the driving force in the Jewish world, the center of Torah and Judaism, and in its own way, a glimmer of light unto the nations of the world. Without it, I hazard to say, the Jewish world today would be far smaller, far weaker, far more secular and in greater danger of survival. The road has not been easy and the cost very dear…..and the butcher still demands payment on a regular basis throughout the Jewish world. Nevertheless, we have every cause for optimism. These days of remembrance reminds us not only of the dangers through which we have passed but also of the fortitude and determination of the Jewish people to survive and prosper. I have often pointed out that throughout human history there have been no great national comebacks. Rome will never again be an empire, nor will Great Britain rule over a quarter of the globe’s surface again.  History’s inexorable rule has been that gone is gone.  These days of remembrance remind us of our exceptionalism as a people. We have come back in a fashion so remarkable that it truly staggers the imagination.  The Holocaust haunts us but it has not destroyed us. Much of Russian Jewry escaped to better lives and better times and places. Anti-Semitism and anti-Israel rhetoric abounds but in no way does this inhibit the growth of the Jewish people and the State of Israel.  These are important things to remember and contemplate during this period of national memory. These realizations will stand us in a very good stead as we continue on our future path of growth, accomplishment and holiness.

 

Shabbat shalom

 

Berel Wein

Rav Kook Torah 

The Sanctity of Yom Ha'Atzmaut

Is there more to Israel Independence Day than just fireworks and flagwaving? Is Yom Ha'Atzmaut just a secular holiday commemorating our political independence, or does it hold a deeper meaning for us?

The Holiness of Mitzvot

Rav Kook passed away in 1935, thirteen years before the State of Israel was established, but his son Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook interpreted the historic events of 1948 in light of his father’s teachings. In an article entitled “Affirming the Sanctity of the Day of Our Independence,” Rav Tzvi Yehudah analyzed the religious significance of Yom Ha'Atzmaut. In general, our connection to sanctity and holiness is through the mitzvot of the Torah. Thus before performing a mitzvah we say, “Who sanctified us with His mitzvot.” The holiness of Yom Ha'Atzmaut, Rav Tzvi Yehudah explained, is anchored in the holiness of mitzvot. But which particular mitzvah is connected to this historical occasion? The Ramban defined the mitzvah of yishuv ha’aretz, settling the land of Israel, as “we will not abandon it to another nation, or leave it desolate.” This definition makes it clear that the mitzvah is first and foremost an obligation of the nation; the Jewish people are commanded to take possession of the land of Israel and rule over it. On the basis of that national mitzvah, there is a mitzvah for each individual to live in Eretz Yisrael. The Ramban emphasized that this mitzvah is in effect at all times. This view is upheld in the Shulchan Aruch (Even Ha'ezer 75:6, Pitchei Teshuvah ad loc).This then is the significance of Yom Ha'Atzmaut: that we have finally merited, after centuries of exile, to once again fulfill this lofty mitzvah, valued by the Sages as “equal to all the other mitzvot” (Sifre Re'eih), “to return and possess the land that God promised to our fathers” (Ramban). We should be full of gratitude to live here, in Eretz Yisrael, “the place that Moses and Aaron did not merit” (Ketubot 112a). We should be grateful to be alive at this time in history, to witness the hour of redemption that so many great and holy leaders of our people did not merit to see.

Courageous Spirit

And yet one may ask: why should the fifth day of Iyyar be chosen for celebrating this event? Perhaps a different date, such as the date of the ceasefire after the War of Independence, would be a more appropriate choice? While the military victory of a fledgling state over the armies of five enemy countries was certainly miraculous, that was not the greatest miracle of the establishment of the State of Israel. The true miracle was the remarkable courage displayed on the fifth of Iyyar in making the fateful decision and announcing the establishment of an independent state. This decision, in the face of heavy pressure from the U.S. State Department not to declare a state, and belligerent threats of the surrounding Arab countries to attack and destroy the Jewish community in Eretz Yisrael, was by no means a trivial matter. The motion to declare a state passed by only a thin majority in Ben-Gurion’s cabinet. (One of the signers to the Declaration of Independence, Moshe Sharett, later recalled in his diary how he had signed with “a sense of excitement together with a clear premonition of danger, such as one might feel while standing on a cliff, ready to leap into a yawning chasm. We felt as though we stood on a very high crest, where roaring winds were brewing about us, and that we had to stand fast.”) This courageous decision was the true miracle of Yom Ha'Atzmaut. The Talmud in Baba Metzia 106a states that a shepherd’s rescue of his flock from a lion or a bear may be considered a miracle. Where exactly is the miracle in this act? The Tosafists explained that the miracle is to be found in the shepherd’s “spirit of courage and willingness to fight.” This spirit of valor is a miracle from above, an inspired inner greatness spurring one to rise to the needs of the hour. This is the significance of Ezekiel’s prophetic description of the redemption: “I will place My spirit in you and you shall live. I will set you on your land, and you will know that I, the Eternal, have spoken and performed it.” (Ezekiel 37:14)

