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HYPOCRISY ::  Rabbi Berel Wein
One of the greatest crimes in the eyes of the general public is the behavior of public figures that is patently hypocritical when judged by their previous public statements and pronouncements. The impression of hypocrisy as a great crime is reinforced by the high if not unreasonable expectations of the general public towards its political and social leaders. 

But people are people with frailties and temptations and people in high office are also people. This is not to condone any illegal or immoral activities on the part of anyone, but the fact that leaders put upon themselves such an aura of selflessness in their public declarations, leaves them very vulnerable to the ravages of hypocrisy - which almost always follow high-sounding utterances and declarations.  

I have always felt that part of Winston Churchill’s greatness in the leadership of Great Britain in World War II lay in his refusal to make sweeping promises or proclaim easy solutions. 

He promised the English people “sweat, blood and tears” with the hope that eventually victory would come their way. 

This promise in all of its forms was eventually completely fulfilled . There were no promises of settling ancient disputes in a matter of months, no brazen commitments for immediate victories and no hiding from the evident facts of the situation. This enabled him to escape from the plague of hypocrisy that has hounded so many of our leaders on the social, military and diplomatic fronts. 

The greater the promises, the more outlandish the projections, the greater the toll that exposed hypocrisy exacts from the body politic.

Hypocrisy is the greatest enemy of religious leaders. Fallen clergy are the stuff of legend already, let alone popular literature and investigative media. 

They are especially vulnerable because of their usual posture of moral self-righteousness and their penchant for criticizing sharply those whom they feel to be derelict in their behavior, policies or thoughts and attitudes. 

Thus when their faults are exposed it is not only they that fall but they take down the faith that they represent as well. The tendency in certain religious circles and society to glorify its leadership to the extent that these people become superhuman only exacerbates the vulnerability to the accusation of hypocrisy. 

The Hasmonean king, Alexander Yannai, is recorded in the Talmud as warning his son against those “who behave as Zimri but expect to be rewarded as though they were Pinchas.” Hypocrisy was seen as a greater sin in public life than being a Saducee.  

For hypocrisy when revealed drags down the entire structures of idealism and morality that once were represented by this now newly discovered hypocrite. Religious leaders have to be careful not only in their private behavior, for in our times all private behavior eventually becomes public knowledge, but in their public statements regarding matters of moral and human behavior patterns. 

The Talmud warned the wise men of Israel to be very circumspect in their statements and words. Overstatements lead to exposure. Creating idols out of men, no matter how worthy and holy they may be – and there are many such people still in our midst, thank God - is dangerous and against Torah principles. It certainly raises the specter of hypocrisy to a warning level.

The very recent fall from grace and office of political leaders in the United States because of their immoral behavior was hastened by the fact that they portrayed themselves as crusaders for family values, ethical business relationships and honesty in all matters of public and private behavior. 

This high standard promise and demand doomed them when their own failings were revealed to the public. The public loves to punish a hypocrite, to puncture the balloon of pompous self-righteousness and personal infallibility. 

The Torah teaches us that there are no perfect people extant. Even the righteous have failings and sins. This is meant to create a spirit of humility in all humans, especially in those who find themselves in leadership and influential positions.

Arrogance leads to brazen claims, overstatements, hasty judgments and great risks. Pride and hubris go before a fall. It is stated in the name of the Gaon of Vilna that he predicted that later generations would be dominated by external appearances and posturing, not by true inner beliefs and pure motives.

The greater the emphasis on externals, the more likely accusations of hypocrisy will occur. It is possible to recover from mistakes, errors and foolish behavior. But it is almost impossible for the public person, in any forum, to recover from the charge of hypocrisy if proven against him or her.

Shabat shalom.

Weekly Parsha  ::  B’HAR  ::  Rabbi Berel Wein

The parsha begins with the word that defines its name – b’har – on the mountain. The mountain naturally is Sinai and the Torah’s emphasis is to reinforce Judaism’s core belief that our Torah is God-given and not the work of a committee over centuries. This basic belief lies at the heart of many of the contentious disputes that have marked Jewish life over the ages.  

While original splinter groups within the Jewish , such as the Saducees and the Karaites, did not openly deny the validity of the Written Torah as being godly in origin, they strenuously denied the holiness of the Oral Law of Sinai and denigrated its rabbinic interpretations and decrees. This led to serious splits within the Jewish people and to bitter recriminations that lasted centuries. In all of these instances the divinity of Torah and of its Oral Law always eventually won out. Deviant movements eventually fell away from the main body of the Jewish people, both individually and as a potent group in influencing Jewish life and mores. 

The “mountain” referred to is the one at Sinai where the Torah was given to Israel. It is a difficult mountain to ascend, The Psalmist asks: “Who can ascend the mountain of God?” But as difficult as it is to ascend the mountain it is even more difficult to remain there. The Psalmist again intones “and who can maintain one’s self in the holiness of God’s place?” The struggle about maintaining the Jewish people on the mountain of God in belief and faith has been the hallmark of Jewish life over millennia. It has not abated in our time.   

Jewish secularism comes in two different and divergent forms. One is simply that the Torah’s way of life and value system does not harmonize with modern society and its demands. Shabat, kashrut, etc. are all too restrictive to be functional in today’s world. The Jewish people cannot afford to be so different from the rest of the world. The mountain may have had its purpose at one time but that time has now passed. New ideologies and circumstances have rendered it obsolete. So, for them the mountain no longer exists. 

A second group denies the existence of the mountain altogether. There never was a mountain – it is all an urban legend fostered by the rabbis over the ages. In effect, our grandfathers were all liars or naïve believers in legends and stories for which there is no current historical scientific evidence. Aside from these two groupings there are groups who wish to be included in the religion of Judaism and who do not see themselves as being secular. But, in varying degrees, they follow the ideas of the Saducees and the Karaites though they essentially also deny that the mountain has anything to do with God and divine origins. 

History shows that in the long run such philosophies and movements give way to the pressures of time and circumstance and eventually lose their influence and power. At the end of the day only the mountain remains as it always has, challenging us to ascend it and maintain ourselves upon it.  

Shabat shalom.

TORAH WEEKLY  ::   Parshat Behar

For the week ending 17 May 2008 / 12 Iyyar 5768

from Ohr Somayach | www.ohr.edu
by Rabbi Yaakov Asher Sinclair  

OVERVIEW

The Torah prohibits normal farming of the Land of Israel every seven years. This “Shabbat” for the land is called “shemita”.After every seventh shemita, the fiftieth year, yovel (jubilee) is announced with the sound of the shofar on Yom Kippur. This was also a year for the land to lie fallow. G-d promises to provide a bumper crop prior to the shemita and yovel years. During yovel, all land is returned to its original division from the time of Joshua, and all Jewish indentured servants are freed, even if they have not completed their six years of work. A Jewish indentured servant may not be given any demeaning, unnecessary or excessively difficult work, and may not be sold in the public market. The price of his labor must be calculated according to the amount of time remaining until he will automatically become free.  The price of land is similarly calculated. Should anyone sell his ancestral land, he has the right to redeem it after two years. If a house in a walled city is sold, the right of redemption is limited to the first year after the sale. The Levites’ cities belong to them forever. The Jewish People are forbidden to take advantage of one another by lending or borrowing with interest. Family members should redeem any relative who was sold as an indentured servant as a result of impoverishment.
INSIGHTS

Partners In Time

“...When you come to the land which I am giving to you, the land shall observe a Sabbath rest for G-d.” (25:2)

When you look at the letterhead of some law firms you might think you’re reading the New York phone book. It seems like everyone is a junior partner.

In a way, we too want to be junior partners - junior partners with G-d.  We think: Okay G-d, you run the world. You’re the Boss. I just want a little junior partnership over here to do what I want to do. I just want a little of my own space.

How can you have your own space when “His honor fills the world”? How can you have a junior partnership with the One to whom there is no ‘two’?

