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THE WORLD IS A MESS

The political turmoil that is currently developing in major countries of the world only serves to underscore the uncertainty of life and events. Things never turn out the way we envision them to happen. The continuing destabilization of the Trump administration in the United States is deeply troubling and potentially very dangerous.

Sidetracked by all sorts of self-inflicted wounds, President Trump seems unable to currently fulfill his three major campaign promises – the control of immigration, a new healthcare system and a major overhaul of the tax laws of the country – in a speedy and efficient legislative manner. If this be the case, it bodes ill for the remainder of his presidency.

In the United Kingdom, Teresa May gambled on increasing the majority of her party in Parliament by calling for an early election. Her pollsters assured her of victory in that election. Well, things did not quite turn out that way, as she lost her party’s sole control of Parliament and government.

France has elected a complete unknown and relatively inexperienced person who represents none of the major political parties in the country as its new president. He has hastily formed a political party to back him, though at this writing it is unclear whether that party will prove to be successful in the parliamentary elections that are looming. 

Germany, until now apparently the most stable and prosperous country in Europe, also faces a general election that is becoming increasingly important and unpredictable. Looking around therefore, it is very simple and easy to come to the conclusion that, at least as far as the West is concerned, the world is a mess.

We here in Israel are not being spared the uncertainties that national life brings upon us. Prime Minister Netanyahu is the subject of numerous police investigations regarding breach of trust and other innuendos of corruption. These investigations have been going on for months and no one knows if there is any end in sight.

His minister of the interior, apparently having learned little from his previous convictions and jail sentences, is again being investigated for possible corrupt practices. Israel’s coalition government has lasted for about two years. The average coalition government in Israel starts to waiver and eventually falls after two and a half to three years in power.

General elections in Israel really only reshuffle the deck but do not influence material changes in policy or in the everyday life of the citizenry of the country. Though the economy remains stable and the status quo militarily and diplomatically is holding steady,with the dollar so strong you are currently at a disadvantage if you are living on an American pension in Israel. This is not an ideal situation but given what other nations face,especially in ourarea ofthe world, Israelis should consider themselves fortunate indeed. 

The mess that we find ourselves in is an old and known one so we have become accustomed and even immunized regarding its constant presence in our society. We are convinced that life is messy and that it will continue to be so for the foreseeable future.

Human beings hate prolonged uncertainty.  We plan and map out our personal and national futures. Yet rarely is reality able to really implement those plans or create that future. Life always intervenes and mocks our pretensions of omniscience and omnipotence. We are always doomed to live in a messy and very uncertain world. That is why faith is such an important ingredient in Jewish life.

It is faith that can anchor our lives on a solid and righteous basis no matter what the social temperature outside may be. And unfortunately our generation exhibits a severe shortage of this inspirational commodity.  But simply by living here in Israel and ignoring the tempting but illusory blandishments of emigration, Israelis exhibit an inner faith, which has always sustained Jewish people over the long centuries of our dispersion and exile.

There are no easy answers to the challenges that our messy world poses for us. Political upheavals and tension and violence-laden disputes are the norm in human society. We should not give in to false prophets and rosy predictions about the future. The world will probably remain fairly messy for the foreseeable future.

We should restock our arsenal of faith and remain determined to ride out the messy waves of instability and uncertainty that lap up on the shores of our existence. I know that this is not a very happy assessment of our present world, but it is a realistic one and that alone can be of benefit to all concerned.
Shabbat shalom

Berel Wein

Rabbi Wein’s Weekly Blog

SHLACH

Revisiting a story on the spies that Moshe sent to the Land of Israel is always a very discouraging moment. How could everything have gone so wrong and so fast? All of the reasons advanced over the ages by the great commentators to the Torah – personal ambition, fear of the unknown, disregard for tradition, lack of faith in God, etc. – are undoubtedly true and correct. But to a certain extent they all only beg the question.

They perhaps answer the why part of the issue but the how to part of the story still remains pretty much a mystery. It is obvious that a climate of fear must have pervaded the entire Jewish nation as they stood at the cusp of entry into the Holy Land. The leaders of Israel who were the spies were, in the main, representative of the people and the tribes that they headed. Jewish tradition teaches us that there is no king without a people.

So the general prevailing climate and belief of the people have enormous influence on the views and behavior of those leaders that Moshe sent on this fateful journey. The ready acceptance by the people of the negative report of the ten spies indicates clearly their preconceived notion of the land and its inhabitants. The Jewish people of that generation simply were not willing to embark on the great adventure that is always associated with living and populating the Land of Israel. Moshe had chosen the best people he could find for this mission. But he misread the mood of the people that they represented. Hence this tragedy became an almost unavoidable one.

From the beginning of the Jewish story with our father Avraham, the Land of Israel has always posed a great challenge. To Avraham it would be a land of wars, famine and wandering. And yet, it is also to be the ultimate land of promise. The Lord had entered into a binding covenant between him and his descendants, that this land would be their eventual homeland and would represent spiritual and physical redemption for the Jewish people.

Our forefather Yitzchak encountered strife, discrimination and famine while living in the land. Nevertheless, he never left Israel and saw in it the eternal home for his later generations. Some of the names that he gave to the locations of the wells of water still speak to us today, thousands of years later.

Our father Yaakov tasted the bitterness of exile when he fled to find refuge in the house of Lavan. He therefore treasured his return to the Land of Israel even though he found it fraught with danger and violence. His dying wish was that he should be transported back to the Land of Israel to be buried in its holy earth.

In this respect, the Jewish people did not quite follow the example of their forefathers but rather adopted a preconceived negative view of the land and its possibilities. This was transmitted directly or indirectly to the leadership of their tribes, resulting in a lost generation.
Shabbat shalom

Rabbi Berel Wein

A Woman's Guide to Tzitzis

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff

The Torn Hole

Question # 1 

Mrs. Friedman wants to know:

"The hole on my son's talis koton in which the tzitzis strings are inserted is torn. Does this invalidate Yanki's tzitzis?"
The Unraveled Knot

Question #2 

Mrs. Weiss notices that the knots on her son's tzitzis have untied. Are his tzitzis still kosher?
A Bicycle Casualty

Question #3, from Mrs. Goldberg: 

"My son's tzitzis got caught in his bicycle and several strings were torn. Are the tzitzis invalid?"

The Woman's Tzitzis Guide

Why write a woman's guide to tzitzis, when women are not required to observe the mitzvah, and, according to many authorities, are not even permitted to wear them? (See Targum Yonasan to Devarim 22:5, that a woman wearing tzitzis violates the prohibition of wearing a man's garment.) In addition, some authorities contend that because women are exempt from fulfilling the mitzvah, they should not attach the tzitzis strings to the garment (Rama, Orach Chayim 14:1 and commentaries). (The Rama concludes that if a woman did attach the tzitzis to the garment, the tzitzis are kosher.) 

The reason for this guide is that women are often responsible for the purchase, supervision, upkeep, and laundering of the tzitzis of their boys and men. Indeed, women often ask me questions relevant to these halachos. Men will also find this guide very useful.

In order to answer the above questions thoroughly, we must first understand some basics about how tzitzis are produced.

Please note that throughout this article, "tzitzis" refers to the strings placed on the corners of the garment; the garment itself will be called a "talis koton." 

Special Strings

Tzitzis are not manufactured from ordinary thread, but only from thread manufactured lishmah, meaning that the threads were spun with the intent that they be used to fulfill the mitzvah of tzitzis.

After completing the spinning, one takes several of these specially-spun threads and twists them together into a thicker string. This twisting, called shezirah, is also performed lishmah, with the intent of producing string for the mitzvah of tzitzis. Although, to the best of my knowledge, no early halachic sources discuss how many threads one needs to twist together, some have the custom of twisting eight such threads, which are called kaful shemonah.

The authorities dispute whether attaching the tzitzis strings to the garment and tying them must also be performed lishmah. In practice, we are stringent (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 14:2 and commentaries). 

Combing Lishmah?

Some authorities require that even combing the fibers -- the process that precedes the spinning -- must be performed lishmah. The authorities conclude that this is not required, although some recommend manufacturing or acquiring tzitzis with this hiddur (Mishnah Berurah 11:3). 

Articulation

Many authorities contend that when manufacturing an item lishmah, one must articulate this intent (Rosh, Hilchos Sefer Torah Chapter 3). This means that the person spinning or twisting the tzitzis must say that he is doing so in order to make tzitzis for the sake of the mitzvah (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 11:1 and Mishnah Berurah, ad locum). Once one made this declaration (leshem mitzvas tzitzis) at the beginning of the spinning, it is unnecessary to repeat it (Mishnah Berurah).

Hand or Machine?

