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‘Bikkurim baskets’

A veil of secrecy and mystery had descended over the family home. A rare quiet reigned in a house of seven lively and active boys. ‘What’s going on?’, said Shimon to his wife, ‘the kids are spending so much time in their rooms. When I pass the door of their bedrooms, I can’t hear a word. They must be talking in hushed whispers.’ Shimon’s wife was equally perplexed: ‘Are there no clues whatsoever?’ ‘Yes, two points. Point number one: there’s a distinct smell of paint coming from Chaim’s room, and point number two: the doorbell rang a few minutes ago, and Yehuda, our eldest, raced downstairs to answer it. It was a parcel from Amazon.com – that much I could see before he ran back into his room.’


‘By the way, Shimon, it’s our wedding anniversary on Friday. Let’s celebrate with a beautiful Shabbos meal on Friday night.’


Shabbos was coming in at seven pm. Exactly at five o’clock, as if at a pre-arranged signal, all seven boys, from twelve-year old Chaim to Yehuda, a young man of 23, assembled in the Shabbos room. ‘Daddy, Mammy, can you spare a minute?’


The boys could barely contain their excitement. ‘Mazeltov, Mazeltov, Happy Anniversary!’, they shouted as they placed two beautifully wrapped boxes on the Shabbos table. ‘This one is especially from Chaim and the other box is from all of us together.’ The mystery was about to be solved …


A magnificent silver candelabrum with nine branches emerged from its wrappings. ‘Look’, said Shimon to his wife, ‘they’ve had it inscribed – To the best parents in the world, from your loving family.’ ‘It’s from all of us’, said Yehuda, ‘please use it now for Shabbos.’


Chaim gently picked up his own gift box. ‘Here, Daddy, Mammy, I made this especially for you.’  The box revealed an expertly crafted model house, with miniature rooms visible through the windows. It was painted in warm hues of yellow and orange. It seemed to shine with a bright light of its own. Chaim had inscribed it lovingly: ‘Thank you, Daddy and Mammy, for giving us such a warm and loving home, illuminated with your tender care and affection. 

Shimon and his wife were quite overwhelmed by these unexpected, beautiful gifts. ‘You are so thoughtful … You have touched our hearts. Thank you, thank you’.


After the Shabbos Seuda, when all the family had retired to bed, Shimon asked his wife: ‘I wonder why Chaim made his own additional gift?’ ‘Perhaps he felt that he had not been able to contribute very much money towards the candelabrum. By making something with his own hands, he could personally display his feelings of gratitude towards us. Just think how many hours of thought and effort he must have invested in that magnificent model!’


This week’s Parsha opens with the Mitzvah of Bikkurim. A farmer in Eretz Yisroel who grows one of the שבעת המינים, the Seven Species for which the land of Israel is famed, must bring the first fruits of his harvest to the Beis Hamikdash. There he makes a public declaration of his gratitude to Hashem. Reading aloud from a written text, he recites six verses
 from the Torah. Originally, those who knew how to read, read by themselves, and those who could not read, had the words dictated to them. This was a source of such humiliation for those who were illiterate, that they stopped bringing their Bikkurim. Therefore, our Sages ruled that the text of מקרא ביכורים should be dictated to both the literate and the illiterate
.


In a similar vein, an enactment was made to prohibit the wealthy from bringing food to a mourner in baskets plated with silver and gold so as not to shame the poor who would serve them with plain baskets. 

Now let us join the throngs of Yidden ascending the Har Habayis, the Temple Mount, carrying their baskets of fruit on their shoulders. The rich mingle with the poor. The wealthy Jews bearing silver- and gold-plated baskets stand in the queue side by side with their impoverished brothers who are carrying plain wicker baskets. Let’s provide a modern day mashal. Two hundred guests arrive at a chasunah in late model Lexuses and park their limousines in the official car park
; a further ten turn up in their dilapidated 1975 Mustangs but, out of embarrassment, park two blocks away. Likewise, were the עניים not embarrassed of their plain baskets? Why did the Sages not come to their rescue?