The religions of the world are based on the premise that you can be a junior partner with G-d. You can turn up once a week for an hour and that’s that. The rest of your time is your own. A Jew is on duty 24/7, from the cradle to the grave. We are the people that G-d has chosen to serve Him.

But doesn’t that sound terribly forbidding? Am I nothing more than a cipher? A mindless automaton filling instructions? Where is my space?  Where is my individuality?

In reality, G-d has given us a junior partnership. But it’s not a partnership so we can slink off and play golf in the afternoons. It’s a partnership in the very creation of time itself.

Nothing can exist in this world without a spark of holiness. Even a bathroom has a spark of holiness. The laws of how one conducts oneself there. Nothing can exist without holiness. Holiness is the air that the world breathes. Just like man cannot exist without air, the world cannot exist without holiness.

When G-d created the world He created it with two kinds of holiness, which are expressed in Shabbat on the one hand, and the Festivals on the other.

The holiness of Shabbat is fixed, immutable. Every seven days, we enter a world called Shabbat. It requires no intervention on our part.  Shabbat flows down from the upper worlds without our assistance and beyond our control.

The Festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and Succot are another matter. G-d allows man, as Beit Din, to establish the day on which the month begins, and thus the exact times of the Festivals: G-d gave to Beit Din the power to adjust the day on which the months began, and thus determine on which days the Festivals would fall.

In the mitzvah of shemita, (the Sabbatical year for the Land) it says “...When you come to the Land which I am giving to you, the Land shall observe a Shabbat rest for G-d.” The Land is to observe a Shabbat rest for G-d. Exactly the same expression - for G-d - is used in the account of the Creation of Shabbat - “A Shabbat for G-d.”
Just as there are two types of holiness in the days and the months, Shabbat and of the Festivals, so too there are two types of holiness in the years themselves. The seventh year is a Shabbat of the Land. Its holiness is ‘fixed’ like Shabbat.The holiness of Yovel (the Jubilee year) is like the holiness of the Festivals. Its holiness represents a partnership of G-d and man. “For it is Yovel; holy it will be to you.”
If the shofar is not blown at the beginning of the Yovel year, the year is not a Yovel. If the slaves are not set free, the year is not a Yovel. If the fields do not return to their original owners, the year does not have the status of a Yovel and it is permitted to reap and sow like an ordinary year.

The year of shemita is different. Even if Beit Din fails to sanctify the year as a shmeita year, nevertheless it is shemita. Its holiness is fixed. It is independent of Man. Even if the years have not been counted and there has been no cessation of sowing and reaping, the fields are considered ownerless and their produce exempt from tithes.

It is for this reason that shemita is called “a Shabbat of rest for G-d”. Shemita, like Shabbat, allows for no junior partnerships.
Sources: Torat Kohanim, Rosh Hashana 9, Rambam Hilchot Shmitta and Yovel, Ch. 26, Meshech Chochma in Iturei Torah

Peninim on the Torah by Rabbi A. Leib Scheinbaum 

Parshas Behar

When you will come into the land that I give you, the land shall observe a Shabbos rest for Hashem. (25:2)

Interestingly, we find that selling property to a gentile circumvents certain prohibitions. This seems to be the accepted halachic convention concerning chametz, unleavened products, prior to Pesach. While this process works for chametz, many poskim frown upon using this convention when selling a parcel of land to a gentile. Why? Does this reflect a double-standard?  Horav Binyamin Mendelsohn, zl, Rav of Moshav Kommemiyut, explains that the Torah’s goal is for the Jew to observe Shemittah. By selling the land, he is not fulfilling the intent of the Torah’s will.

Concerning chametz, the Torah’s will is that a Jew not transgress the prohibition of Lo yereai v’lo yimatzei, “Your chametz shall not be seen, nor shall it be found in your possession.” Therefore, in order to fulfill the Torah’s dictate, Chazal presented a way to remove the chametz from a Jew’s possession by selling it to a gentile.

In contrast, the Torah wants the land to lie fallow, dormant; it should rest the entire year. Therefore, in order to avoid complying with the Torah’s desire, we have come up with a device for removing the Jewish ownership from the land. The land, however, is still not resting. The Torah’s will has not been fulfilled.
The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is Mine; for you are sojourners and residents with Me. (25:23)

Shemittah and Yovel are two mitzvos whose compelling significance seem to elude us, because they do not occur on a constant basis. Furthermore, since their primary effect is in Eretz Yisrael, it is almost as if “out of sight, out of mind.” Nonetheless, there are mitzvos which are primary in Jewish life, and we must view them as such. These mitzvos teach us the importance of bitachon; trust in Hashem, as more than a desperate plea when things are not going our way, but as an inextricable part of our lives. It is for the violation of these mitzvos that Klal Yisrael will be exiled from its land.  Indeed, the seventy years of the Babylonian exile occurred in retribution for the seventy Shemittos that the nation failed to observe before and during the period of the first Bais Hamikdash.

Aside from the compelling trust that the Jew must demonstrate in preparation for and during the Shemittah and Yovel years, one of the unique commandments concerning the Yovel year is, in fact, most difficult. We refer to the unconditional freeing of all Jewish slaves, regardless whether they have served their full six-year service, or have undergone the process of  re-enslavement by having their ear drilled with an anvil against the  doorpost. In either case, the master must say “good by” and relinquish his ownership of the slave.

The freeing of the slaves is not only difficult, it is also quite traumatic, asserts the Sefer HaChinuch. The masters have become accustomed to the service of their slaves, so that letting them go affects them greatly. He maintains that this is the reason that on Yom Kippur, there is a mitzvah to “sound the Shofar throughout your land” (25:9). We are to sound the Shofar throughout the entire country, so that people will realize that the freeing of the slaves is not just happening to “them,” but to everyone throughout the length and breadth of Eretz Yisrael. “You” are not the only one undergoing this “trauma;” everyone else is experiencing it, as well. The Sefer HaChinuch concludes that there is nothing that encourages and assures the hearts of human beings as much as an act all perform. This is consistent with the words of Shlomo HaMelech: Tzaar rabim nechamah, “The suffering of many is a consolation.”

In the newest anthology by Rabbi Sholom Smith, Horav Avrohom Pam, zl, derives a compelling lesson from here. We are all aware that life is fraught with challenges. While each individual reacts to his personal challenge in his own unique manner, we all experience anxiety in one form or another. For some it is shidduchim, finding the suitable matrimonial match for either themselves or their child. Others suffer from infertility issues or shalom bayis challenges. Others experience illnesses, child-rearing issues, or financial strains. These challenges become magnified—almost unbearable—when a person thinks that he is suffering alone. If he would realize that others are in the same situation, that these similar problems plague others as well, he could put his own suffering into proper perspective.

It is hard to let go of a slave that has been almost a part of the family for quite some time. Such a strong bond is difficult to sever. When the master realizes, however, that he is not the only one who is giving up a part of his “family,” it becomes an experience that is much easier to accept.

This is the idea behind modern-day support groups: Imo anochi b’tzarah, “I am with him in his pain.” Our Sages were well aware of the therapeutic effect, but, like many other concepts, it seems to have been only recently “discovered” by contemporary psychologists.

Another unique requirement of the Yovel year is well worth noting: the return to their owners of all ancestral plots of land that have been sold since the previous Yovel. The pasuk tells us, “For you are sojourners and residents with Me.” The pasuk is teaching us that what we think is ours really belongs to Hashem. Thus, a person should not become too attached to his physical acquisitions. Whereas he may enjoy them for years and years, he must realize that ultimately nothing is his. At the end of the pre-yovel period, it reverts back to its original ancestral owner.

The Rosh Yeshivah offers an analogy to explain this concept, thereby making it easier for one to part with what he now feels is his rightful possession.  It is the story of a Jew living in a small village. He was a man of means, and, in order to provide for his young children’s Torah education, he hired a melamed, Torah teacher, for a year’s time. The melamed received the usual room and board in exchange for his services. Indeed, for that year, he was a part of the family. A few months went by and the homeowner decided to make some rather costly renovations to his house, which took a number of months to complete. After he concluded the project, the homeowner made a Chanukas Habayis, dedication for his newly renovated home, inviting everybody in town to celebrate and join in this festive occasion. No celebration is complete without a tour of the new addition, and this affair was no different.  Everybody took part in this endeavor - even the melamed. He became so involved that he went around informing the guests: “Here we added a wall.  There we enlarged the room. Our new kitchen is so much more spacious. What do you think of my study?”