Regarding whether to buy hand- or machine-spun tzitzis, there is much discussion among authorities as to whether one may rely on machine spinning with the machine operator declaring that the tzitzis are being made lishmah (see for example, Achiezer 3:69; Har Tzvi, Orach Chayim 1:10). This is similar to the dispute concerning whether one may fulfill the mitzvah of eating matzoh on Seder night with machine matzoh, an issue that involved a huge dispute among the halachic authorities of 19th century Poland.

As far as I am aware, a talis koton sold for children's use is probably made using machine-made tzitzis. (At the time I first wrote this article, I saw a talis koton meant for children with a hechsher describing that it was made by having the beginning of the spinning done by hand, as a hiddur on the regular machine-made variety.) Both hand- and machine- spun types are readily available for men's tzitzis,  for talisim kotonim and for talisim gedolim. One should consult his Rav if he is uncertain whether to purchase the more expensive hand-made variety.

What Material Should Be Used?

Although one may make tzitzis threads from other material, universal practice today is to use sheep's wool.

The Garment Does Not Require Lishmah

The law requiring that the tzitzis be manufactured lishmah applies only to the tzitzis strings, not the garment to which the strings are attached. This garment, the talis or talis koton itself, does not need to be made for the sake of the mitzvah – any cloth may be used. 

For reasons beyond the scope of this guide, the custom is to make the talis gadol, that is worn for davening, from wool. Some have the custom to insist on woolen material for the talis koton also, though most are satisfied with a cotton talis koton. Authorities discuss and dispute whether the talis koton can be made of polyester or other synthetic materials, and I leave it to our readers to discuss this issue with their halachic authorities. Perhaps one day I’ll have a chance to write an article on this fascinating topic.

To review:

Before spinning wool to be used for tzitzis, the spinning machine operator, or the hand spinner, should say that he is spinning the threads with the intent that they will be used for the mitzvah of tzitzis. After spinning the wool into threads, one twists several tzitzis threads together into a thick, strong tzitzis string. This latter process also requires lishmah. There is no requirement to make the talis or talis koton garment lishmah.

Inserting the Tzitzis
Having completed the tzitzis string manufacturing process, we are now ready to learn how to insert the tzitzis strings into the garment. One takes four of these specially lishmah-made strings and inserts them through a hole in the corner of the garment, in order to fulfill the verse's requirement that the tzitzis threads lie over the corner of the garment. The hole must be not so distant from the corner that the tzitzis are considered to be hanging from the main part of the garment (rather than on the corner), and yet not so close that the tzitzis hang completely below the garment (Menachos 42a; Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 11:9). Thus, the hole should be placed in a way that after attaching the tzitzis to the garment, only the upper part of the tzitzis rests on the garment.

Where Should the Hole Be?

The Gemara explains that the hole through which the tzitzis are placed should be closer to the corner than "three fingerwidths," which means three times the width of a finger. Whose finger and which finger?

Most poskim conclude that a fingerwidth is the width of an average-sized man’s thumb at its widest point. 

Measure this distance, multiply it by three, and you have "three fingerwidths." Now, measure three fingerwidths from the two sides of the garment near the corner (not from the actual right-angle corner of the garment) and you can create a square in the corner of the garment (Rama, Orach Chayim 11:9). If the tzitzis are attached beyond this area, they are not considered to be on the corner. Although there is a range of opinion as to exactly how much area this is, most poskim conclude that it is about six centimeters,* or about 2 1/2 inches, from each side.

Others follow a different interpretation of which finger is used to measure this distance, and according to their opinion, the area is a bit smaller (Artzos Hachayim; Mishnah Berurah 11:42).

Closest Hole

The closest the hole should be to the sides of the talis or talis koton is the distance from the end of the thumb nail to the thumb joint, measured by the thumb of an average-sized man. (This measures less than two centimeters or less than .75 inches.) If the hole is made closer than this, the tzitzis are not kosher, because the tzitzis strings will hang below the garment and, as I explained above, they are required to be resting partly on the garment itself. However, if one inserted and knotted the tzitzis threads in a hole that was in the correct place, and then subsequently the garment shrunk or was shortened, or the hole tore, resulting in the tzitzis being closer to the corner than they should, the tzitzis are nonetheless kosher (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 11:10).

To sum up:

To determine where the hole should be, one can examine the corner of the talis or talis koton and mark inward from the two adjacent sides that form the corner. Within two centimeters of either side is too close to the edge of the garment to attach the tzitzis, and more than six centimeters is too far.

Yes, Mrs. Friedman

Although we have not finished our description of tzitzis production, we have sufficient information to discuss Mrs. Friedman's question. The hole through which the tzitzis strings are placed tore, and, as a result, the tzitzis are now closer to the corner of the garment than they should be. Does this invalidate the tzitzis? 

Since the tzitzis strings were originally inserted into a hole that was correctly located, the tzitzis remain kosher. 

I advised Mrs. Friedman to mend and reinforce the garment before it tears so badly that the tzitzis strings fall off, which will invalidate the garment, requiring sewing the clothing and undoing and restringing the tzitzis again to make it kosher.

Four in One

Let us now return to tzitzis production. After making the hole in its correct place, one takes four tzitzis strings that have been spun and twisted lishmah. Three of the threads are the same length, but one of the strings is much longer than the others since it will be coiled around them. After this string is wrapped around the others, it should be about the same length as the other strings. 

The strings should be long enough that when they are completely coiled and tied (as I will describe) the free-hanging eight strings should be the length of eight fingerwidths (as described above), which is about 16–20 centimeters or about eight inches.

The Torah requires that there be exactly four tzitzis strings per corner. Using fewer or more strings invalidates the mitzvah and, according to some opinions, violates the Torah prohibitions of bal tosif or bal tigra, adding to or detracting from a Torah commandment (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 11:12 and commentaries).

Pulling Strings

At this point, one pulls the four strings through the hole in the talis or talis koton until the three shorter strings are halfway through the hole. The longer string should be pulled through so that on one side it is the same length as the other strings, but the other side is much longer, since this extra length will be wrapped around the other strings. 

After the four strings are threaded through the garment, there will be eight strings hanging off the garment, which are then knotted together in a tight double knot. This permanent knot is Torah-required. This knot is made by tying a set of four strings from one side with the set of four strings from the opposite side.  To make sure that the two sets of four strings stay together throughout the process of coiling and knotting, one takes the four strings from the side that does not include the long string and loops them together at their end. We will soon see why we perform this step (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 12:1).

The longer string is now coiled several times around the seven others and then the two sets of four strings are knotted tightly. The coiled tzitzis strings are called the gedil. 

The accepted custom is to tie the eight strings together in five different places, each separated by an area where the long string is coiled around the others several times. Thus, there are four areas of coiled tzitzis strings, each held in place by double knots.

Remember the Mitzvos!

The five knots help us remember all the mitzvos. As Rashi writes, the gematriya (numerical value) of the word tzitzis (when spelled with the letter yud twice) equals 600. When one adds eight for the eight hanging tzitzis strings and five for the five knots that tie them, adds up to 613. Additionally, the five knots remind us of the Torah’s five chumashim.

The Torah, itself, did not require all these coilings and knots, but required only one knot and one coiled area. The other knots and coilings are only lichatchilah, the proper way to make the tzitzis. However, if one failed to make these coilings or knots, the tzitzis are nevertheless kosher, provided there is at least one coiled gedil area and at least one knot.

Similarly, if the coiling unravels in the middle -- not an uncommon occurrence -- the tzitzis are still fully kosher, as long as one gedil area remains. 

This will help answer Mrs. Weiss' question about some of her son’s tzitzis knots being untied. As long as one knot remains, and there is some area where the tzitzis strings are coiled together, the tzitzis are still kosher. Of course, one should re-wind the longer tzitzis string around the others and retie the knots, but in the interim the tzitzis are kosher.

Jewish Labor

The person attaching the strings to the garment must be Jewish (Menachos 42a; Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 14:1). There was a major scandal a few years ago when unscrupulous manufacturers were discovered to have hired non-Jews to make tzitzis. Hopefully, this problem has been resolved, but one should check that the tzitzis have a reliable hechsher. Based on shaylos I have been asked, I have discovered that many people are unaware that children’s talisim kotonim must also be reliably kosher. 

By the way, it is preferable that women not be the ones who insert the tzitzis strings onto the garment and tie them, since women are absolved from fulfilling this mitzvah (Rama, Orach Chayim 14:1 and commentaries).

How Many Coils?

The number of coils between the knots is a matter of custom. (Based on the Arizal’s tradition, common practice is to coil the thread seven times between the first two knots, eight between the next two, eleven between the third and fourth, and thirteen times between the fourth and fifth knots.

To recap, we twist the longer string around the others and tie the tzitzis strings into knots in a way that creates five knots and between them four areas of tightly coiled string that resemble a cable. Torah law requires only that we tie one knot and that there be some area of coiled string.