The Sifri addresses this point. It notes that the Kohen on duty would take the rich man’s basket, empty out its fruit, and return it to its owner. The basket of the poor man, however, was retained by the Kohen together with is contents. The Sifri gives a reason for this latter practice: לזכות מתנה לכהנים – to give a [substantial [gift to the Kohen. The small amount of fruit brought by the oni becomes more significant when supplemented by the basket itself.
 According to the Vilna Gaon, the text of the Sifri should read: לזכות לעניים – to give merit to the poor. The Malbim explains that the poor, who cannot buy expensive baskets for their Bikkurim, weave their own baskets for this purpose, presumably with extra care given to assure their purity as befitting this holy gift. As a result of the extra efforts they make in preparing their baskets, the poor merit that the baskets themselves become part of the Bikkurim gift.

The poor alone deserve this merit, not the rich. Rich people would not make such efforts, even had they been required to bring their Bikkurim in plain baskets, but would simply purchase cheap ready-made baskets. The poor have thus every reason to be proud of their baskets, and not embarrassed. They have invested thought and effort in their production. This gives an extra dimension to their feelings of gratitude to Hashem. We can almost hear them talking to Hashem as they peel the willow branches to beautify them, and then painstakingly weave them into a container for holy objects: ‘Please Hashem may my handiwork be pleasing before You.’


King Solomon writes in Mishlei
: נֶפֶשׁ עָמֵל עָמְלָה לּוֹ – ‘A toiling man toils for himself’. Rabbi Dessler
 explains this concept as follows. When a person invests his efforts in a certain project, he becomes attached to it. The more he toils, the greater his love for the matter. For example, if a person plants a tree and he devotes his energies in caring for it, he becomes attached to the tree, desiring that his tree should grow well. Rabbi Dessler adds that this is true in spiritual matters too. The verse in Tehillim
 begins with: ‘In the Torah of Hashem is his delight’ but concludes: ‘In his [own] Torah meditates day and night.’ Rashi comments: ‘It becomes precious to him because he toiled in it.’

Rabbi Dessler concludes
: This is the meaning of our Sages’ words: לְפוּם צַעֲרָא אַגְרָא – ‘the reward is in proportion to the exertion.’ The more effort and toil that a person exerts in doing a Mitzvah, the more precious it is to him. The reward of the Mitzvah grows too as he devotes his energies and intensifies his love for the commandment.  But the reward of a Mitzvah is not in direct proportion to the effort, for our Sages have said: יפה פעם אחת בצער ממאה פעמים בלא צער – The reward of a Mitzvah done with צער, pain, is worth a hundred times more than a Mitzvah done without pain.

In today’s world of instant gratification, these essential virtues of toil and effort are being relegated to the dusty archives of outdated concepts together with modesty and honesty. Advances in technology have conditioned us to achieve results with a minimum of exertion, or even effortlessly. You want heat, hot water, just flick a switch. Washing our laundry? Just press a button, and the technological genie works for you.


This attitude is acceptable for our bodily needs, but not for Mitzvos. Our קשר, close bond, to a Mitzvah, and thus to Hashem Himself, depends on our עמל and יגיעה, our physical toil
. There are so many Mitzvos where we can invest our own thoughts and efforts and not leave the preparation of the Mitzvah entirely to others. If we opt out of the preparations, we disconnect ourselves from the full reward and light that the commandment will bring us.

Let us illustrate this concept from the sefer ‘Nefesh Shimshon – Shabbos Kodesh’
 . Here we learn of the deep love and thought that Rav Shimshon Dovid Pincus invested in his Shabbos preparations. To take just one example: every Friday he would prepare the wicks and set up the lights, even polishing the candlesticks himself. He would experiment with various techniques aimed at achieving the maximum gleam from the candlesticks, so that they would shine with all their brilliance. In summary, he was constantly innovating the methods by which he toiled over his Mitzvah observance. The Rav took care of all sorts of seemingly ‘small’ matters, attributing immense importance to any act that honoured Shabbos Kodesh.
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� Devarim 26: 5-10


� Similarly, when a person is called up to the Torah, the Baal Koreh reads for oleh whether he knows how to lain himself or not.


� For those on the Western side of the Atlantic Oceans – ‘parking lot’


� See תוספות יו"ט


� 16:26


� ח"ג pages 13ff


� 1:2


� Ibid. page 15


� Pages 282-283