Atchalta DeGeulah

Nevertheless, many people have difficulty reconciling the current moral and spiritual state of Israel with the vision of the redemption as portrayed by the prophets and the sages. Is this the Messianic Era for which we prayed two thousand years? The Sages determined that “The only difference between the current reality and the Messianic Era is [independence from] the rule of foreign powers” (Berachot 34b; Mishneh Torah, Laws of Kings 12:2). While we have certainly not yet merited the final phase of redemption, we have achieved this criterion of redemption - independence and self-rule over our geographical area. Many Torah scholars fought against the Zionist movement because they envisioned redemption as a future era that arrives complete from the very start, and not an ongoing process. But the import of the Talmudic statement (Jer. Berachot 1:1) that the redemption will appear “little by little,” like the spreading light of dawn in the morning sky, is exactly this: that the redemption is a process that advances in stages. We need to examine history with a perspective of faith in God. We need to recognize that the Master of the universe controls and governs all events. The Sages taught: “What is the meaning of the verse, ‘For who has scorned the day of smallness’ (Zecharia 4:10)? What causes the table of the righteous to be scorned in the future era? Their smallness of faith, that they failed to believe in the Holy One.” (Sotah 48b) Why is the future portion (the ‘table’) of the tzaddikim marred? Because they are tzaddikim who lack faith in God. They view the world with a narrow outlook, and fail to see God’s hand in the events of history. The redemption does not have to come through great miracles; God can also bring the redemption using natural forces and events.

Ezekiel’s Prophecy of Redemption. The various stages of redemption are clearly described in the order of events in Ezekiel’s prophecy. The prophecy first speaks of the initial stage of redemption, the ingathering of the exiles: “I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the lands and I will bring you to your land” (36:24). Only after this initial redemption does the prophet describe the spiritual return and teshuvah of the people:

“I will sprinkle over you purifying water and you will be purified from all of your impurities.... I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will place in you. I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My spirit within you so that you will walk in My statutes.... And you will be My people, and I will be your God.” (36:25–28) This narrative of the redemption concurs with the opinion of Rabbi Joshua in Sanhedrin 97b, that the redemption will come regardless of the merits of the Jewish people - “even if they do not repent.”2

(Silver from the Land of Israel, pp. 191-195. Adapted from LeNetivotYisrael vol I, pp. 181-184, 192-200; Sichot HaRav Tzvi Yehudah 19.)
1 Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Nachmanides) of Gerona, Spain (1194-1270). The Ramban wrote this definition of yishuv ha’aretz in his appendix to Maimonides’ Sefer Hamitzvot, positive mitzvah #4.

2See LeNetivot Yisrael, pp. 195-196, where Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook demonstrates that the Halachah follows this opinion.)

OU.ORG  ::  Yom HaAtzmaut  Rabbi Ari Kahn 

And God Said, “I Am Sorry”

Every spring, a number of days of commemoration are observed. Yom HaShoah and Yom HaZikaron, established by the government of Israel, are days in which we honor the memory of the fallen – first for the victims of the Holocaust and then for those who gave their lives to create and defend the State of Israel. On these solemn days, we remember the fallen as individuals, just as we attempt to transmit the lessons learned from tragic loss to the next generation. Yom HaAtzmaut immediately follows Yom HaZikaron, marking the establishment of the State of Israel and celebrating our continued freedom and sovereignty in our homeland. These three days, clustered together in a very intensive sequence, create a period of national introspection and stock-taking in which we consider, on the one hand, our many achievements and the unprecedented success of the Jewish nation-state, while on the other hand, the extreme sacrifices that were made to achieve our freedom. By creating the juxtaposition between Remembrance Day and Independence Day, this was the underlying message Israel’s founders hoped to convey – a lesson they apparently learned from the juxtaposition of the solemn fast of Esther and the celebratory holiday of Purim: Our victory, our survival, was made possible by almost-unthinkable sacrifice. Similarly, the darkness of the Holocaust is contrasted with the dawn of the emerging Jewish state – not to insinuate a correlation or “barter” of six million souls for the establishment of the State, but to help us appreciate the contrast between these two eras through their juxtaposition. The Holocaust and the creation of the State of Israel should be seen as polar opposites – not only in the political or physical sense, but also, as Rabbi Soloveitchik encouraged us to understand them, in terms of their theological implications. The Holocaust is an archetypical example of darkness, of the hester panim (literally “hidden face”) mentioned in the book of Deuteronomy: “I will surely hide my face on that day…” (31:18). Conversely, the establishment of the modern State of Israel is a revelation of God’s presence and active involvement in Jewish history, a dazzling gilui panim (revelation) in which God’s hand is unmistakable. The contrast between the darkness that we experienced and the emergence into the light and warmth of modern Israel is almost startling. In a very real sense, the relationship between God and the Jewish people may be likened to the cycle of the moon, which disappears and then reappears, at first as a sliver, and eventually as a full moon. A brief rabbinic comment regarding the new moon may help us reframe this strange shift from darkness to light from a theocentric perspective: On each holiday, we are commanded to sacrifice a sin-offering, just as a sin-offering is brought on the eve of every new month. However, the biblical passage that describes the sin-offering on Rosh Hodesh – the new moon – differs from all the others. In all other instances, the Torah refers simply to the “sin-offering.” Only the sacrifice brought on Rosh Hodesh is described as “a sin-offering for God” (B’midbar 28:15). The Talmud (Hullin 60b) offers a philosophical explanation for this anomaly: God asks that a sin offering be brought each month to atone for His own sin – the sin of diminishing the moon. The implications of this teaching are extraordinary, and they speak to the very core of our reality. The world was created with a delicate balance between light and darkness, between clarity and obscurity, between revelation and hester panim. Presumably, this balance is necessary in order to create an atmosphere in which man can retain free will, which is the very foundation of our independent existence. In a world in which God’s constant, active involvement in human history is always apparent, free will is eclipsed, and man cannot thrive. Ultimately, the periods of darkness, the terrible bouts of existential loneliness, are as spiritually beneficial for us as the periods of light. The waves of hester panim, as they are juxtaposed with gilui panim, sharpen our awareness of the Divine and encourage us to seek out the spiritual message contained in the darkness, in the silence, in the pain that precedes the appearance of that sliver of moon. It is the struggle with the darkness that allows us to grow. And yet, God expresses remorse for inflicting upon us the hours, days, even years of darkness and doubt. God takes responsibility for the pain we must experience. “Pray for Me,” He says. “Bring an offering to atone for My sin. Forgive Me.”