Hang Loose!

After completing the coiling and tying, the rest of the strings are allowed to hang freely. The free-hanging strings are referred to as the “pesil.” As I mentioned above, when making the tzitzis, the pesil should be at least eight fingerwidths long, which is about eight inches (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 11:14). However, if the strings become torn afterward, the tzitzis are still kosher, if even a very small amount of pesil remains – long enough to make a loop and knot it, which is probably about an inch (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 12:1). 

Tear Near the Top

If the tzitzis strings become torn above the first knot, the tzitzis are invalid. 

As I explained, tzitzis are made from four strings inserted into the garment, and then knotted and coiled. The Torah requires that each of these four strings be attached and hang from the corner of the garment and be included both in the gedil, the coiled part, and the pesil, the loose, hanging strings. 

If the thread tore at the top, then it is no longer hanging from the corner of the garment, but held in place by the other threads. 

Torn String

We can now explain whether tzitzis become invalid when the tzitzis strings are torn, which depends on where the strings tore. If only one of the eight strings tore and only below the first knot, then the tzitzis are still kosher. This is because all four of the original tzitzis still have both gedil, the coiled part, and pesil, the hanging part. 

If two of the eight strings tore at a point that there is no pesil anymore, then whether the tzitzis are still kosher depends on whether these were part of the same original tzitzis string or not. If they were two sides of the same original tzitzis string, then the tzitzis are invalid, because one of the four original strings now lacks pesil. This is the reason why one should be careful to loop four of the strings together before beginning the coiling and knotting, since this helps keep track in case two or more strings tear, whether they are the two parts of the same string, which will invalidate the tzitzis if no pesil remains, or parts of two different strings, in which case the tzitzis are kosher, if the other end of the string still has pesil.

If a tear takes place somewhere between the first knot and the pesil, we treat the remaining part of that string as nonexistent since it no longer hangs from the garment, but is being kept in place by the coiling and knotting. Thus, if this happens to only one string of the eight, the tzitzis are still kosher, because all four original tzitzis still have some pesil. However, if this happens to two or more strings, one must be concerned that it was two sides of the same original string and the tzitzis may be invalid, because only three of the original strings now have pesil.

Conclusion

Rav Hirsch notes that the root of the word tzitzis is “sprout” or “blossom,” a strange concept to associate with garments, which do not grow. He explains that the message of our clothing is extended, that is, sprouts and blossoms, by virtue of our tzitzis. 

The introduction of clothing to Adam and Chavah was to teach man that his destiny is greater than an animal's, and that his responsibility is to make all his decisions according to Hashem's laws, and not his own desires. Introducing tzitzis onto a Jew's garments reinforces this message; we must act according to what Hashem expects. Thus, whether we are wearing, shopping for, examining, or laundering tzitzis, we must remember our life's goal: fulfilling Hashem's instructions, not our own desires.

* All measurements in this article are approximate. One should check with a Rav for exact figures.

Two on the Six-Day War

by Jonathan Rosenblum

Mishpacha Magazine

Savouring the Memories

Great historical events give birth to great works of history, and the Six-Day War is no exception. Michael Oren's Six Days of War: June 1967 and the Making of the Modern Middle East, is a magisterial survey of the political and diplomatic background leading up to the war and throughout the fighting. Oren draws on all the relevant archives: Hebrew, Arabic, English, and Russian.
Abraham Rabinovich's The Battle for Jerusalem must rank with the most gripping military histories ever written. In his account of the battle for Ammunition Hill, for instance, Rabinovich makes clear how large a part heroism continues to play even in an era of highly mechanized armies. The crucial defeat of the Jordanian forces came at a very high price. Among Israeli troops, the casualty rate of killed and wounded was 50%; among officers over 70%.
Junior officers led the men under their command around every bend in the Jordanian trenches, and exposed themselves first to Jordanian fire. When they fell, others picked up their weapons and carried forward:

[T]he loss of their leader stunned most of Eliashiv's men into helplessness. They gathered in the dark trench and debated what to do. From the paucity of their briefing, they had no idea of the shape of the defenses or what their objective was. All they knew was that since they had set foot on the hill half their number had been killed or wounded – mostly killed – and that an enemy who knew the ground was waiting for them.

Haimovitch did not wait. Laying down his bazooka on the trench floor, he unslung his rifle and started forward. With movement on both flanks stalled, the Israeli assault on the most powerful Jordanian position in Jerusalem had come down to a single frightened private willing himself to move forward into a black maze of trench networks, certain he would be dead before he had taken five steps. One of the other soldiers started to follow him, and then another.
By contrast, not a single Jordanian officer from that crucial battle was found in hospital afterwards: The officers in the best-trained Arab army simply ran away.
Yehuda Avner, then a young diplomatic aide to Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, provides in The Prime Ministers a riveting fly-on-the-wall account of the pressures on Eshkol as the public and top military brass clamored for war, after Nasser's closure of the Straits of Tiran. In a public radio address meant to calm the nation, Eshkol, who was suffering from a bad cold and could barely read the heavily marked up text in front of him, ended up sounding panicked.
So unnerved was the public that Eshkol had no choice but to take Moshe Dayan into the cabinet as defense minister and to offer the premiership back to David Ben-Gurion. Yet the restraint of the uncharismatic Eshkol made him one of the War's heroes. Because he heeded American warnings against initiating hostilities for so long, Eshkol was able to win the crucial commitment from American President Lyndon Johnson months after the fighting concluded to rearm Israel, even as the Soviets were resupplying Arab armies to the hilt.
Avner also details the discussions over whether to launch an assault on the Old City. Dayan argued that a frontal assault would be too costly in casualties. Another minister feared that even if Israel captured the Old City, it would be immediately pressured to turn it over to international control. But finally, Minister without Porfolio Menachem Begin succeeded in persuading his cabinet colleagues, including many lifelong political foes, not to miss the historic opportunity of regaining Jewish sovereignty over the Temple Mount.
RABBI EMANUEL FELDMAN'S The 28th of Iyar does not compare in sweep to the aforementioned works. It is Rabbi Feldman's private diary from the tense weeks leading up to the war to its exultant conclusion. But it is a fascinating read, and we can all be very grateful to Rabbi Feldman – then a congregational rav in Atlanta spending his sabbatical year in Bnei Brak -- for sharing it with the public and to Feldheim Publishers for once again publishing it on the 50th anniversary of the War.
Rabbi Feldman enables us to experience the Six-Day War largely through the eyes of the Torah-observant public – the rumor-mongering in the famous Itzkovitz's minyan at the Bnei Brak bus station, the hoarding of supplies, a shmuess of Rabbi Chatzkel Levenstein in the darkened Ponevezh beis medrash , etc.
Rabbi Feldman's characteristic wry wit and sharp-eyed observations are on ample display. And there is not a trace of bravado in his wife's and his decision to remain with their five children, even as 8,000 American citizens, many of them in Israel for years, headed for the exits over a two-day period.
One surprise is the degree to which the citizens of Bnei Brak were full participants in the preparations for War. The book opens with call-up of reservists, at least one, as he was making leil Shabbos Kiddush for his family. Soon the streets are empty of military age men. On the Shabbos before the outbreak of fighting, two weeks after the call-up of reservists began, the streets of Bnei Brak are filled with uniformed men in beards and peyos walking with their families.
Reb Emanuel muses about the contrast between the efficiency of the mobilization of reserves and every other encounter with a government office, which inevitably involves waiting in multiple lines – sometimes the same line twice – only to find that it is time for the clerk's tea break when one's turn finally arrives.
He captures the dread of those days prior to the War, when tens of thousands of graves were dug for the expected casualties. Holocaust survivors worried that they were about to experience a second Holocaust.
Survivors despaired of the thought that once again the world seemed prepared to abandon the Jews. When the United States denied that it had committed to gathering an international flotilla to reopening the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping, "the age-old agonizing truth" dawns: "No one in the world really cares about Israel." The neighbor whom Rabbi Feldman engages in conversation, as she sweeps the sidewalk in front of their building, asks rhetorically, "What do they want from us? Wherever we are they persecute us. In Europe, I lost my sisters, my brothers. I'm the only one left. Why won't they let us be?"
Carlebach, the proprietor of one of Bnei Brak's most bustling seforim stores, now virtually empty, tells Rabbi Feldman, "They just slaughtered us and killed us all out a few years ago. We who were left – human rags – came here. For a little peace. . . . I'm not afraid of dying, of being killed, but the wrong of it all, the sheer injustice , the brutality of this world of ours, I am sick. Sick at heart."
But there is also the "latent religiosity" of that average Israeli that becomes more evident in times of crisis. When not using his car to help deliver letters for the Bnei Brak post office, which has had nine of its ten trucks commandeered by the army, Rabbi Feldman is busy picking up hitchhikers. A Yemenite woman, who lost a son in the 1956 Suez campaign, epitomizes rock hard faith: "G-d is good, and I trust in Him to do what has to be done, even if to us it might seem bad."
Another hitchhiker, who is quick to make clear that he is not religious, nevertheless assures Rabbi Feldman, "I want no other place and I will die to stay in this place. But I will not have to die, because God wants us to live, I am sure."
Best of all, however, is the quotation from Yeshayahu (52:9) on the masthead of the decidedly not religious newspaper, Yediot Aharonot, following the capture of the Old City: "Break forth in song, shout together, O ruins of Jerusalem; Hashem has comforted His people, He has redeemed Jerusalem."
Waking Up Jewish