Hearing the melamed refer to the house and its accoutrements in a personal, possessive manner, the homeowner became understandably upset: “You sound as if it is your house that was renovated. My friend, while we like you and you certainly have provided an invaluable function in this home, you are only here for a limited period - one year! After that, it is l’chaim! This is not a permanent arrangement.”

The melamed was no fool. He realized that he had gotten carried away, but his master also seemed to have missed the point. He, therefore, turned to the homeowner and said, “My dear homeowner, you are also here in this world for a temporary stay.”

Oh, how quickly we forget that this is not our permanent home. We talk about waiting for Moshiach as we purchase palatial homes with plans to sustain generations of occupants therein. No cost is too expensive when it involves providing for our creature comforts. We clearly do not indicate that we are here for a temporary “visit”. We set up shop as if our tenure in this world is of a much more permanent nature. How “surprised” and even “indignant” we become when our ownership and tenure is threatened by the Rightful Owner - Hashem!

This is the pasuk’s underlying message. Even if a person has owned a parcel of land for almost fifty years, he, nonetheless, must return it to its ancestral owner when Yovel occurs. Through this medium, he realizes his true task and focus in life: prepare for the future; make yourself ready for Olam Habah, the World to Come, by studying Torah and performing mitzvos. Those are the only permanent possessions that you can acquire in this temporary world. While one cannot function in this physical world without some degree of materialism, it should not become our primary goal in life. Some of us live as if there is no tomorrow, while others make plans for generations to come. There is a happy medium. It is called a Torah life. Nothing lasts forever, and we must prepare for the future. We just have to define and focus on that “future.”
If your brother becomes impoverished and his means falter in your proximity, you shall strengthen him. (25:35)

The laws concerning charity, and our obligation to see to it that no Jew is left in financial straits that are beyond his coping ability, follow closely after the laws concerning Shemittah and Yovel, Jubilee, year. Horav Moshe Shternbuch, Shlita, perceives an important lesson in this juxtaposition.  Shemittah teaches us the concept of bitachon, trust in Hashem. Regardless of what our situation may seem to be, we have only to rely on Hashem as our provider and source of sustenance. Ultimately, it is all in His domain, and He will provide for our needs if He sees fit to do so.

While bitachon is a wonderful attribute and really the only way that a Jew can survive, it is a personal way of viewing life. It is not for me to encourage someone else to have bitachon. I must help him. Bitachon is the way I should live and I should address my need. It is not an excuse for not giving charity and helping out another Jew. One should have bitachon - not merely preach it to others.

We must empathize with our impoverished brother and be sensitive to his needs. Rav Shternbuch interprets this idea into the word imach, your proximity / with you. When a Jew is in dire straits, when he has fallen on hard times, the benefactor should view his suffering as having been caused by the benefactor’s need to give him charity. I must give; therefore, these are people who must take. The poor are there so that those who are able to give will give. This is consistent with Chazal who say that, “Greater than what the benefactor does for the poor man, the poor man does for the benefactor.” Indeed, if the poor man’s financial predicament is the result of the benefactor’s need and obligation to give, if he does not, in fact, give, he causes the poor man’s poverty to be of no purpose. What a terrible waste!
If your brother becomes impoverished and his means falter in your proximity, you shall strengthen him. (25:35)

Whenever we consider the idea of our impoverished brother, we think of money, i.e. our brother is down and out and in need of financial assistance.  Many of us shy away from another form of impoverishment: our brother who is either depressed, broken-hearted, mentally impaired, or just simply suffering from an overload of problems, and he has snapped. At times, these problems are financial, but more often than not they are a conglomerate of many issues that have, over the years, become overwhelming and have taken their toll on his emotional resources. He now needs support, the type of support that cannot simply be provided with a check. He needs personal support, the kind that takes time, patience and sensitivity. Not everyone is capable of performing this type of chesed. For some, it is just not their “expertise” or it is beneath their dignity. Others, at least, have the common sense to accept that they lack the attributes necessary to perform this form of charity successfully. This leaves the select few who are competent, willing and able, but we need more.

A number of gedolei Yisrael, Torah giants, would, despite their heavy academic schedules, take time out to reach out to the broken-hearted, the disturbed, the individuals who—for so many reasons and circumstances—had no one to whom to turn. Horav Moshe Aharon Stern, zl, would encourage those who were down and out and befriend them. An elderly, childless man who was all alone in the world was treated kindly by many. He once commented, “Everyone speaks to me out of pity. Only one person truly enjoys speaking to me: Rav Moshe Aharon.”

Rav Moshe Aharon was wont to cite the pasuk, “Your beginning shall be negligible, but your end shall be exceedingly exalted.” Why is it necessary to have humble, inconsequential beginnings? Why does Hashem not allow someone to become exalted from the start? Apparently, when one’s own beginnings are imperceptible, he can have much greater appreciation for the exalted world.

With this in mind, Rav Moshe Aharon treated everyone with genuine deference.  He would genuflect to everyone—even the most simple of men—feeling a sense of humility, regardless of with whom he was speaking. The other person was always better and more exalted than he.

The Stern family had a very special “guest” at their table every Shabbos - a dejected, unbalanced woman who went so far, on several occasions, to demand that all of the children leave the table. Without a word, Rav Moshe Aharon motioned for the children to move to another table. Other times, she would insist that the children move from one side of the table to another, and Rav Moshe Aharon and his family complied with her irrational demands. When the Stern family moved to another apartment, Rav Moshe Aharon suddenly reminded himself after the Shabbos prayers that he had not told her of their new address. He immediately ran to her house, and she continued to be their “guest” for a number of years.

Rav Moshe Aharon would often cite the Talmud in Bava Basra 9B that one who gives a prutah, penny, to a poor man, receives six blessings, while one who cheers him up, receives eleven blessings. He explained that a beggar will not become rich from a penny. It will be more effective to change his current lifestyle. A few words of encouragement will enrich a person and lift him from a life of depression to a feeling of self-esteem. This is worth more than the money.

I was recently reading about Horav Eliyahu Moshe Shisgal, zl, a Rosh Yeshivah of note and rav of a large congregation on the Lower East Side. He was a brilliant talmid chacham, Torah scholar, one who impressed the venerable Horav Moshe Feinstein, zl, and eventually became his son-in-law.  His ability to transmit Torah to his disciples, with love and devotion to each and every one, was legendary. His outpouring of heart and soul during prayer was something to behold. Yet, the story that the writer sought to publicize was one which demonstrated Rav Shisgal’s incredible compassion for another Jew who was mentally unstable. This reiterates my point that we seem to ignore people’s feelings, probably because we do not know how to deal with them.

Rav Shisgal once met an individual who had earned the appellation, “Professor of the East Side.” He was a deranged man who had earned this title by presenting himself as both a physician and a high-ranking military officer. He was harmless, and people would ignore him, especially the nurses at the hospital which he would enter upon occasion dressed in complete military uniform and bark orders to everyone. He was not dangerous, just weird and unbalanced. In those days, people were more compassionate and did not consider him to be a threat. As a result of a casual meeting, Rav Shisgal became the Professor’s closest confidante, and the Professor had welcome access to the rosh yeshiva’s home - whenever he saw fit to visit.  Furthermore, he was treated with ultimate respect, as befitting a man of his “high rank and stature.”

The story takes place during the beginning of the electronic revolution when transistor radios were a novelty, and certainly so to someone of the Professor’s condition. He obtained a small transistor and went around with the sound on the highest decibel as he alternated from station to station.  Understandably, this proved to be a considerable nuisance for anybody who had the “good fortune” of being within range of the cacophony of sound.