By commanding us to bring this offering, God says “Forgive Me for the pain you have experienced.” We might consider this the flip-side of the coin of the human condition: We all, unavoidably, sin. When we do, we turn to God, we desperately pray and plead for forgiveness. Once each month, the proverbial shoe is on the other foot, and God seeks our forgiveness for the pain inherent in the human condition. Can we rejoice in the loving reunion that ensues as the light overcomes the darkness and we realize that the pain was an indispensable stage in our spiritual growth? Do we have the moral fortitude to forgive God?

Fundamentally Freund: More Than Just A Blue-And-White 4th Of July  - Michael Freund

 Colorful fireworks will illuminate the night sky, festive concerts and performances will grace various locales throughout the country.   
As in years past, Israelis are celebrating the 68th anniversary of our national rebirth with all the pomp and ceremony they can muster. Colorful fireworks will illuminate the night sky, festive concerts and performances will grace various locales throughout the country and inordinate quantities of beef, chicken and other carnivore treats will be consumed and at least partly digested in a multitude of barbecues across this great land. Independence Day is an occasion rife with merriment and collective bliss, and that is how it should be, as the Jewish people revel in the freedom that was denied them for so long. But this very special date on the Jewish calendar is far more than just a blue and white version of the fourth of July, marking the date a feisty group of brave upstarts declared their independence from British occupation and tyranny. And if all we do is focus on hamburgers, harmonies and the hora, then we will be missing the point entirely. Sure, Independence Day is about bliss, but it is also steeped in blessing. The establishment of the modern State of Israel was a Divine gift to a beleaguered people who crawled out of the ovens of Europe to rebuild their national home. It marks one of the greatest turning points in all of Jewish history, and a critical signpost on the path of Jewish destiny. Amid our daily routines, when we sit in traffic on the way to work, have difficulty finding a parking space, or stand in interminably long lines at the post office, it is easy to overlook the miracle that is staring us constantly in the face. After all, the very fact that our roads are crowded is itself a sign of redemption, for it means that against all the odds, the Land of Israel is once again filling up with Jews. Religious Zionists view the birth of the state as “the beginning of the flowering of our redemption.” This infuses Independence Day with majestic meaning, underlining the spiritual grandeur of the day and the historic events that it commemorates. And that is why our merriment should be crowned with at least an element of contemplation, if only to better appreciate the splendor of this momentous day.

Over 2,500 years ago, the prophet Zechariah (8:4-5) foretold, “Thus says the Lord of hosts: old men and women shall again sit in the streets of Jerusalem.... And the streets of the city will fill up, with boys and girls playing in its streets.” Next time you see an old couple sitting quietly on a bench in Independence Park, or schoolchildren at play in the grassy fields of Sacher Park, think back to this verse and realize that without the renewal of Jewish sovereignty this might not have been possible. Independence Day is the handiwork of God, and for reasons which only He can grasp, our generation has merited seeing it. Consider this tidbit of information: the State of Israel was reborn in 1948, which was the year 5708 on the Hebrew calendar. And the 5708th verse in the Torah is Deuteronomy 30:5, which reads as follows: “And the Lord your God will bring you to the Land that your fathers possessed, and you will possess it, and He will do good unto you and multiply you more than your forebears.” Skeptics will dismiss this as mere coincidence, but I prefer to see it as the Creator’s way of reminding us of the supreme significance of this special day.