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky once said at an Agudath Israel of America convention that but for the creation of Israel in 1948, the most of non-Orthodox American Jewry would have lost all Jewish identity and connection to the Jewish people. The Six-Day War played a similar role for my generation born after 1948.
During the tense three-weeks leading up to Six-Day War, all normal rules were thrown out the window in my house. A TV had never entered our dining room or the adjacent living room. But during that period the entire family sat glued to the TV set at dinner. No one spoke as we listened to Abba Eban's mellifluous oratory at the United Nations.
On the morning of June 5, my mother came into my room to awaken me. She was crying. The explanation followed immediately: "Israel is at war." Though it was already well into the afternoon in Israel, and the Egyptian air force lay a smoldering wreck on tarmacs across Israel, I knew none of that as I headed for the high school, just a half block from my house. The initial reports were not good, and the hysterical crowing of the Egyptians of historic victory dominated the early news. (Jordan's King Hussein was misled by the same lies coming from Cairo into the ill-fated decision for him of joining the attack on Israel.)
That day, as I walked through the familiar high school corridors, there was nothing visibly different. And that was what struck me. My high school was about half Jewish, and much more heavily so in the upper track classes. But as I moved from class to class, everyone seemed to be going about their business as usual.
Of course, one does not know what is going on in anyone else's head. But I saw none of the panic that I felt. No sense that the entire world held in the balance, and that a second Holocaust might be unfolding before our eyes. That afternoon, I asked the driver education instructor to turn on the radio of the car in which I and two other classmates were practicing on the local roads. His bull neck (he was also the wresting coach) tensed at the request, and he turned around to look at me, as if I had lost my mind, which, in some way, I had.
Ours had always been one of the more identified Jewish families in our leafy suburb. At least one of the pre-school books read to us by my parents featured a green tractor run by curly-haired kibbutzniks, in shorts. My next brother and I had already been to Israel with my mother five years earlier, at ages 11 and 9. I don't recall any other classmates who had done so, though many would over the years.
Surprisingly, my memories of the elation upon learning of the miraculous Israeli victory are much less strong than those of the gnawing fear in the weeks leading up to the war and the day of its outbreak. Less than two years later, my parents brought my four brothers and I to Israel to see how radically changed things were from my previous trip in 1962 – the Kosel, Hebron, Bethlehem.
What comes across most strongly from the period preceding the war and the Six-Day War itself is the discovery of how intense my feeling of connection to my fellow Jews was compared to that of most of my friends. I became obsessed with the fact that Jewish teenagers more or less my age were risking and too frequently losing their lives fighting for the Jewish people, while I fretted about acne, getting the car on Saturday night, and college applications. Some of those guilt feelings remain to this day.
But that awakening also made it clear to me that I had met the woman I was going to marry when my wife told me on our first date that she had spent the year after high school in Israel, as part of her Zionist youth group. And it had a lot to do with bringing us to Israel to live two months after our chasanah.
Most important, the increased awareness of being Jewish undoubtedly paved the way for myself and three of my brothers to decide to find out what that really means.

Leadership Beyond Despair (Beha’alotecha 5777)

Covenant & Conversation – Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible, is remarkable for the extreme realism with which it portrays human character. Its heroes are not superhuman. Its non-heroes are not archetypal villains. The best have failings; the worst often have saving virtues. I know of no other religious literature quite like it.

This makes it very difficult to use biblical narrative to teach a simple, black-and-white approach to ethics. And that – argued R. Zvi Hirsch Chajes (Mevo ha-Aggadot) – is why rabbinic midrash often systematically re-interprets the narrative so that the good become all-good and the bad all-bad. For sound educational reasons, Midrash paints the moral life in terms of black and white.

Yet the plain sense remains (“A biblical passage never loses its plain interpretation”, Shabbat 63a), and it is important that we do not lose sight of it. It is as if monotheism brought into being at the same time a profound humanism. God in the Hebrew Bible is nothing like the gods of myth. They were half-human, half-divine. The result was that in the epic literature of pagan cultures, human heroes were seen as almost like gods: semi-divine.

In stark contrast, monotheism creates a total distinction between God and humanity. If God is wholly God, then human beings can be seen as wholly human – subtle, complex mixtures of strength and weakness. We identify with the heroes of the Bible because, despite their greatness, they never cease to be human, nor do they aspire to be anything else. Hence the phenomenon of which the sedra of Beha’alotecha provides a shattering example: the vulnerability of some of the greatest religious leaders of all time, to depression and despair.

The context is familiar enough. The Israelites are complaining about their food:

    “The rabble among them began to crave other food, and again the Israelites started wailing and said, ‘If only we had meat to eat! We remember the fish we ate in Egypt at no cost—also the cucumbers, melons, leeks, onions and garlic. But now we have lost our appetite; we never see anything but this manna!’” (Num 11:4-6)

This is not a new story. We have heard it before (see for example Exodus 16). Yet on this occasion, Moses experiences what one can only call a breakdown:

    He asked the Lord, “Why have You brought this trouble on Your servant? What have I done to displease You that You put the burden of all these people on me? Did I conceive all these people? Did I give them birth? . . . I cannot carry all these people by myself; the burden is too heavy for me. If this is how You are going to treat me, put me to death right now—if I have found favour in Your eyes—and do not let me face my own ruin.” (Num. 11:11-15)

Moses prays for death! Nor is he the only person in Tanakh to do so. There are at least three others. There is Elijah, when after his successful confrontation with the prophets of Baal at Mount Carmel, Queen Jezebel issues a warrant that he be killed:

    Elijah was afraid and ran for his life. When he came to Beersheba in Judah, he left his servant there, while he himself went a day’s journey into the desert. He came to a broom tree, sat down under it and prayed that he might die. “I have had enough, Lord,” he said. “Take my life; I am no better than my ancestors.” (I Kings 19:3-4)

There is Jonah, after God had forgiven the inhabitants of Nineveh:

    Jonah was greatly displeased and became angry. He prayed to the Lord, “O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity. Now, O Lord, take away my life, for it is better for me to die than to live.” (Jonah 4:1-3)

And there is Jeremiah, after the people fail to heed his message and publicly humiliate him:

    “O Lord, You enticed me, and I was enticed; You overpowered me and prevailed. I am ridiculed all day long; everyone mocks me . . . The word of the Lord has brought me insult and reproach all day long . . . Cursed be the day I was born! May the day my mother bore me not be blessed! Cursed be the man who brought my father the news, made him very glad, saying, “A child is born to you—a son!” . . . Why did I ever come out of the womb to see trouble and sorrow and to end my days in shame?” (Jeremiah 20:7-18)

Lehavdil elef havdalot: no comparison is intended between the religious heroes of Tanakh and political heroes of the modern world. They are different types, living in different ages, functioning in different spheres. Yet we find a similar phenomenon in one of the great figures of the twentieth century, Winston Churchill. Throughout much of his life he was prone to periods of acute depression. He called it “the black dog”. He told his daughter, “I have achieved a great deal to achieve nothing in the end”. He told a friend that “he prays every day for death”. In 1944 he told his doctor, Lord Moran, that he kept himself from standing close to a train platform or overlooking the side of a ship because he might be tempted to commit suicide: “A second’s desperation would end everything”.[1]

Why are the greatest so often haunted by a sense of failure? Storr, in the book mentioned above, offers some compelling psychological insights. But at the simplest level we see certain common features, at least among the biblical prophets: a passionate drive to change the world, combined with a deep sense of personal inadequacy. Moses says, “Who am I . . . that I should lead the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Ex. 3:11). Jeremiah says: “I cannot speak: I am only a child” (Jer. 1:6). Jonah tries to flee from his mission. The very sense of responsibility that leads a prophet to heed the call of God can lead him to blame himself when the people around him do not heed the same call.

Yet it is that same inner voice that ultimately holds the cure. The prophet does not believe in himself: he believes in God. He does not undertake to lead because he sees himself as a leader, but because he sees a task to be done and no one else willing to do it. His greatness lies not within himself but beyond himself: in his sense of being summoned to a task that must be done however inadequate he knows himself to be.