The situation was very challenging. On the one hand, how does one rid himself of the irritant without hurting the feelings of the irritator? Rav Shisgal approached the Professor and said, “I seem to be picking up military signals on the transistor.” The Professor, falling for the ruse, agreed.  “Yes, yes! This is an ultra-secret radio, and I am one of the select few who are privy to hear these classified messages.”

“If so,” commented Rav Shisgal, “I should not be listening to these secret signals.”

“You are correct,” agreed the Professor, as he quickly shut off the radio. I wonder how many of us would have reacted the way this gadol did.
My Shabbosos shall you observe and My sanctuary shall you revere. (26:2)

Shabbos is a basic tenet of our faith and a testament to our belief in the Almighty as the Creator and Ruler of the universe. Nonetheless, it seems to be repeated quite often. Rashi’s interpretation that this pasuk is discussing a Jew that is sold as a slave to a gentile still does not solve the problem completely. Rashi says that a Jew sold to a gentile should not think that he may engage in the abominable behavior that has become a way of life for his master. He cites the prohibition of incest as an example of what the Jewish slave might hypothesize is permissible. Yet, the Torah does not mention incest. It mentions only idolatry. Therefore, we must ascertain that the Torah is addressing idolatry and the prohibition of Shabbos is under the heading of the prohibition of idolatry. Once again, why is it repeated and what is its connection to idolatry? Furthermore, why is reverence for the Sanctuary mentioned altogether at this point?

Horav Moshe Feinstein, zl, suggests a powerful lesson to be derived from here. The Torah is concerned that a Jew living in the home of a gentile, especially if the gentile is his master, might begin to err and think that he may serve his G-d in the same manner that his master serves his deities.  Their entire faith and worship are centered around their temples, whereas at home they are really not very bound to their faith. As a result, the temple, with its images and rituals, becomes the focus of their religious worship.  Judaism’s view of serving the Almighty totally contrasts with that of the heathen religions. While we certainly do revere the Sanctuary, it is not the edifice itself upon which our faith and service is centered, but rather upon the One Who commanded us concerning it. The Temple only provides opportunity for the service to be expressed.

Furthermore, our essential service to Hashem is performed at home and in the market place, where one eats, does business, and conducts his affairs.  Hashem is an inextricable part of our lives. Reverence for the synagogue is not an explicit command. Indeed, even the command to revere the Bais Hamikdash followed many other mitzvos. It is important, but not the primary mitzvah. The mitzvah of Shabbos precedes that of the Sanctuary, because Shabbos is of paramount significance. Without its observance, one’s life as a Jew is extremely lacking. We have survived without the Bais Hamikdash for almost two millennia, and we are still considered Jews, despite not having the resting place of the Shechinah in our midst.

The Temple’s absence is quite painful, but a Temple without Torah or a synagogue without Torah is an implacable void. Torah without the Temple, however, still has meaning and viability. We, the Jewish nation, cannot exist without the Torah. Lamentably, we have had to endure without the Temple for almost two thousand years.
Ki lo yitosh Hashem amo, v’nachalaso lo yaazov.

For Hashem will not cast off His people, nor will He forsake His heritage.

We are assured that Hashem will never leave us, nor will He forsake His inheritance - regardless of our shortcomings. Horav Avigdor Miller, zl, views amo, His People, as being related to imo, with Him. In other words, those who are “with Him,” who declare their allegiance to Him, will merit never to be deserted by Him. I guess the “others,” who did not fit this category, have deserted Him. The ones who are imo possess an additional merit in being considered “His estate / heritage,” because not only are they loyal to Him, but they perform deeds of service to Him and seek to provide Him with pleasure. This is similar to an estate which produces profit and brings pleasure to its owner. This is another reason for the Almighty to be devoted to our welfare.

Horav Moshe Almusnino, distinguishes between yitosh, cast off and yaazov, forsake. Yitosh refers to the Divine Providence which is “conscripted,” meaning Hashem is sort of “bound” to maintain His Providence over us because of a commitment He made to the Avos, Patriarchs. It is a constrained form of a relationship. The pasuk teaches us that Hashem will maintain his relationship with us as a result of His promise to the Avos and His mercy on us. Second, there are those whom He will not forsake, a figure of speech which bespeaks a relationship of love, unconstrained and uncompelled. This applies to those unique members of the nation who warrant Hashem’s Divine Providence due to their positive actions and meticulous observance.
Sponsored by Mr. & Mrs. Harry M. Brown 
Rabbi Yissocher Frand on Parshas Behar 

The Shofar of the Jubilee Year: Positive Peer Pressure 

In this week's parsha, we learn of the mitzvos of Shmitah [Sabbatical Year] and Yovel [Jubilee Year]. Every seventh year, the Torah commands that the land in Eretz Yisroel [Israel] must lie fallow. After every seven Shmitah cycles the Jubilee year begins, in which the land lies fallow and all servants go free. The Torah commands "You shall sound the Shofar throughout the land" [Vayikra 25:9], a mitzvah performed on Yom Kippur of the Yovel year -- the point in time at which time all slaves went free.

The Sefer HaChinuch (by Rav Aharon HaLevi of Barcelona -- 13th century Spain) analyzes the significance of the blowing of the Shofar. The Chinuch points out that the Commandment of sending away one's servants was very difficult for a slave-owner to carry out. 

In general, owning slaves was a financial bonanza. For anyone who has a business, just imagine what it would be like not to have to pay workers. There was no salary, no social security, no taxes, no pens ion, no Blue Cross, nothing. It was almost like having free labor (other than the cost of food and basic care).

Now, they suddenly had to wave good-bye to the slaves. Slave owners incurred major financial losses. The Chinuch says that in order to give the people the strength and the encouragement to fulfill this very difficult commandment, the Torah required the sounding of the Shofar throughout Eretz Yisroel, to give everyone the sense that they are not alone in making this sacrifice: It is a phenomenon that is transpiring throughout the land.

When the Shofar sounded throughout Eretz Yisroel, the slave owner recognized "I am not the only one taking a financial killing; everyone is taking a financial bath. Everybody has to send out their slaves today."

The Chinuch emphasizes that nothing strengthens the spirit of mankind like universal public action. The fact that "everybody is doing it" is the greatest source of encouragement. That, according to the Chi nuch, is why the Shofar was blown. If everyone else has to do it, it is easier for me to do it too.

This is a tremendous insight. Nonetheless, we still might ask, "So what if everybody is doing it -- I will still to take a beating!" Why does this help?

All we have to do to answer this question is to read the newspaper or listen to the radio. The whole country is bombarded with the slogan "Just Say No to Drugs." Thank G-d that in our society, for the most part, the vast majority are insulated from this, but it is a plague that is smiting the entire country (makas medinah)! It is destroying all of society. There is not a kid in all of America that does not know that drugs are bad for him. So are they all idiots? They know it is going to hook them, they know it is going to kill them, and yet they all start? The answer is "Everybody is doing it." Peer pressure, social pressure is such that it can make a person do something that he does not want to do.

One ca n know something is bad for him, but as the Chinuch says, there is no greater encouragement to human activity than the fact that everyone is doing it.

That is why, even though I know I need to send away my slave and it will cost me a fortune, I am strengthened by the fact that I know everyone else is doing it as well. That is human nature. We are tremendously influenced by our peer and social pressure... to the extent that we will do something that is inherently bad for us, but we will still be able to do it because everyone else is doing it.

The lesson to be learned from this is the importance of community. A person needs to understand that not only is one's spouse and immediate family a tremendous influence, but the type of community that one chooses to live in is as well. If everyone does something in one way, a person will feel obliged to conform -- for good or for bad. A person will act better than he would usually act, because of community standards, and on the other hand a person will act worse than he would otherwise act, because "listen, this is what everyone is doing".

We do not outgrow this. When we were teenagers, there was peer pressure, but even as adults, there is peer / social pressure. Therefore, it is imperative, no matter how old a person is, that he find a community that wants the right things out of life. He must put himself in such a community and put his children in such a community.