Yes, we are still beset by enemies at home and abroad, surrounded by those intent on our destruction, and under constant criticism from the international community. But despite all the challenges, we must never for a moment lose our sense of awe and wonder about the miraculous times in which we are living. In one of his many books, the author Simcha Raz recounts a beautiful story told by Yiddish journalist Dr. Hillel Zeidman about the great Rabbi Aryeh Levin, who was known as “the Tzaddik of Jerusalem,” which took place in 1949 on the eve of Israel’s Independence Day. Zeidman describes how he and his wife went out into the streets of Jerusalem to join in the celebrations. “I was surprised,” he says, “to bump into Rabbi Aryeh dancing with youth in the city streets. His face beamed with joy as he danced with religious fervor.” When Rabbi Levin saw Dr. Zeidman, he explained what prompted him to participate in the festivities: “After the sea of tears and the flood of hardships that befell our Jewish brethren in the Holocaust, we finally have the good fortune to see Jewish children dancing with joy in their hearts. You tell me, isn’t this alone sufficient reason for us to give praise and thanksgiving to the Lord 

Copyright © 2014 Jpost Inc.  of the Universe?” Indeed, it most certainly is. Have a happy and meaningful Independence Day.   

OU Torah

Rabbi Weinreb’s Parsha Column, Kedoshim: I Get No Respect!


I love visiting residences for senior citizens. For one thing, being around truly older people invariably helps me feel young by comparison. Recently, I was a weekend guest scholar at such a residence. I dispensed with my prepared lectures and instead tried to engage the residents of the facility, not one of whom was less than ninety years old, in a group discussion. This proved to be a very wise move on my part, because I learned a great deal about the experience of getting old. Or, as one wise man insisted, “You don’t get ‘old’—you get ‘older’.” The question that I raised to provoke discussion was this: “What made you first realize that you were getting ‘older’?” I was taken aback by the reactions of the group, because there were clearly two very different sets of responses. One member of the group responded, “I knew I was getting older when people started to ignore me. I was no more than a piece of furniture to them. Worse, they no longer noticed me at all.” About half of the group expressed their agreement with this person’s experience. They proceeded to describe various experiences that they had in being ignored. Some of those stories were quite poignant and powerful. One woman even described how she was present at the outbreak of a fire in a hotel lobby, and the rescue workers “simply did not see me sitting there. That is, until I started to scream!” But then some of the others spoke up expressing quite different experiences. One gentleman said it for the rest of this second group: “I knew that I was getting older when passengers on the subway or bus stood up for me and gave me their seat.” That basic gesture of respect conveyed to the members of this group of senior citizens that they had indeed reached the age when they were not ignored, but rather the beneficiaries of acts of deference. The discussion then entered another phase, as both groups agreed that, while they certainly did not want to be ignored, they also were resentful of these gestures of respect. The group unanimously supported the position articulated by the oldest person there, who said: “We don’t want gestures of respect. We want genuine respect.” It seems that the entire group, although appreciative of those who relinquished seats on the subway for them, wanted something more. They wanted their opinions to be heard, their life experience to be appreciated, and their accumulated wisdom to be acknowledged. Symbolic gestures were insufficient, and sometimes were even experienced as demeaning. This week’s Torah portion, Kedoshim (Leviticus 19:1-20:27), contains the basic biblical commandment regarding treatment of the elderly: “You shall rise before the aged and show deference to the old; you shall fear your God: I am the Lord. (ibid. 19:32)” Rashi’s comments on this verse indicate how sensitive he was to the subtle reactions expressed by the members of my little group. Here is what he says, paraphrasing the Talmudic sages: “What is deference? It is refraining from sitting in his place, and not interrupting his words. Whereas one might think to simply close his eyes and pretend not to even see the old person, the verse cautions us to fear your God, for after all, he knows what is in the heart of man…” Interestingly, not sitting in ­his seat mean much more than just giving him a seat on the bus. It means recognizes that the elderly person has his own seat, his own well-earned place in society, which you, the younger person, dare not usurp. It is more than just a gesture. It is an acknowledgement of the valued place the elder has in society, a place which is his and his alone. Similarly, not interrupting the older person’s conversation is much more than an act of courtesy. It is awareness that this older person has something valuable to say, a message to which one must listen attentively. How well our Torah knows the deviousness of which we are all capable. We can easily pretend not to notice the older person. But He who reads our minds and knows what is in our hearts will be the judge of that. We must fear Him, and not resort to self-justification and excuses. We must deal with the older person as a real person, whose presence cannot be ignored, but must be taken into full account in our conversation. Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin, in his commentary on this verse, refers us to a passage in the Midrash Rabba on the weekly portion of Beha’alotecha in the Book of Numbers, which understands the phrase “you shall fear your God” as being the consequence of your showing deference to the elderly. Thus, if you treat the elderly well you will attain the spiritual level of the God-fearing person. But if you refrain from showing the elderly that deference, you can never aspire to the title “God-fearing person” no matter how pious you are in other respects. There is another entirely different perspective on our verse which provides a practical motive for honoring the elderly. It is to be found in the commentary of Abraham Ibn Ezra, who explains the phrase “You shall fear your God” thus: “The time will come when you will be old and frail and lonely. You will long for proper treatment at the hands of the young. But if you showed disrespect for the elderly when you were young, and did not “fear God,” God will not reward you with the treatment you desire in your own old age.” As each of us strives to show genuine respect to our elders we help construct a society in which the elderly have their proper place. That society will hopefully still be there when we become older, and then we will reap the benefits of our own youthful behavior.