Despair can be part of leadership itself. For when the prophet sees himself reviled, rebuked, criticised; when his words fall on stony ground; when he sees people listening to what they want to hear, not what they need to hear – that is when the last layers of self are burned away, leaving only the task, the mission, the call. When that happens, a new greatness is born. It now no longer matters that the prophet is unpopular and unheeded. All that matters is the work and the One who has summoned him to it. That is when the prophet arrives at the truth stated by Rabbi Tarfon: “It is not for you to complete the task, but neither are you free to stand aside from it” (Avot 2:16).

Again without seeking to equate the sacred and the secular, I end with some words spoken by Theodore Roosevelt (in a speech to students at the Sorbonne, Paris, 23 April 1910), which sum up both the challenge and the consolation of leadership in cadences of timeless eloquence:

    It is not the critic who counts, Not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, Or where the doer of deeds could actually have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, Whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, Who strives valiantly, Who errs and comes short again and again – Because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; But who does actually strive to do the deeds, Who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions, Who spends himself in a worthy cause, Who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, And who, at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, So that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

Leadership in a noble cause can bring despair. But it also is the cure.

________________________________________________________ 
Parshat Shlach (Numbers 13:1-15:41)

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin

Efrat, Israel — “Send, for yourselves, men, who will seek out [vayaturu] the Land of Canaan that I am giving to the People of Israel” [Num. 13:2].

Of the sins that the People of Israel commit in the Bible, the most serious of all takes place in our portion of Sh’lach. The spies’ severe report directly causes the death of the desert generation. However, it is difficult to understand that the suggestion to establish such an ill-fated reconnaissance team came directly from the Almighty. What did God want the spies to actually report?

Rabbi Elchanan Samet suggests that the answer lies in the verb form used in the charge given by the Almighty: “Send, for yourselves, men who will seek out [vayaturu] the land…” Crucially, the verb tur appears no less than twelve times in this sequence, the very number of the members of the delegation itself.

Further analysis reveals that, in other Biblical contexts, the verb form tur is used similarly to the way it is used in our Biblical portion, as in, “[God] Who walks before you on the way, to seek out [latur] for you a place in which you may settle your encampment” (Deut. 1:33).

Even the prophet Ezekiel declares that “on that day I shall raise my hand for them to bring them out of the Land of Egypt to the land which I have sought out [tarti] for them. A land flowing with milk and honey, a most precious land for them among all the other lands” [20:6].

In contrast, in Moses’ retelling of the story [Deut. 1:22, 24], the people say: “Let us send men before us that they may check out [vayachp’ru] the land…and spy [va’yerag’lu] it out,” using two verb forms very different from the vayaturu used by God in our portion.

The power of the specific verb form tur used by God is even more clearly expressed in the very conclusion of this Torah reading, where we encounter that same verb form in a totally different but most revealing context.

The commandment to wear tzitzit [fringes] on the corners of our four-cornered garments includes a rationale: “…so that you not seek out or lust [taturu] after your heart and after your eyes which lead you to commit acts of illicit lust [zonim] after them” [Num. 15:39].

And when punishing the People of Israel, God once again makes reference to the sin of the spies as having been an act of illicit lust (z’nut), “and your children shall be shepherds in the desert for forty years, thereby bearing [the sin] of your illicit lust [z’nutekhem]” [ibid. 14:33].

God was not interested in a reconnaissance mission to scout out the land—or even in an intelligence delegation to assess the military practicability of engaging in an act of conquest. Perhaps that was what the people had in mind when they asked Moses to send men before them to check out the land, which probably meant to see by which routes it would be best to enter and which cities ought to be attacked first [Deut. 1:22–23].

The Almighty had a very different design in mind. God wanted to impress upon them the uniqueness, the chosenness of the land that He had picked for them, the land that would be their ultimate resting place, the land that was very good, which produced luscious fruits and full-bodied animals, the land whose produce developed strong and capable people. God wanted them to conquer the land with great anticipation and overwhelming desire [Num. 13:1–2, Nahmanides ad loc.].

The Bible refers to both the Torah of Israel and the Land of Israel as a morasha, [heritage] (Ex. 6:8; Deut. 33:4), which our sages linked to me’orasa, “betrothed” and “beloved”. According to Rabbi Soloveitchik, the conquest of the Torah of Israel as well as of the Land of Israel by the People of Israel require strong feelings of love for each.

And just as the rabbis of the Talmud command us not to marry a woman unless we first see her and know that we love her [Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 41a], so did God ask Moses to send a group who would give the kind of visual description of the Land of Israel to the People of Israel that would inspire them to love the land and even lust after it, in the best sense of the word.

God understood that such an emotional attachment was absolutely crucial if the People of Israel were to overcome the many obstacles involved in conquering the land, settling it, and forging within it a holy nation and kingdom of priests.

Alas, the people—especially the spies—did not understand the Divine command. Their sin was in misunderstanding the purpose of their journey; they took it to be a scouting enterprise rather than an inspirational foretaste of what waited in store for them after their conquest, a reconnaissance mission rather than an observer’s picture of a beautiful and luscious patrimony worthy of their love and sacrifice.

Our generation—so similar to the one that went from the darkness of Egypt to the light of freedom and stood at the entrance to the Promised Land—must do whatever is necessary to recapture and strengthen the love of the Land of Israel if we are to succeed in properly settling it and developing it into our haven of world redemption.
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Insights

Double Agents

Parshat Shlach details at length the grave sin of the meraglim, the spies, whose evil report about Eretz Yisrael still echoes, with repercussions continuing to be felt until today. Of the twelve spies sent, only two remained loyal to G-d: Yehoshua bin Nun and Calev ben Yefuneh. The other ten chose to slander Eretz Yisrael instead, and consequently suffered immediate and terrible deaths. Due to their vile report, the Jewish People was forced to remain in the desert an additional forty years, and eventually die out, before the children ultimately were allowed to enter Eretz Yisrael.

G-d called this rogues’ gallery of spies an ‘eidah’, literally a congregation. The Gemara famously derives from this incident that the minimum requirement for a minyan is a quorum of ten men, since there were ten turncoat ‘double-agents’ who were contemptuously called a congregation. If ten men can get together to conspire and hatch malevolent schemes, then ten men can assemble to form a congregation for ‘devarim shebekedusha’ (matters of holiness). This exegesis is duly codified in halacha, and all because of the dastardly deeds of ten misguided men.

Covetous Carnivores

Another prime example of halacha being set by the actions of those less than virtuous is the tragic chapter of the “rabble rousers” who lusted after meat, and disparaged G-d’s gift of the Heavenly bread called manna (munn), chronicled at the end of Parshat Beha’alotcha. The verse states that “the meat was still between their teeth” when these sinners met their untimely and dreadful demise. The Gemara extrapolates that since the Torah stressed that point it means to show us that meat between the teeth is still considered tangible meat, and that one must wait before having a dairy meal afterwards.

There are actually several different ways to understand the Gemara’s intent, chief among them Rashi’s and the Rambam’s opinions. The Rambam writes that meat tends to get stuck between the teeth and is still considered meat for quite some time afterward. Rashi, however, doesn’t seem to be perturbed about actual meat residue stuck in the teeth, but simply explains that since meat is fatty by nature its taste lingers for a long time after eating.

Yet, the Gemara does not inform us what the mandated waiting period is. Rather, it gives us several guideposts that the Rishonim use to set the halacha. The Gemara informs us that Mar Ukva’s father would not eat dairy items on the same day that he had partaken of meat, but Mar Ukva himself (calling himself ‘vinegar the son of wine’) would only wait ‘from one meal until a different meal’. The various customs that Klal Yisrael keep related to waiting after eating meat before eating dairy (including the most common minhag of waiting six hours) are actually based on how the Rishonim understood this cryptic comment.

To sum it up, although we know “minhag avoteinu Torah hi” — the custom of our ancestors is Torah — it is nevertheless interesting to note that the core requirement of waiting is based on the actions of those with less than perfect intentions. As it is stated in Pirkei Avot (4:1): “Who is wise? One who learns from everyone.
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The Blue Above the White

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb 

It may not sound like much of a story to you, but to me it was meaningful at many levels. I’ve heard the story three times now, each time from a different person. Each of the three went through a remarkably similar experience and shared their story with me. I’d like to share the story with you, but some background will be necessary.

You must already have guessed that the background will derive from this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Shelach (Numbers 13:1-15:41). At the very end of the parsha, we read:

“The Lord said to Moses, as follows: Speak to the people of Israel and instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments throughout all their generations; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the Lord and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes… Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments and to be holy to your God…” (Numbers 15:37-40).