Children will not be able to withstand the forces of peer pressure. They are human beings and whatever their peers do, they will do. One should not fool himself. We are all influenced, especially children and teenagers, who are so dependent on what their friends say. This is what the Torah is reminding us through the blowing of the Shofar. 
The Martyrdom of Giving Up One's Money 

The Beis Av, Rav Schlesinger, picks up at this point on the words of the Sefer HaChinuch. Rav Schlesinger says that the words of the Chinuch are correct, but they do not solve the whole problem.

The Talmud relates [Rosh HaShannah 34b] that the Yom Kippur blowing on Yovel actually consisted of the exact same sequence of sounds with the exact same prayer ritual as performed ten days earlier on Rosh HaShannah [every year].

The Beis Av argues: if the whole purpose of Shofar blowing on Yovel was to remind each slave owner that "everyone was doing it," there would be no need for the specific blowing of "Malchiyus, Zichronos, and Shofaros" [Kingship, Remembrance, and Shofar blowing] as on Rosh HaShanah. There would be no need for an exact Tekiah-Teruah-Tekiah. There would be no need for the whole ritual of Rosh HaShannah all over again.

Why did the Yovel ritual replicate Rosh HaShannah? Rav Schlesinger offers the following answer: One of the main f actors of Shofar blowing on Rosh HaShannah is that we should remember Akeidas Yitzchak [binding of Isaac]. When we hear the ram's horn on the New Year, we remind ourselves of the dedication and self-sacrifice of our Patriarchs and we mentally decide that we are also ready to sacrifice for G-d's sake. We accept the Yoke of Heaven and we tell ourselves that even though it will require martyrdom, we are ready to do it. This is what we think about when we hear the Shofar blowing on Rosh HaShannah and remember Akeidas Yitzchak.

On Yovel, we are also asked to exhibit Mesiras Nefesh ["giving (or dedication) of the soul"]. On Yovel, we also need to think about the Binding of Yitzchak. We also need to think about willingness to sacrifice. But what type of sacrifice? On Rosh HaShannah, the sacrifice was "With all your heart and with all your soul" (bechol levavcha u'vchol nafshecha) On Yom Kippur, the sacrifice of Yovel is "With all your wealth" (bechol me'odecha -- from the fi rst chapter of Shema).

Let's not kid ourselves -- we love our money. We are attached to it. It is difficult to give away our money. When the Torah tells us to give away our slaves, it is telling us that we need to exhibit mesiras nefesh with our money. This requires almost as much mesiras nefesh as giving away one's life. Therefore, it becomes necessary to once again conjure up in our minds the image of the Binding of Yitzchak. We need to picture what it means to be a Jew. Being a Jew is not only serving G-d with our very lives, but even with our money.

The Gemara in Sanhedrin [74a] says that there are certain people for whom parting with their money is a greater sacrifice than parting with their lives. Who is this oddball who loves his money more than his life? We ask ourselves incredulously, "Do such people really exist?"

The answer is absolutely yes. This is why people work 14, 16, or 18 hours a day. Why do people have coronaries as a result of their businesses?

I know of a man who, during the race riots that occurred in Baltimore 40 years ago, went down to his liquor store in West Baltimore with his shotgun to fend off the rioters. We say, "Gee, he's crazy!" But in truth, he is just a little crazier than many of us. We also give our sweat and our tears and our energy and the best years of our life to financial gain.

This "person whose money is dearer to him..." is not the "one in a million" case. Therefore, the Torah asks us to exhibit mesiras nefesh by sending away our slaves on the year of Yovel and asks us to "kiss our money good-bye." This is exceedingly difficult for a human being.

We need to experience Rosh HaShannah all over again. We need to hear Kingship! We need to hear Remembrances! We need to hear Shofar Sounds! We need to remember the Binding of Yitzchak. We need this because we are asked to give up something that is extremely precious to us (bechol me'odecha, "with all your wealth"), w hich is nothing less than mesiras nefesh.

Rav Pam, shlit"a, once said that the trial of the generation which preceded us and lived through the Holocaust was the trial of "with all your hearts and with all your souls". They had to pay the price of being a Jew with their own lives. Our trial, the nissayon [test] of our generation of Jews in America is "with all your wealth". Give your money. Give your money to Yeshivas, and give your money to the Mikveh. Give your money. It is hard; it is mesiras nefesh; but that is what we must do. It is the trial of our generation. 
Transcribed by David Twersky Seattle, WA; Technical Assistance by Dovid Hoffman, Baltimore, MD 
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In search of spiritual calm

By Benjamin Lau

The way God addresses Moses in the opening verse of this week's Torah reading is different than usual: "And the Lord spake unto Moses in Mount Sinai, saying ..." (Leviticus 25:1). Also puzzling is that the essence of both this and next week's portions, concerning the events on Mount Sinai, has already been described in the Book of Exodus. So, why is this mentioned again in the final section of Leviticus, after the Israelites have descended from the mount and entered the Temple? 

In the first encounter between Moses and God on Mount Sinai, three months after the Exodus from Egypt, God proposes a covenant with Israel: "Now therefore, if ye will obey my voice indeed, and keep my covenant, then ye shall be a peculiar treasure unto me above all people: for all the earth is mine: And ye shall be unto me a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation. These are the words which thou shalt speak unto the children of Israel" (Exodus 19:5-6).

The Children of Israel then receive the Torah, with its laws and instructions regarding the conduct of daily life, the system of Hebrew justice, the procedure for approaching God, and the means for preserving sanctity in the Israelite camp. In other words, everything needed for a proper, honest way of life. After this long list of instructions, the Torah reminds us of the essential principle behind them: When Israel accepts the covenant on Mount Sinai, it also accepts the commitment to be "a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation." We must be more than religious individuals who live simply according to the Torah's laws; we must be an example to the world, demonstrating to others how a model society can be based on devotion to God. And here is where the essence of this week's reading is conveyed. 

A description of a supreme vision thus appears in this Torah portion, concerning how to convert a nation into a society that is a model for the entire world. That is why these passages, transmitted on Mount Sinai, are presented at the end of Leviticus. They depict a lofty paradigm, the ideal to which Israel must aspire and the reason why it is the Chosen People. Indeed, this reading also includes the commandments of shmita (the Sabbath of the land) and yovel (the jubilee year), which are crucial for understanding our relationship with nature and with other societies. 

For the past century, our society has grappled with the question of how it should conduct itself. There has been continual friction between the socialist stream, which seeks to narrow socioeconomic gaps and further social solidarity, and the capitalist stream, which seeks to tap the human potential God has given us to enable the individual to prosper and be successful. The principle behind shmita appears to draw us in another direction, to clarify our relationship with one another in general and with the Jewish people in particular, as well as our relationship with God. 

Ever since the world's creation, our relationship with nature has been complex. As human development increasingly moves toward aggressive industrialization, "green" organizations question the benefit the world derives from the existence of human beings on this planet. An answer can be found in the instruction appearing in this week's portion: "Ye shall keep my sabbaths" (Lev. 26:2). Jews must observe two interrelated Sabbaths - that of the land every seventh year and also the weekly one. Both force us to consider our relationship with nature. The concept of the land's Sabbath teaches us about our place in the world and makes us reassess our perception that we "own" the earth and all of God's creations. 

A few steps back 

As Erich Fromm tells us, work is human intervention - whether constructive or destructive - in the laws of the material world. Rest is a state of peacefulness between the human and natural worlds. We must not touch nature, change it in any way, or improve or inflict damage upon it. The Sabbath is a day of total harmony with nature. 

We read in Exodus, "Six days thou shalt work, but on the seventh day thou shalt rest: in earing time and in harvest thou shalt rest" (34:21). The cessation of the ploughing and the sowing of seeds creates a clear barrier. The Tannaim are divided as to whether this verse concerns the weekly Sabbath or shmita, but for our purposes, there is no difference. The cessation of work required by the weekly Sabbath is the same as the cessation of work required by the land's Sabbath. In the shmita year, we take a few steps backward. 