Our Torah portion is entitled Kedoshim, which means “holy”. One of the major components of the holy society is the treatment it accords to every one of its members, especially those who are vulnerable. Treating the elderly with genuine respect, truly listening to them and valuing their contributions, is an essential part of what it mean to be a “holy people.”

The Courage to Admit Mistakes

Britain's Former Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks


Some years ago I was visited by the then American ambassador to the Court of St James, Philip Lader. He told me of a fascinating project he and his wife had initiated in 1981. They had come to realise that many of their contemporaries would find themselves in positions of influence and power in the not-too-distant future. He thought it would be useful and creative if they were to come together for a study retreat every so often to share ideas, listen to experts and form friendships, thinking through collectively the challenges they would face in the coming years. So they created what they called Renaissance Weekends. They still happen. The most interesting thing he told me was that they discovered that the participants, all exceptionally gifted people, found one thing particularly difficult, namely, admitting that they made mistakes. The Laders understood that this was something important they had to learn. Leaders, above all, should be capable of acknowledging when and how they had erred, and how to put it right. They came up with a brilliant idea. They set aside a session at each Weekend for a talk given by a recognised star in some field, on the subject of “My biggest blooper.” Being English, not American, I had to ask for a translation. I discovered that a blooper is an embarrassing mistake. A gaffe. A faux pas. A bungle. A boo-boo. A fashla. A balagan. Something you shouldn’t have done and are ashamed to admit you did. This, in essence, is what Yom Kippur is in Judaism. In Tabernacle and Temple times, it was the day when the holiest man in Israel, the High Priest, made atonement, first for his own sins, then for the sins of his “house,” then for the sins of all Israel. From the day the Temple was destroyed, we have had no High Priest nor the rites he performed, but we still have the day, and the ability to confess and pray for forgiveness. It is so much easier to admit your sins, failings and mistakes when other people are doing likewise. If a High Priest, or the other members of our congregation, can admit to sins, so can we. I have argued elsewhere (in the Introduction to the Koren Yom Kippur Machzor) that the move from the first Yom Kippur to the second was one of the great transitions in Jewish spirituality. The first Yom Kippur was the culmination of Moses’ efforts to secure forgiveness for the people after the sin of the Golden Calf (Ex. 32-34). The process, which began on 17th Tammuz, ended on the 10th of Tishri – the day that later became Yom Kippur. That was the day when Moses descended the mountain with the second set of tablets, the visible sign that God had reaffirmed his covenant with the people. The second Yom Kippur, one year later, initiated the series of rites set out in this week’s parsha (Lev. 16), conducted in the Mishkan by Aaron in his role as High priest. The differences between the two were immense. Moses acted as a prophet. Aaron functioned as a priest. Moses was following his heart and mind, improvising in response to God’s response to his words. Aaron was following a precisely choreographed ritual, every detail of which was set out in advance. Moses’ encounter was ad hoc, a unique, unrepeatable drama between heaven and earth. Aaron’s was the opposite. The rules he was following never changed throughout the generations, so long as the Temple stood. Moses’ prayers on behalf of the people were full of audacity, what the sages called chutzpah kelapei shemaya, “audacity toward heaven,” reaching a climax in the astonishing words, “Now, please forgive their sin – but if not, then blot me out of the book You have written.” (Ex. 32: 32). Aaron’s behavior by contrast was marked by obedience, humility, and confession. There were purification rituals, sin offerings and atonements, for his own sins and those of his “house” as well as those of the people. The move from Yom Kippur 1 to Yom Kippur 2 was a classic instance of what Max Weber called the “routinization of charisma,” that is, taking a unique moment and translating it into ritual, turning a “peak experience” into a regular part of life. Few moments in the Torah rival in intensity the dialogue between Moses and God after the Golden Calf. But the question thereafter was: how could we achieve forgiveness – we who no longer have a Moses, or prophets, or direct access to God? Great moments change history. But what changes us is the unspectacular habit of doing certain acts again and again until they reconfigure the brain and change our habits of the heart. We are shaped by the rituals we repeatedly perform.