The Torah’s word for “fringes” is tzitzit. This mitzvah is punctiliously kept by observant Jews to this very day, consistent with the verse’s insistence that it is a practice mandated for “all their generations.” The mitzvah entails affixing strings to four cornered garments, so that the strings hang loose. Jewish men wear these garments, and the stringent view, codified by the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 8:11), requires that the garment be worn above one’s other clothing “so that one will constantly look at the tzitzit and thereby remember the commandments.”

More lenient views allow the garment to be worn under one’s other clothing, but still encourage the practice of letting the strings themselves protrude from one’s clothing so that the wearer can see them, reflect upon them, and call to mind the Almighty’s commandments. This is the practice of very many observant Jews nowadays.

Now we come to the story told to me by three young men who had identical experiences with these strings while wearing them in their everyday business settings. To my knowledge, these three men do not know each other and indeed dwell and work in communities geographically distant from each other.

Each of them approached me with his story, convinced that I would be especially interested in what had occurred to them. Each of them was approached, and I should emphasize respectfully approached, by a non-Jew, and each of them was asked if there was any significance to the strings protruding from their sweaters or shirts. Each of them replied that the strings had religious significance and that they wore them in keeping with a biblical command.

Each of them was surprised when the non-Jew immediately understood that this practice traced back to the Bible; in his words, to the Old Testament. Two of them even knew the chapter and verse of the passage in the Bible, quoted above. “Of course,” they said, “these strings are the ‘fringes’ which must be attached to your garments.”

All three “storytellers” were similarly taken aback by the expertise shown by their non-Jewish acquaintances and by their familiarity with “our” Bible. But none of the three stories ends quite here.

All of the three non-Jews then persisted to ask, “But where are the blue strings? Doesn’t the Bible prescribe that a blue cord be attached at each corner? Where are your blue cords?”

The Torah’s word for the “blue cord” is tekhelet. In Biblical times, and for centuries thereafter, one of the cords, and according to some opinions two of them, were dyed blue before being attached to the four-cornered garment. The dye was extracted from a sea creature known as the chilazon. Over the course of Jewish history, this practice was discontinued. It became difficult to procure this specific dye, and eventually the precise identity of this sea creature became unknown.

Two of my “storytellers” were able to share the reason for the absence of the blue cord with their non-Jewish questioners. One had to simply admit that he did not know why he did not keep the precise biblical command in his personal practice.

Permit me now to briefly tell you another story; namely, the story of the discovery of the identity of the sea creature, the recovery of the knowledge necessary to extract the dye from that creature, and the renewed ability to observe this mitzvah exactly as prescribed by the Torah, in the portion we read this Shabbat. The story begins in the late 19th century with the efforts of Rabbi Gershon Henoch Leiner to travel to the museums and aquariums of the Mediterranean coast in search of the chilazon. He identified the creature as a subspecies of a squid, and his followers to this day derive the blue dye from this creature and color their tzitzit with it. However, rabbinic authorities of that time disagreed with this rabbi’s opinion.

Closer to our time, the late Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rabbi Isaac Herzog, wrote his doctoral thesis on the topic of the identification of this sea creature and brilliantly defended his thesis: The chilazon was not a type of squid, but was rather a type of snail, known scientifically as the murex trunculus.

Even closer to our time, barely two decades ago, a group of Israeli scholars found a source in the ocean near Israel for this snail, and through a fascinating process too long to describe here, began to produce the dye and made tzitizit dyed blue available to the public. Nevertheless, a great number of rabbinic scholars remain unimpressed by these discoveries.

For a full description of this entire topic, one should consult the following website: www.tekhelet.com.

What was my response to the three “storytellers” and their tale? I chose not to share with them my own private reflection to the effect that had these three non-Jews met me, they would have found the blue cord of which they were informed by their own biblical study. Rather, I chose to share with the storytellers one of the explanations given for the blue cord.

This explanation is to be found in a book entitled Sefer HaChinuch, written by a medieval rabbi whose identity is uncertain. The book is an enumeration of all 613 Torah commandments, with an explanation given about the “root” of each command. By “root” he means, in contemporary terminology, the symbolic significance of the commandment. Here is what the author writes, in my own admittedly free translation:

“The underlying reason for this mitzvah is apparent. What can be a better reminder of God’s commandments than an appendage attached to one’s everyday apparel? But more than that, let us analyze the colors of the cords: blue and white. White is symbolic of the body, which our tradition (see Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 3) teaches us was primordially created from the snow, which is white. Note too, that the body in its early embryonic stage resembles intertwined cords or strings (see Tractate Niddah 25b). The blue cord is reminiscent of the blue sky, of heaven, and is symbolic of all that is spiritual about mankind. Therefore, the blue cord is wound around the white to emphasize that ultimately, the soul is above, and the body is below; the soul is primary, and the body but secondary.”

For those of us who wear tekhelet nowadays, and I am proud that I am among them, a powerful image that comes to our mind’s eye every time we gaze upon our tzitzit is the image of a blue cord wound around a white one, and it is a constant reminder that our “white body” is best enveloped by our “blue soul,” that our earthly selves must be subservient to our heavenly spirit.

Will the beautiful explanation given by the Sefer HaChinuch convince those who do not yet wear tekhelet to begin to do so? Perhaps not. But perhaps you, dear reader, with the addition of so many similar rabbinic passages available on the tekhelet.com website, will be convinced to add this new spiritual dimension to this important everyday mitzvah.
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Tears of Sadness and of Joy 

Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky 

Chazal teach us that after the Beis Hamikdash was destroyed, although the gates of prayer were closed, the gates of tears have remained open. What is the unique power of tears that enables them to penetrate the otherwise sealed gates of heaven? Why must this gate remain open forever, especially at a time when there is no Beis Hamikdash?

The tragedy of the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash began with tears. On that fateful first Tisha B'av described in Parshas Shlach, the Jewish People cried when hearing the report about Eretz Yisrael. Frightened by the words of the spies, the nation cried that night. It was those inappropriate tears that transformed the night of Tisha B'av into a time of crying for future generations. The fear and despair alone which followed the report of the spies would not have resulted in a churban. There was something about the tears that were shed in vain that were directly responsible for the future tragedies that would occur on Tisha B'av.

The Beis Hamikdash is described in Parshas Vayeitzei as the "Gate of Heaven" - the conduit through which all prayers ascend to Heaven. The most intense form of prayer is the one that is accompanied by tears. The highlight of tefillah on Rosh Hashanah is the moment of tekias shofar. The sound of the teruah is the sound of crying. Even the halachos of tekias shofar are an expression of its similarity to tears. There are three kinds of crying: some cries resemble the sound of a shevarim - three longer sounds, whereas others sound like a teruah, nine short ones. Others are a combination of the two, the sound of a shevarim-teruah. On Rosh Hashanah, we beseech Hashem through prayers of words and through another form of prayer, namely the sounds of the shofar. The shofar is a prayer which, just like tears, expresses our innermost feelings which cannot be articulated with words.

When the Jewish People abused the power of tears by crying in an inappropriate manner, the seeds of churban were planted. Churban would result in the closing of the Gates of Heaven to prayer.The gates of tears should have been closed as well. In the absence of the Beis Hamikdash, the rules of justice would dictate that there would no longer be any avenue available to approach Hashem. However, in His mercy Hashem allowed the gates of tears to remain open. The most sincere tefillos that cannot even be articulated through words remain as the way to beseech Hashem, even during a time of churban. It is through this power of tears that ultimately the Beis Hamikdash will be rebuilt. Yirmiyahu Hanavi describes in Megillas Eicha how Yerushalayim cries in solitude over its fate of destruction. Yet, Yirmiyahu also prophesizes how Rochel's tears pierce the heavens as her children are exiled. It is the collective tears of the Jewish People that combine with the tears of their mother, Rachel, that ultimately bring about the comforting words from Hashem, "Refrain your voice from crying and your eyes from tearing because the Jewish People will return to Eretz Yisroel."

Churban began with the abuse of the unique power of the most intense form of prayer. Redemption will only occur when we sincerely beseech Hashem, invoking our tears and our innermost desires to return to Hashem. May we soon merit the day when the tears of sadness will become tears of joy.
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The Blogs   ::   Ben-Tzion Spitz 
Shelach: Clothes make the human

  

 Modesty is the conscience of the body. -Honore de Balzac 

In order to understand the Mitzva of Tzitzit, the commandment for men to wear fringes on the four corners of a garment, Rabbi Hirsch on Numbers 15:41 takes us all the way back to the Garden of Eden, to Adam and Eve, and the sin of the forbidden fruit. 