This is what Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook says regarding this issue in his book, "Orot hakodesh" (part 2): "The world transcends the state of working the land, in its saddest form, described as bearing a curse. The sowing of seeds and all the other labor - such as winnowing and the weeding-out of crabgrass, which precedes the harvest - all result from our fall from grace in Eden, in the wake of the primeval sin, and God decreed, 'With the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread' [Genesis 3:19]. The human spirit rises heavenward and the earth recites a prayer: '... the fruit thereof shall shake like Lebanon' [Psalms 72:16] and cakes and woven clothes will spring forth from the earth. [In the Babylonian Talmud (Tractate Shabbat) we read: 'Rabbi Gamaliel preached that the Land of Israel was destined to bring forth cakes and woven clothes.'] Thus, human labor attains a higher value." 

This understanding of the commandment of shmita raises it above practical considerations, associated on one hand with the farmers and, on the other, with those suffering from "shmitaphobia" - namely, the consumers. Shmita becomes a spiritual challenge for all those who live in a society in which human beings threaten to take over the world, including its human inhabitants. The commandment of shmita is the spiritual reality in which we clearly see our place in this world created by God. Our ownership of the land is diminished and we recognize other owners, such as the animals and the plants themselves. To properly teach observation of shmita, it is possible to use a variety of methods that have nothing to do with working the land. The shmita year's central message is: "Make this a year of spiritual calm in which you avoid competition." This should be a year in which we pay more attention to the "other" and to the "other's" right to lead a free life under God's heavens. 

Rav Kook List

Rav Kook on the Torah Portion 

Lag Ba'Omer: Elevated Souls 
The great mystic Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, who passed away on the 33rd day of the Omer, made the following immodest statement: 
"I have seen people of high attainments (Bnei Aliyah), but they are few. If there are a thousand, then I and my son are among them. If there are a hundred, then I and my son are among them. And if there are only two, then they are me and my son." [Sukkah 45b]  
How could Rabbi Shimon make such a bold - even boastful - claim? 

Lost in Jaffa 
Rav Kook, who was always immersed in deep reflections and whose thoughts would soar to the highest heavens, was not an expert in the streets and pathways of Jaffa. Once he went for a walk with Rabbi Zalman Shach, thinking that his companion knew the way. Soon it became apparent that Rabbi Shach was also unfamiliar with the area. Rav Kook hid in a nearby courtyard while Rabbi Shach stopped a child and asked him where Rav Kook lived. After the boy described where to go, Rabbi Shach waited until he left, approached Rav Kook, and they returned home. 
Not long after this incident, an article appeared praising Rav Kook's erudition. The writer, who wanted to describe the Rav's expertise in both the Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds, paraphrased the Talmudic phrase and wrote that 'The paths of the Jerusalem [Talmud] are as clear to him as the streets of Jaffa.' When Rav Kook heard about the article, he gave a wry smile. 'Woe to me,' he commented, 'if I were to know the Jerusalem Talmud the way I know the streets of Jaffa!' 
During his later years in Jerusalem, Rav Kook would spend short summer vacations in the cool, refreshing neighborhood of Kiryat Moshe. One evening, Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner, whom Rav Kook greatly favored, came to visit. The Rav went on a short walk with his young guest. Remembering what had happened in Jaffa, he asked his companion whether he knew the area; otherwise, he suggested, it would be best not to stray too far from the house, so they would not need to ask for directions to Rav Kook's lodgings. 
Rabbi Hutner responded by saying: 'I am sure that if the Holy Temple were built and your honor were officiating as the High Priest, you would be expert in every entrance and pathway of the Temple.' 
Rav Kook gave this remark some thought, and then humbly agreed. 'Yes. With holy matters, one remembers.' 

Souls of the Upper Realm 
In explaining Rabbi Shimon's expression Bnei Aliyah, Rav Kook gave an original interpretation. The word aliyah literally means 'upper floor' or 'attic.' The Bnei Aliyah  are thus elevated souls who live in the 'upper floor' of reality. Their point of reference is the spiritual world, and in order to understand the physical world - the 'first floor' - they must lower their sights. 
The vast majority of people are firmly entrenched in this world. Our point of reference is the physical realm. Comprehending the spiritual reality requires significant intellectual effort; we need examples and allegories based on the physical world we are familiar with. 
For the Bnei Aliyah, however, it is just the opposite. These elevated souls truly live in the spiritual realm. Understanding the workings of that elevated reality comes naturally to them, while comprehending the physical world requires intellectual effort. 
Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was simply reflecting on the basic orientation of his soul. His neshamah was at home in the upper, spiritual dimension. And it was from that elevated perspective that he would look onto the physical world. 
[Adapted from Mo'adei HaRe'iyah pp. 81, 431; Arpilei Tohar (Shilat ed.) p. 111] 
Comments and inquiries may be sent to: RavKookList@gmail.com   
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Halacha Discussion 

by Rabbi Doniel Neustadt 

Sefiras ha-Omer: Laws and Customs

Question: If one forgot to count one day of the Sefiras ha-Omer, may he continue to count?

Discussion: There is a major dispute among the poskim of the Geonic era over whether or not forgetting to count one day invalidates the entire count. Some are of the opinion that the Torah’s command to count “seven complete weeks” renders the entire count as one entity, one long mitzvah. Consequently, forgetting to count one day destroys the entire sequence and no further counting is possible. Most other poskim hold, however, that each day is considered a separate mitzvah. One (or several) day’s omission, therefore, has no bearing on counting the other days. 

The Shulchan Aruch1 rules like the majority opinion, that one day’s counting has no connection to the other days’. One must, therefore, continue to count the sefirah even when a day (or several days) were omitted. The blessing over the count, however, should not be said, in deference to those who hold that omitting a day invalidates the entire mitzvah. The Mishnah Berurah recommends that one hear the blessing from someone else, so that he can fulfill the mitzvah in the proper way, with a blessing.

If a person is uncertain as to whether he missed the previous day’s count, he is permitted to count the remaining days with a blessing.2

One who forgot to count during the night should count during the following day without a blessing. He may then continue to count on the following evenings with a blessing.

One who forgot to count on a Thursday night but remembered to do so on Friday afternoon after kabbalas Shabbos and Maariv but before sunset, may count on the following days with a blessing.3

There is a dispute among the poskim4 concerning one who forgot to count one evening, but remembered to count the next day after sunset but before nightfall (the time period known as bein ha-shemashos). Most poskim allow him to count on the following days with a blessing while a minority opinion does not.5

Question: Are there any restrictions against reciting the blessing of shehecheyanu during the mourning period of Sefiras ha-omer?

Discussion: The poskim agree that from a halachic point of view there is no reason not to recite shehecheyanu during the days of sefirah.6 It is, therefore, permitted to eat new fruit in season and to buy new clothing or dishes during this time period.7

Still, there are communities where shehecheyanu is not recited during sefirah. Some communities are even stricter and refrain from buying new clothes during sefirah altogether, even basics which do not require the blessing of shehecheyanu. Since these restrictions have valid sources — some can be traced as far back as to the Rishonim 8 — they should be upheld by the communities or families whose traditions they are. But those who do not have these customs are not required to observe them, as the halachah makes no such stipulations.9

[One who was under the impression that it is halachically prohibited to recite shehecheyanu during sefirah, but learned subsequently that this is not the case, does not need hataras nedarim in order to change his custom and recite shehecheyanu during sefirah.10]

Moving into a new house or apartment during sefirah is another case in point. The halachah permits one to move during sefirah.11 It is also permitted to paint or decorate one’s home during sefirah.12 But if one’s family practice is to refrain from moving or making home improvements during sefirah,13 one should follow the principle of not deviating from family custom, as is true in all matters of halachah.

Note: The above halachos apply only to the days of sefirah. During the Three Weeks, which take place before Tishah b’Av, the halachos are more stringent; see The Weekly Halachah Discussion on Parshas Pinchas.

Question: May a husband and a wife observe different periods of mourning during sefirah, each following his/her family’s custom?