Besides which, Moses’ intercession with God did not, in and of itself, induce a penitential mood among the people. Yes, he performed a series of dramatic acts to demonstrate to the people their guilt. But we have no evidence that they internalized it. Aaron’s acts were different. They involved confession, atonement and a search for spiritual purification. They involved a candid acknowledgment of the sins and failures of the people, and they began with the High Priest himself. The effect of Yom Kippur – extended into the prayers of much of the rest of the year by way of tachanun (supplicatory prayers), vidui (confession), and selichot (prayers for forgiveness) – was to create a culture in which people are not ashamed or embarrassed to say, “I got it wrong, I sinned, I made mistakes.” That is what we do in the litany of wrongs we enumerate on Yom Kippur in two alphabetical lists, one beginning Ashamnu, bagadnu, the other beginning Al cheit shechatanu. As Philip Lader discovered, the capacity to admit mistakes is anything but widespread. We rationalize. We justify. We deny. We blame others. There have been several powerful books on the subject in recent years, among them Matthew Syed, Black Box Thinking: The Surprising Truth About Success (and  Why Some People Never Learn from Their Mistakes)[1]; Kathryn Schulz, Being Wrong: Adventures in the Margins of Error,[2] and Carol Tavris and Elliot Aronson, Mistakes Were Made, But Not By Me.[3] Politicians find it hard to admit mistakes. So do doctors: preventable medical error causes more than 400,000 deaths every year in the United States. So do bankers and economists. The financial crash of 2008 was predicted by Warren Buffett as early as 2002. It happened despite the warnings of several experts that the level of mortgage lending and the leveraging of debt was unsustainable. Tavris and Aronson tell a similar story about the police. Once they have identified a suspect, they are reluctant to admit evidence of his or her innocence. And so it goes. The avoidance strategies are almost endless. People say, It wasn’t a mistake. Or, given the circumstances, it was the best that could have been done. Or it was a small mistake. Or it was unavoidable given what we knew at the time. Or someone else was to blame. We were given the wrong facts. We were faultily advised. So people bluff it out, or engage in denial, or see themselves as victims. We have an almost infinite capacity for interpreting the facts to vindicate ourselves. As the sages said in the context of the laws of purity, “No one can see his own blemishes, his own impurities.”[4] We are our own best advocates in the court of self-esteem. Rare is the individual with the courage to say, as the High Priest did, or as King David did after the prophet Nathan confronted him with his guilt in relation to Uriah and Batsheva, chatati, “I have sinned.”[5] Judaism helps us admit our mistakes in three ways. First is the knowledge that God forgives. He does not ask us never to sin. He knew in advance that His gift of freedom would sometimes be misused. All he asks of us is that we acknowledge our mistakes, learn from them, confess and resolve not to do them again. Second is Judaism’s clear separation between the sinner and the sin. We can condemn an act without losing faith in the agent. Third is the aura Yom Kippur spreads over the rest of the year. It helps create a culture of honesty in which we are not ashamed to acknowledge the wrongs we have done. And despite the fact that, technically, Yom Kippur is focused on sins between us and God, a simple reading of the confessions in Ashamnu and Al Chet shows us that, actually, most of the sins we confess are about our dealings with other people.  What Philip Lader discovered about his high-flying contemporaries, Judaism internalized long ago. Seeing the best admit that they too make mistakes is deeply empowering for the rest of us. The first Jew to admit he made a mistake was Judah, who had wrongly accused Tamar of sexual misconduct, and then, realizing he had been wrong, said, “She is more righteous than I” (Gen. 38: 26). It is surely more than mere coincidence that the name Judah comes from the same root as Vidui, “confession.” In other words, the very fact that we are called Jews – Yehudim – means that we are the people who have the courage to admit our wrongs.

Honest self-criticism is one of the unmistakable marks of spiritual greatness.

[1] Portfolio Books, 2015.

[2] Ecco Books, 2011.

[3] Mariner Books, 2008.

[4] Bekhorot 38b.

[5] 2 Samuel 12: 13.
Terumah and Maaser – Any Concerns Now?

Q. May I currently purchase and consume Israeli fruit, such as clementines, without separating Terumah and Maaser?

A. In theory, fruit which grew or blossomed during a shmitah year is exempt from Terumah and Maaser because shmitah fruit is hefker (ownerless). Most Israeli fruit currently available in the market (Spring – Summer 2016) blossomed during the shmitah year, and separating Terumah and Maaser should be unnecessary. However, in practice, Terumah and Maaser must be separated, if the fruit is not properly certified, for the following reason. The Chief Rabbinate of Israel sells the farms in Israel to non-Jews to remove the shmitah status. This is known as the Heter Mechira. For over 150 years, a strong debate has been waged among poskim about the propriety and efficacy of selling farmland to non-Jews. If the Mechira is valid, then the fruit does not have a shmitah status, and Terumah and Maaser must be separated. If the Mechira is invalid, separating Terumah and Maaser is not required. Nonetheless, in practice, Rav Shlomo Zalman Aurbach (Minchas Shlomo 1:44) recommends that everyone should separate Terumah and Maaser. This is because even those who do not rely on the Mechira nevertheless treat it as an uncertainty. Since the Mechira may be effective, Terumah and Maaser must be separated mi’safek (as a possible obligation).

For the procedure to separate Terumah and Maaser, see https://oukosher.org/blog/consumer-kosher/separating-terumah-and-maaser/

This column comes from OU Kosher’s Halacha Yomis dedicated in memory of Rav Chaim Yisroel ben Reb Dov HaLevy Belsky, zt’l, Senior OU Kosher Halachic Consultant (1987-2016). Subscribers can also ask their own questions on Kashrus issues and send them to grossmany@ou.org. These questions and their answers may be selected to become one of the Q and A’s on OU Kosher Halacha Yomis.