Eve took the fruit because it seemed pleasurable. Adam and Eve ignored God’s direct warning and let their instinct for physical gratification supersede the spiritual reality they were a part of. That is when they lost their innocence. That is when they demonstrated the strength of their animalistic nature and the weakness of their human resolve. That is when they realized that their nakedness was a source of shame and embarrassment, for they proved themselves no better than animals, though they were blessed with a divine spirit, intellect, intelligence, free will. That is when they are exiled from the Paradise of Eden.

That is when God gives them clothing.

The clothing served two purposes: one, to cover the nakedness, to demonstrate that they are indeed human, distinct from animals, that there is such a concept as modesty, that our instinct for physical gratification must be controlled, channeled, even sanctified. The second purpose is to protect them from the environment. The world outside of Eden is one of thorns and thistles, where weather, the elements, the surroundings are no longer idyllic.

The language of the command of the Tzitzit warns not to go after “your heart and after your eyes,” exactly the error and language used to describe the sin of Adam and Eve. The Tzitzit is a direct reminder as to the primal purpose of clothing: We are humans, not animals. Do not give in to animalistic urges. We are spiritual beings encased in flesh and bone. The body, that source of potential physical pleasure, needs to be clothed, needs to be modest; physical pleasures need to be partaken in specific, healthy, constructive ways.

When we forget the lessons of Adam and Eve, when we “go after our hearts and after our eyes,” when we forget the concept of modesty, when we forget the intrinsic nobility of man, then we risk becoming little more than sophisticated animals, driven and controlled by our urges.

May our clothing ever be dignified.
Shabbat Shalom

Dedication  -   In support of Rabbi Joseph Dweck, a modest and dignified leader.
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How does one join a nation? 

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz 

Toward the end of Parashat Shlach there is a short list of instructions relating to sacrifices in the Temple, and at the end there is an interesting proclamation regarding the status of the “ger,” a convert – a person who was not born Jewish but chose to join the Jewish nation, versus an “ezrach,” a citizen – the term used by the Torah to describe a person who was born into the Jewish nation. This proclamation carries great ideological significance that should be examined closely.

“Every native born shall do it in this manner…If a proselyte resides with you…as you make it, so shall he make it. One rule applies to the assembly, for yourselves and for the proselyte who resides [with you]; one rule applies throughout your generations just as [it is] for you, so [it is] for the proselyte, before the Lord. There shall be one law and one ordinance for you and the proselyte who resides [with you].” (Numbers 15, 13-16) 

These verses reemphasize the status of the ger, a status equal to every other Jew, with the emphasis on “as it is for you so it is for the proselyte before the Lord.” When man stands before God, he stands exposed, without cover. There is no effect of socio-economic class. Standing before God erases man-made divisions that distinguish people. Before God, all are equal.

As a result, “There shall be one law and one ordinance for you and the proselyte who resides [with you].” God’s demands of man are not geared to the elite of society, nor are they meant for the weaker and less established layers of society. The same laws apply to everyone, whether someone was born Jewish or chose to join the Jewish nation.

This principle leads us to examine the unusual concept of conversion to Judaism. Nations are usually defined by their ethnic origin, language, shared culture, and geographical area. Therefore, joining a nation is not a matter of ritual or obligation. It happens as someone gradually becomes assimilated into the nation, sometimes over the course of several generations.

Conversely, the Jewish nation, with its common ethnic origins dating back to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, accepts people with a clearly determined ritual, centered on taking on the Jewish faith and obligations to accept Jewish norms, meaning the Torah’s commandments.

What is the meaning behind this distinction? One can ask this differently: If there were to be so many “gerim” that they become the majority of the Jewish nation, would it still be the same nation? Indeed, the ger does not go through a process of assimilation. Rather, he or she joins the Jewish people in a single ceremony. What then defines the Jewish people as a “nation”? 

The answer to this is that ethnic origin is not the central fact that defines the Jewish nation. Judaism is not a race. Judaism is an idea, a message, or more accurately, a covenant between man and God. Way back in history, more than 3,000 years ago, a group of people who were mostly – not solely – descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob stood at the foot of Mount Sinai and entered into a covenant with God. This covenant was based on mutual responsibility and full partnership in “tikkun olam,” repairing the world.

A person who is not born Jewish can join the Jewish nation if he or she declares their commitment to that same covenant. Race is irrelevant. People can have any ethnic origin and the culture in which they are raised is equally irrelevant. The only thing that matters is: Do they accept Jewish ideals? Are they willing to accept the Jewish worldview and its implications? Are they willing to take on the role of partnering with God in repairing the world? Do they accept and fulfill the commandments of the Torah that stem from this? 

The idea of a conversion that does not include acceptance of Jewish faith and the commandments that faith entails is a contradiction in terms. If the Jewish nation were defined as all other nations – according to ethnic origin, language, culture, and geography – one could not join it in a single ceremony; and if the Jewish nation is defined, uniquely, by this covenant, Jewish ideas, and its historic role – one can join it in a single ceremony. But the ceremony would have to entail joining this covenant, this idea, and taking on this role. Any path that tries to cut corners is therefore invalid. 
The writer is the rabbi of the Western Wall and Holy Sites.

Copyright © 2016 Jpost Inc. 

Rav Kook Torah

Shlach: The Third Passage of Shema 

Every evening and morning, we say the Shema, Judaism’s supreme declaration of monotheistic faith. In the first passage, we accept upon ourselves the yoke of God’s sovereignty. And in the second, we accept God’s commandments. 

Interestingly, the Sages added a third paragraph to the Shema — the passage commanding us to wear tzitzit (tassels) on the corners of our garments (Num. 15:37-41). Why did they decide to add this particular paragraph, out of the entire Torah, to the central prayer of Judaism? 

Six Themes

The Talmud in Berachot 12b explains that the passage of tzitzit contains not one, but six major themes: 

The mitzvah of wearing tzitzit on our garments; 

The Exodus (“I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt”); 

Accepting the mitzvot (“You will thus remember and keep all of My commandments”); 

Resisting heresy (“You will not stray after your hearts”); 

Refraining from immoral and sinful thoughts (“and after your eyes”); 

Eschewing idolatry (“which have led you astray”). 

Is there a common motif to these six themes? Most are indeed fundamental concepts of Judaism, but what is so special about the mitzvah of tzitzit, more than the other 612 commandments? 

Spiritual Focus

This mitzvah in fact does contain a fundamental message. It touches on the basic issues of life: how do we realize our spiritual potential? How can we truly fulfill ourselves as human beings? 

As Maimonides wryly noted, the philosophers composed numerous volumes and entire libraries trying to answer these questions. Despite their efforts, they failed to exhaust the topic. The Talmudic sages, on the other hand, succeeded in encompassing the subject by revealing its essence in one pithy statement: 

“Let all your deeds be for the sake of Heaven” (Avot 2:12). 

Human perfection is attained by establishing a worthwhile spiritual goal for all of our efforts and activities in life. Once we have set our spiritual focus, we need to direct all of our aspirations, wants and actions according to that objective. Then we will be complete in all aspects and levels of our existence. 

This is the message of tzitzit. The sky-blue techelet thread reminds us of the heavens and the Throne of Glory. The soul’s external expressions — character traits, emotions and actions — are like a garment worn on the outside, over the body. We need to connect all of these outer manifestations to our inner spiritual goal, our tachlit, in the same way that we tie our outer clothes with the special thread of techelet. 

The Exodus from Egyptian bondage expands on this theme. We are no longer slaves, subjected to physical and moral repression. A slave cannot set goals for his life and actions — they are not under his control. But we were liberated from slavery, are we are free to elevate ourselves and aspire towards our spiritual calling. 

The acceptance of practical mitzvot perpetuates the same message. All of our detailed actions should connect with our overall objective. Thus, we attain completion in all aspects of our existence: our intellect, emotions and conduct. 

Avoiding the Pitfalls

While the first three themes in the passage of tzitzit teach us how to fulfill the maxim, “Let all of your deeds be for the sake of Heaven,” the last three themes deal with avoiding three obstacles to this guideline. 

The first pitfall is heresy. The fear of all-inclusive commitment, the desire to avoid moral responsibilities, can lead to denial of God or His Oneness. The path of heresy means abandoning elevated goals and rejecting ethical aspirations. Without a comprehensive objective and direction, the soul naturally seeks some other occupation. Lacking an overriding goal, the soul is tossed and flung like flotsam in the ocean, pulled by any internal or external lure. This leads to the second pitfall: attraction to base and corrupt actions. 

In the end, however, a self-indulgent lifestyle leaves the soul with feelings of horrible emptiness. The soul recognizes that a life without meaning is a contradiction to its very essence. But since it has already lost its rational beacon by rejecting the light of truth, the soul seeks purpose and meaning in foreign cultures. It tries to find spiritual sustenance in broken cisterns, in idolatrous worship. 