Discussion: Generally speaking, once a woman gets married, she follows her husband’s customs — both leniencies and stringencies. Marriage signifies a wife’s entrance into her husband’s domain, and that entry obligates her to follow his customs.14

But it is permitted for a husband to allow his wife to continue practicing her parents’ customs even though they differ from his own. For instance, it is permitted for a wife to continue praying in nusach Sefarad even though she married a husband who davens in nusach Ashkenaz, as long as her husband does not insist that she change her custom to his.15 In our case, too, it is permitted for a wife to observe her family’s mourning period, as long as her husband does not object.16

Question: Is nail-cutting permitted during sefirah?

Discussion: Yes, it is;17 only hair cutting and removal is forbid­den during sefirah. It is also permitted to trim a mustache that interferes with eating,18 to tweeze eyebrows or eyelashes,19 and to comb one’s hair even though some hair will get pulled out in the process.20

Married women may cut hair that is protruding from their head covering.21

Question: Is it permitted to shave, take a haircut or listen to music on the evening of Lag ba-Omer or does one need to wait until the morning?

Discussion: The Rama22 says that haircutting may not take place on Lag ba-Omer until “Lag ba-Omer itself, not the evening [before].” The poskim debate what the Rama meant: Some23 say that he meant to exclude the night before the day of Lag ba-Omer. In their view, haircutting may begin only on the morning of Lag ba-Omer. This interpretation is based on the fact that Lag ba-Omer itself is still included in the days of mourning over the death of the disciples of Rabbi Akiva. The halachic principle of miktzas hayom kekulo — a small part of the day is considered like a whole day — permits us to lift the mourning restrictions after a small part of the day has passed in mourning. 

Other poskim,24 however, reject this interpretation of the Rama’s ruling. In their opinion, the Rama meant to exclude only those who permit haircutting before the night of Lag ba-Omer has actually begun (tzeis ha-kochavim). Once it is definitely night, however, Lag ba-Omer has begun and haircutting is permissible.

Both of these views are quoted in the Mishnah Berurah, who does not render a clear decision on this issue. In most communities it is customary, based on the previously mentioned view, not to take a haircut, a shave or listen to music until the morning of Lag ba-Omer. But in an area where a clear custom does not exist, or in case of necessity, one may be lenient and take a haircut or a shave immediately upon nightfall of Lag ba-Omer.25

Concerning weddings, however, there are poskim who hold that they should not be held on the evening of Lag ba-Omer,26 while others are lenient in regard to weddings as well,27 and nowadays, many people conduct themselves according to the lenient view.
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Halacha Talk 

by Rabbi Yirmiyahu Kaganoff 

SHMITTAH FOR THE CHUTZ LA’ARETZ CONSUMER

How can we pass Parshas Behar during a shmittah year without discussing the laws of shmittah? Yet, many chutz la’aretz residents see no need to learn these laws, assuming that locally available produce is never affected. 

Well -- guess again. Although according to halacha one may not export shmittah produce outside Israel (Mishnah Shvi’is 6:5), much pproduce finds its way there. And even in chutz la’aretz we must treat the fruit of Eretz Yisroel with kedushas shvi’is, according to all of the laws we will now discuss.

Situation #1: 

WHAT A ROAST!

When I was a rov in America, a knowledgeable housewife cooked a delectable roast using wine whose label indicated that it had kedushas shvi’is. Although she had no idea what this term meant, her son pointed out that they needed to ask a shailah about what to do with the roast. To make a long story short, the entire roast had to be treated with kedushas shvi’is; I will soon explain what this means.

Situation #2: 

TO BIN OR NOT TO BIN

“I visited relatives in Eretz Yisroel this year and was told to put all the leftover salad and cholent in a small bin they called the ‘pach shvi’is.’ Other very frum people I visited did not have a pach shvi’is and told me not to be concerned. Am I missing something?”

Situation #3: 

WHAT ARE SEFICHIN?

“I noticed a sign in shul saying that the oranges, tomatoes, and peppers in the local supermarket are from Israel and must be treated appropriately. Someone told me that the vegetables are sefichin. What does that mean?”

First, let us discuss the basics:

LAWS OF THE LAND

In this week’s parsha, the Torah teaches that every seventh year is shmittah (Vayikra 25:1-7); we are prohibited from working the land of Eretz Yisroel and must leave our land fallow, even by a gentile (Avodah Zarah 15b). Just as observing the seventh day, Shabbos, demonstrates our belief in the Creator, so, too, observing every seventh year as shmittah demonstrates this faith. The landowner must treat whatever grows as ownerless, allowing others to enter his field or orchard to pick and take its produce. They may take as much as their family will eat, and the landowner himself also may take this amount (see Rambam, Hilchos Shmittah 4:1).

LAWS OF THE FRUIT

Although shmittah observance today is mandated only miderabbanan (see Moed Katan 2b; Chazon Ish, Shvi’is 3:8), nevertheless, most of its laws are the same as they will be when observing shmittah will again become a mitzvah min haTorah. The Torah imbues shmittah produce with special sanctity, called kedushas shvi’is, declaring, “Vihaysa shabbos ha’aretz lochem le’ochlah -- The produce of the shmittah should be used only for food” (Vayikra 25:6). According to accepted opinion, one is not obligatted to eat shmittah food – rather, the Torah grants us permission to eat it, and we must treat it accordingly (Chazon Ish, Hil. Shvi’is 14:10). 

There is much halachic detail involved in the correct use of shmittah produce. For example: 

I. One may not sell shmittah produce in a businesslike manner (Rambam, Hilchos Shmittah 6:1). Although one may pick shmittah produce for his personal consumption, one may not harvest it to sell commercially (Tosefta, Shvi’is 5:7).

II. One may not export shmittah produce outside Eretz Yisroel (Mishnah Shvi’is 6:5). (There is a minority opinion, that of Beis Ridbaz 5:18, which permits exporting shmittah wine and esrogim, although his rationale is beyond the scope of this article.)

III. Shmittah produce is intended for Jewish consumption; one may not give or sell kedushas shvi’is produce to a gentile, although you may allow him or her to join you for your meal (Rambam, Hilchos Shmittah 5:13 and Mahari Korkos ad loc.).

IV. If one trades or sells the shmittah produce, the food or money received in exchange also has kedushas shvi’is (Sukkah 40b). (Because of space constraints, I will leave details of these halachos for another time.)

V. One may not ruin shmittah produce (Pesachim 52b). 

What types of “ruining” did the Torah prohibit? One may not cook foods that are usually eaten raw, nor may one eat raw produce that is usually cooked (Yerushalmi, Shvi’is 8:2; Rambam, Hilchos Shvi’is 5:3). Therefore, one may not eat raw shmittah potatoes, nor may one cook shmittah cucumbers or oranges. Contemporary authorities dispute whether one may add shmittah oranges or apricots to a recipe for roast or cake. Even though the roast or cake is delicious because of the added fruit, many poskim prohibit this cooking or baking since these fruits are usually eaten raw (Shu”t Mishpat Cohen #85). Others permit this if it is a usual way of eating these fruits (Mishpetei Aretz p. 172, n. 10).

One may feed shmittah produce to animals only if it is not considered fit for human consumption. This includes varieties grown for fodder, as well as peels and seeds that people do not usually eat (Rambam, Hilchos Shmittah 5:5). A neighbor of mine, who usually feeds his pet turtle lettuce, has a problem this year regarding what to feed it. Before shmittah he was trying to get it to eat grass, but the turtle preferred lettuce.

Similarly, juicing vegetables and most kinds of fruit is considered “ruining” the shmittah produce and is prohibited, although one may press grapes, olives, and lemons since the juice and oil of these fruits are considered improvements. Many contemporary authorities permit juicing oranges and grapefruits, provided one treats the remaining pulp with kedushas shvi’is. Even these authorities prohibit juicing most other fruit, such as apples and pears (Minchas Shlomo, Shvi’is p. 185).