Memorial Day, Yom Hazikaron Rabbi Eliezer Melamed

The children we bear and raise exist in their merit; the settlements we establish flourish because of them; the Torah we learn is theirs; the ethical Jewish society we want to build here, as the prophets foretold, is theirs as well. 
From a halakhic standpoint, there is no need to institute a general memorial day for the holy soldiers who were killed in battle. Rather, one should do what the Jewish people do for anyone who has passed away: on the anniversary of death (yahrtzeit), a memorial prayer is said, and the deceased’s sons or relatives say Kaddish, study Torah, and give charity to elevate their loved one’s soul. Those who are more meticulous hold a memorial service and organize Torah lectures to add merit to the deceased’s soul. We have fought many wars throughout our long history, often losing more soldiers in one war than the IDF, Tzahal, has lost in all of its battles put together. Nevertheless, we do not find that our Sages ever instituted a memorial day for those killed in battle. When we won, we celebrated, and when we lost, we mourned individually. The only battle for which the Sages instituted public mourning, in the form of selichot prayers and fast days, is over the destruction of Jerusalem and the Beit Hamikdash, the churban, which was a spiritual and national catastrophe for the Jews. Indeed, the churban is the source of all the troubles, evil decrees, and bloodshed that our nation has suffered throughout the exile. Even the Fast of Gedaliah was instituted in commemoration of the churban, not because Gedaliah was such a great tzaddik that all of Israel needs to mourn his death. However, his assassination extinguished the last ember of hope for the Jews who remained in the Land after the destruction of the First Temple. Moreover, just a few years before the State of Israel was born, six million Jews were murdered with horrible cruelty. They are our brothers no less than the Israeli soldiers who fell in battle, and they are more than three hundred times the number of soldiers who have died in all of Israel’s wars. How, then, can we establish a day of mourning for the soldiers, on the same scale as for the six million? If there is any justification for a memorial day, it is on condition that we dedicate the day to educating the public about the essence and purpose of the Jewish nation, and about the value of self-sacrifice for the Jewish people, Clal Yisrael. Many people mistakenly believe that the more we bow our heads in grief and portray our pain over the fallen soldiers in somber hues, the more we honor their memories. The opposite, however, is true. Do not surrender to death; continue to live by their strength. Do not bow your heads; rather, stand up straight and tall in their honor. We should view the slain as holy souls, whose entire lives were refined and sanctified through their self-sacrifice for the people and Land of Israel. About such heroes our Sages, Chazal, say, “No one can dwell in the section of Gan Eden where those who were killed by the kingdom dwell” (Tractate Pesachim 50a). A nonbeliever thinks that they are dead in comparison with the living, but a believing Jew knows that they are more alive than all the rest. They died young in this world, but they are very alive in the everlasting world, the World to Come. They are much more alive than we are. They are holy, and our Sages say, “What is holy exists forever” (Tractate Sanhedrin 92a). By giving their lives in sanctification of God’s Name, they rose above the personal existence of an individual Jew to the comprehensive level of the holiness of Clal Yisrael. By sacrificing their lives for Clal Yisrael, they were elevated to the stature of Clal Yisrael, and they are more connected to G-d, Hakadosh Baruch Hu, the source of life. Therefore, they added great light and blessing in both the World of Truth and this world when they died. Moreover, we live here today in their merit, and all of our accomplishments belong to them. Sadly, people with little faith, who do not understand Clal Yisrael’s past and ongoing mission, have seized control of the State of Israel’s media and cultural life. In the beginning, the secularists still had an inkling of what Judaism was all about, based on what they heard in their parents’ home, but over time, their alienation from Torah values took its toll, and they turned Yom Hazikaron into a day of weakness and defeatism. Instead of honoring the holy memories of the fallen, trying to understand the essence of Am Yisrael, and investing meaning into the soldiers’ self-sacrifice, they emphasize the pain, despair, and destruction, portraying the deaths of these soldiers as meaningless. They appear to be honoring the fallen, but in reality, there is no greater affront to the honor of these holy souls than the inappropriate character that these people have attached to Yom Hazikaron – the fundamental flaw being a disregard for the sacred Jewish national destiny of Clal Yisrael for whose sake the soldiers sacrificed their lives. If we nonetheless observe Yom Hazikaron, we must underscore the soldiers’ self-sacrifice in sanctifying God’s Name. We must emphasize how they demonstrated to us that the prophecy of the ingathering of the exiles and the rebirth of the Jewish nation in its ancient Homeland is so great that it is worthwhile to give up one’s life in this world for its sake. This will strengthen us and inspire us to follow their lead. The children we bear and raise exist in their merit; the settlements we establish flourish because of them; the Torah we learn is theirs; the ethical Jewish society we want to build here, as the prophets foretold, is theirs as well. If we remember this, and exert a great deal of effort, we will be able to continue in their path, the path of self-sacrifice for Clal Yisrael. Then we will truly honor them, as holy and pure souls, illuminating and shining like the glow of the heavens. This is also what we must say to the bereaved families in whose midst these holy warriors sprouted: Do not surrender to death; continue to live by their strength. Do not bow your heads; rather, stand up straight and tall in their honor. Lift your eyes beyond the ordinary horizon and look towards the vision of the redemption and the End of Days. And even if there are tears in your eyes, let them be tears of grandeur.