Thus, we see that this short passage includes the fundamental themes of Judaism. It describes that which gives our lives meaning and direction, and the major obstacles that can lead the soul astray. It is a fitting conclusion to our acceptance of God’s kingship in the Shema prayer. 
(Gold from the Land of Israel. Adapted from Ein Eyah vol. I, pp. 70-71)  
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“You’re Getting Hotter!” Bava Batra 144b

Rabbi Chanina said, “Everything is in the hands of Heaven except for sickness from cold and heat, as the verse states, “Cold and heat are traps on the path; one who wants to be safe from them will keep at a distance from them.” (Prov. 22:5)

The verse actually states the dangers are “Tzinim pachim”, which means cold and heat according to one explanation offered by the Rashbam, and is also the explanation stated in Tosefot. Another translation cite by the Rashbam is that the verse mentions only cold (“tzinim”), and pachim refers to the cold being a harmful “trap”. According to all explanations, the verse teaches about the danger to a person posed by adverse climatic conditions.

Rabbi Chanina’s teaching is cited in our sugya to answer what is meant by the expression in the gemara of “illness through negligence”. One might think that a person’s well-being is always decreed from Above, and a person’s negligent conduct will not affect his health and physical condition. The verse in Proverbs, Rabbi Chanina states, is proof that a person has the free-will to choose to be negligent, which can lead to sickness or injury.

Tosefot explains a gemara in Bava Metzia (107b) which elucidates the verse in Deut. 7:15, “And G-d will remove from you all sickness” — “sickness” meaning cold — which seems to imply that G-d, and not the individual, controls whether a person gets sick from the cold. This would mean that if it was not decreed, then a person could walk outside indefinitely in Arctic weather and remain perfectly healthy. Tosefot explains that the accurate meaning of that verse is not that G-d controls whether a person is cold or not, but rather that G-d gives the person wisdom to guard against the cold by choosing to wear warm clothing.

The Talmud Yerushalmi tells a story, as quoted by Tosefot, that the Roman ruler Antoninus was setting out to travel and asked Rebbie (his close friend with whom he studied Torah) to pray for his welfare. Rebbie prayed, “May it be the will of G-d that you be saved from the cold.” “Is that a fitting prayer?” said Antoninus with disappointment. He knew that he could put on a warmer coat if needed. So Rebbie then prayed, “May it be the will of G-d that you be saved from extreme heat.” Antoninus replied, “That is certainly a helpful prayer, as it’s written (in Ps. 19:7) ‘And no one can escape its (the sun’s) heat.'”

Which reminds me. A number of years ago I was in a classroom on a cold day, and a dispute broke out between two students. One said, “Close the window, I’m too cold!” The other argued that he was not cold (even a bit warm, if anything) and needed the fresh air from outside. The teacher settled the matter by quoting a ruling that he had heard from his rabbi about what to do in a case such as theirs: the person who is warm and wants the window open “wins”. The cold student should put on warmer clothing. And the source for this decision? The verse that Tosefot cites, “No one can hide from its heat.” (Ps. 19:7) The cold person can add layers of clothing for warmth, but what can the warm person do to not be hot — step out from his skin?!
A Steady Diet  Bava Batra 146a

Shmuel said: “A sharp change in one's eating pattern (All week long he eats dry bread, and on the festive days he eats meat — Rashbam) is the beginning of digestive problems.”

The great Talmudic Sage and medical doctor named Shmuel made this statement as a means to explain what appears to be a difficulty in the following verse in the Book of Proverbs:

“All of the days of the impoverished person are bad ones.” (Prov. 15:15)

While it may certainly be unpleasant to be financially impoverished, Rabbi Yehoshua Ben Levi questions the meaning of this verse. How can King Solomon state in the verse that all of the poor person’sdaysare bad due to a lack of food? Some days are Shabbats and Festivals, when impoverished people are provided with charity funds in order to enjoy extremely delicious meals. Aren’t these “days of plenty” considered good days for a poor person?

Shmuel explains that the verse is teaching that “A sharp change in one’s eating pattern is the beginning of digestive problems.” Therefore, even those days of “good food” are also “bad” in a sense for a poor person who is not accustomed to such feasts. He should keep in mind that a “yo-yo” change in his eating pattern is actually a detrimental health factor.
© 1995-2017 Ohr Somayach International 
ou.org

The Dangers of Overhyping the Jewishness of Gal Gadot (And Jared And Ivanka, Too) 

Rabbi Jack Abramowitz

Have you seen Wonder Woman? Even if you haven’t, you’re no doubt aware of it. This movie is huge, and rightfully so. First of all, it’s a DC superhero movie that doesn’t… now, what’s a nice way of putting this? Ah, yes. Unlike Superman Returns, Batman v Superman, and Suicide Squad, Wonder Woman is a DC superhero movie that doesn’t stink like week-old fish.

Wonder Woman avoids many of the pitfalls that plague action movies with female protagonists, not the least of which is the hypersexualization of the characters. Such movies are notorious for promotional images in which the actresses pose in a manner that simultaneously emphasizes both breasts and buttocks. Aside from the need to contort unnaturally to achieve such an effect, it only takes a moment’s reflection to realize (a) how impractical such poses are in scenes that are meant to depict battle-ready characters and (b) how utterly ridiculous Thor, Batman or Wolverine would look if posed like Black Widow, Catwoman or Mystique.

Because of its superior storytelling and enlightened sensibilities, Wonder Woman has broken records. Its $103 million domestic opening weekend set a new high for a film directed by a woman, Patty Jenkins, far outstripping the relatively meager $85 million generated by Fifty Shades of Grey.

But not the least of Wonder Woman’s accomplishments comes from its star, Israeli-born actress Gal Gadot. Aside from her background in beauty pageants and Israeli TV, Gadot made a name for herself internationally through appearances in Date Night, Entourage, the Fast & Furious franchise, and the aforementioned Batman v Superman, in which she originated her role as the superheroic princess from a hidden civilization of Amazons. Casting Gadot contained an element of risk because, as talented and visually-striking as she is, the BDS movement does love to marginalize and protest anything “tainted” by contact with Israel, Israelis or, you know, Jews in general (because we probably support Israel).

Surprisingly, Gadot’s role generated virtually no protest in the US or, to my knowledge, Europe. Unsurprisingly, it did generate boycotts and/or threats of boycotts in such Arab countries as Lebanon, Jordan and Tunisia. Wonder Woman was also bumped from being screened at a film festival in Algeria. (The legitimacy of such boycotts is dubious. Boycotts are supposed to target institutions, not individuals. Gadot had no control over where she was born, nor over serving her two mandatory years in the IDF. But there has always been a double standard when it comes to Israel.)

We’re proud of Gadot – again, rightfully so. She’s talented, proud, strong, and people love to see tweets of Wonder Woman lighting Shabbos candles. But the danger is that the more Israel’s enemies object, the more she becomes a symbol of Israel and, if not of Judaism, of Jews. This is not a role for which she auditioned, so she should not be cast.

This is nothing against Gadot; it’s just experience talking. We tend to get overinvested in our celebrity representatives and we thrust duties upon them that have nothing to do with their actual careers. For example, every time Jared and Ivanka do something of questionable halachic validity, the Jewish community scrambles to take sides evaluating their behavior. You know whose fault this is? Ours. There are lots of Jews in public life but we collectively decided that Jared and Ivanka are meant to represent something they never claimed to represent.

Similarly, some people literally had a crisis of faith when Matisyahu shaved off his beard, dyed his hair and tweeted “No more Chassidic reggae superstar.” You know what Matisyahu’s job is? To sing. That’s the role he signed on for. (For which he signed on? On for which he signed? Whatever.) Matisyahu never asked to be your rebbe. If you gave him that job and he let you down, that’s on you.

When I was 17 or 18, someone told me, “If you say you don’t speak lashon hara (gossip) because the Chofetz Chaim says not to, that’s avodah zarah (idolatry). We have to avoid lashon hara because God says not to speak it.” (If this is a famous statement, please let me know the source; I only ever heard it from a classmate in yeshiva.) The Chofetz Chaim was a wise, pious individual who educated generations about the dangers of misused speech. If we have to be careful not to attribute to him a role above his pay grade, how much more this is true of politicians, singers and actresses.

According to the traditional story, Wonder Woman was magically brought to life from a sculpture. Nevertheless, Gadot is not a statue and should not be placed on a pedestal. (See what I did there? I worked hard on that, so please be kind!) She is an actress – that’s the job she signed on for (on for which she signed) and we should not burden her with our expectations. If she chooses to become an ambassador for women’s issues, a spokesperson for Israel, or anything else, then it would be appropriate to hold her responsible for her actions in those areas. Until that happens, any responsibilities you place on her are of your own imagining and you do so at your own risk.
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