© Arutz Sheva, All Rights Reserved
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Rav Shlomo Zalman: Daven at Kevorim of Soldiers Who Perished

Rabbi Yechiel Spero

I want to share with you a beautiful story about Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt”l – and almost every story about Rav Shlomo Zalman is a beautiful one, because he was a beautiful person. There was a bochur learning in Rav Shlomo Zalman’s yeshiva, Yeshivas Kol Torah who asked him, “Would I be able to have reshus to travel up north to visit the kevarim of tzaddikim?” Of course, up north there are kevorim of many famous tzaddikim where one can daven – the Rambam, the Arizal, and so many others. Rav Shlomo Zalman said, “You don’t have to go up north to daven. It is better that you learn.” “Isn’t there an inyan to daven at the kevorim of tzaddikim?” the bochur asked. Rav Shlomo Zalman said, “You don’t have to go up north to daven by the kevorim of tzaddikim. When I want to daven by a tzaddik’s kever, I go to the soldiers who were neherag al kiddush Hashem and I daven by their kevorim. So if you want to daven by kevorim of tzaddikim, you can go there.” This very beautiful story told by Rav Yisrael Meir Lau about Rav Shlomo Zalman gives us a little bit of inspiration on a day when we commemorate the memory of the many kedoshim who died in battle on this day of Yom Hazikaron. Some of our readers do not come from circles where this day is commemorated, but I don’t think there will be anyone who would disagree that today we should be “noseh b’ol im chaveiro.” There are people who lost their husbands, fathers and children. They are b’tzaar, so we should shed a tear for them as well.

Have a great day and a great rest of your week.

{Matzav.com Newscenter}

Generalities and Specifics: Two Dimensions of Avodas Hashem

Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky

There are two mitzvos in Parshas Kedoshim that together encompass the entirety of our avodas Hashem. The first is "kedoshim tihiyu- You should be holy", which is interpreted differently by Rashi and Ramban. Rashi explains this passuk to refer specifically to prohibited relationships. The Rambam expands its scope and includes it in Sefer Kedusha of Mishna Torah in the halachos of kashrus as well. According to these rishonim, it is the scrupulous observance of these intricate laws that makes up a life of kedusha.

Ramban interprets kedoshim tihiyu as referring to one's lifestyle, and understands it to proscribe all physical indulgences that, although not specifically prohibited, do not fit in to a lifestyle of kedusha. Thus, according to Ramban, even if all the detailed laws of Sefer Kedusha are observed, a gluttonous, hedonistic lifestyle is a violation of kedoshim tihiyu, since being kadosh demands a lifestyle of kedusha.

Both interpretations of kedoshim tihiyu focus on our relationship with Hashem. The second expansive mitzva of Parshas Kedoshim is "V'ahavta l'reacha kamocha - You should love your fellow man as you love yourself", which includes all aspects of bein adam la'chaveiro. The Baal Halachos Gedolos counts different examples of chessed, such as bikur cholim, nichum aveilim, etc. as separate mitzvos. In Rambam's count of the mitzvos, however, he includes all mitzvos of chessed in one mitzvah, i.e. subsumed under the mitzva of "V'ahavta l'reacha kamocha". According to Rambam, why don't distinct types of chessed count as separate mitzvos?

There are two dimensions to the mitzvos bein adam la'chaveiro. The Chafetz Chaim comments on the passuk in the navi Micha that Hashem requires us to, "asos mishpat v'a'havas chessed - act justly and love kindness." Why is it that with respect to justice we are told to act, while regarding kindness we are told to love kindness as well? The Chafetz Chaim explains that justice can be served through action alone. Kindness, however, can't be fully implemented if one remains an unkind person internally; in order to act truly kindly, we must become individuals who love performing acts of kindness. If the Torah would have commanded us concerning specific acts of chessed, we may have misunderstood that kind acts alone suffice. Therefore this mitzva is formulated using the word "love" because we must become loving people.

Feeling love is essential, but it is not enough. There is an additional source which obligates us in each of the numerous specific acts of chessed: the Torah delineates the different acts of kindness Hashem performs, and we are required to emulate Hashem. Just as He visits the sick, comforts the bereaved, and rejoices with the chosson and kallah, so too must we follow suit. The Torah illustrates how Hashem is involved in the specifics to teach us that just having a good heart and vague feelings of love are not sufficient, rather these emotions must result in concrete actions to our fellow man.

These two principles upon which the entire Torah rests, kedusha and ahava, have both broad and narrow applications. We must perfect our actions as well as our perspective on how we relate to the physical world that surrounds us. Similarly, we must excel in our practical acts of kindness while simultaneously becoming loving sensitive individuals. As we read the myriad mitzvos, both bein adam la'makom and bein adam la'chaveiro found in Parshas Kedoshim, let us focus on the dual goals of both facets of Torah observance.
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