RUINING VS. EATING

How do we determine whether processing a food “ruins” it or not? Many poskim contend that if the processing changes the food’s preferred bracha, one may not perform it on shvi’is produce (Shu”t Mishpat Cohen #85, based on Brachos 38a and Rambam, Hilchos Shvi’is 5:3). Since turning apples to juice reduces their bracha from ha’eitz to shehakol, this would be considered “ruining” the apples. Similarly, the fact that one recites the bracha of shehakol prior to eating a raw potato or cooked cucumbers or oranges demonstrates that treating them this way ruins the produce. According to this approach, one may not juice oranges or grapefruits either, since one recites shehakol and not ha’eitz on the juice (Shu”t Mishpat Cohen #85). 

Those who permit squeezing oranges and grapefruits apply a different criterion, contending that since this is the most common use of these fruits, it is permitted (Minchas Shlomo, Shvi’is p. 185).

One must certainly be careful not to actively destroy shmittah produce. Therefore, one who has excess shvi’is produce may not trash it in the usual way. Similarly, peels that are commonly eaten, such as those of cucumbers or apples, still have shmittah kedusha and may not simply be disposed. Instead, contemporary practice is to place these peels in a plastic bag and then place the bag in a small bin or box called a pach shvi’is, where it remains until the food is inedible. When it decomposes to this extent, one may dispose of the shmittah produce in the regular garbage.

When eating shmittah food, a person need not be concerned about the remaining bits stuck to a pot or an adult’s plate that one usually just washes off; one may wash these pots and plates without concern that one is destroying shmittah produce. However, the larger amounts left behind by children, or leftovers that people might save should not be disposed in the garbage but should be scraped into the shmittah bin.

WHY DECOMPOSE?

This leads us to a question: If indeed one may not throw shmittah produce in the garbage because it has sanctity, why may one do so after the produce decomposes? Does decomposition remove kedusha?

Indeed it does. Kedushas shvi’is means that as long as the food is still edible, one may not make it inedible or use it atypically. This is because shmittah food is meant to be eaten, even though there is no requirement to do so. However, once the shmittah food is inedible, it loses its special status and may be disposed of as trash.

SANCTITY UNTIL SPOILAGE

This sounds very strange. Where do we find that something holy loses its special status when it becomes inedible?

Although the concept that decay eliminates sanctity seems unusual, this is only because we are unfamiliar with the mitzvos where this principle applies. Other mitzvos where this concept exists are terumah, challah, bikkurim, revai’i, and ma’aser sheini, all cases where we do not consume the produce because we are tamei (Rambam, Hilchos Terumos, chap. 11; Hilchos Ma’aser Sheini 3:11). Of these types of produce that are holy but meant to be eaten, only shvi’is may be eaten by someone tamei. Even though someone tamei may not consume tahor terumah, challah, or ma’aser sheini, one also may not dispose of them or even burn them. Instead, one must place them in a secure place until they decay and only then dispose of them (Tur, Yoreh Deah 331). (We burn the special challah portion after separating it only because it has become tamei. If it did not become tamei, one may not destroy the challah portion, but must place it somewhere until it decays on its own, just as we do with unused shvi’is produce.) 

A SHMITTAH ROAST IN AMERICA

We can now explore the first question I mentioned: 

1a: May one use shmittah wine to season a roast? 

Although one improves the roast by adding the wine, the wine itself is ruined. Thus, some poskim prohibit using the wine in this way, whereas others permit it since this is a normal use for wine (see commentaries to Yerushalmi, Terumos 11:1).

1b: What does our American housewife do with her shmittah wine-flavored roast?

If one uses shmittah food as an ingredient, one must treat everything that absorbs its taste according to the laws of kedushas shvi’is (see Mishnah Shvi’is 7:7). Therefore, one who used shmittah potatoes in cholent or shmittah onions or bay leaves in soup must treat the entire cholent or soup according to shvi’is rules. One may not actively waste this food, nor may one feed any of it to animals until the food is spoiled to the point that people would not eat it. 

Therefore, our housewife who added shmittah wine to her roast must now consider the entire roast, and even the gravy and vegetables cooked with it, to have kedushas shvi’is. One serves the roast in the regular way. As mentioned above, the small scrapings left on an adult’s plate may be washed off, but the larger amounts left behind by children should not be disposed in the garbage, nor should the leftovers in the pot or on the platter.

Just as one may not dispose of the leftover kedushas shvi’is roast in the garbage, it is unclear whether one may remove these leftovers from the refrigerator in order to hasten their decay, even to place them in a shmittah bin (see Chazon Ish, Shvi’is 14:10). However, if one removed leftover roast to serve, one is not required to return the leftovers to the refrigerator. One may not trash the leftovers, but instead one may place the leftovers somewhere until they have spoiled. To avoid the malodor that this may cause, one may place them in a plastic bag until they decay and then dispose of them. 

TO BIN OR NOT TO BIN

At this point, we should address the second question I mentioned: 

“When visiting a family we were told to put all the leftover salad and cholent in a small pail they called the pach shvi’is. Other frum people did not have a pach shvi’is and told us not to be concerned. Why were some people concerned about shmittah and others not?”

According to the above discussion, shouldn’t everyone in Israel have a shmittah bin? 

Indeed, any produce that grows in Eretz Yisroel during shmittah on Jewish-owned property has kedushas shvi’is. Some people avoid using anything in their kitchen that has shmittah sanctity because of concern that they will not keep these detailed laws correctly. Even these people usually have bananas and wine from shmittah, but since most poskim hold that banana peels have no kedushas shvi’is, and wine has little waste, they may indeed go through all of shmittah without ever creating a pach shvi’is.

In actuality, the different approaches of the two families mentioned reflect two different opinions regarding the following question: 

Does produce grown on a gentile’s land in Eretz Yisroel have shmittah sanctity? 

This issue has no clear sources in the Gemara, and, as a result, is the subject of a dispute going back hundreds of years. Several early poskim assume that this produce, called yevul nochri, has kedushas shvi’is, yet the prevalent practice was to treat gentile produce without shmittah sanctity. In the sixteenth century, a major dispute erupted between the two great poskim of Tzefas, Rav Yosef Karo, author of the Shulchan Aruch, who ruled leniently, and another dayan on the Tzefas beis din, the Mabit, who ruled that yevul nochri has kedushas shvi’is. Most sifrei halacha imply that the custom was to follow the Shulchan Aruch’s lenient ruling, although many poskim, both before and after him, were stringent.

To make the subject even more intriguing, some poskim contend that one may not be strict in this matter, citing a cherem placed against those who followed the stricter interpretation in this matter (see Shu”t Avkas Rocheil #25; Minchas Yerushalayim, p. 308).

This dispute continues to the present day. The Chazon Ish ruled that yevul nochri has shmittah sanctity and this is the contemporary practice in Bnei Brak and in some other circles. On the other hand, most Yerushalayim-based hechsherim follow the lenient opinion and treat yevul nochri without kedushas shvi’is, with some even contending that those who treat yevul nochri with kedushas shvi’is violate halacha!

We now understand why one family had a pach shvi’is, whereas the other family told us not to be concerned. The first family followed the opinion of the Chazon Ish and treated yevul nochri with kedushas shvi’is. Therefore, they treated the cholent potatoes and salad vegetables, all of which were grown in a non-Jew’s field, with kedushas shvi’is, placing the edible leftovers into the pach shvi’is until they spoil. This approach is sometimes referred to as Minhag Bnei Brak, since this is the prevalent practice in this city, where the Chazon Ish lived. 

On the other hand, those who follow the opinion of Rav Yosef Karo consider produce that grew in a non-Jew’s property as not having kedushas shvi’is, treating this produce as one does any ordinary produce. This approach is sometimes called Minhag Yerushalayim, since it was the prevalent practice in the famed Old Yishuv there.

SEFICHIN

The Torah permits the use of any produce that grew by itself without anyone working the field during shmittah. Unfortunately, even in the days of Chazal one could find Jews who deceitfully ignored shmittah laws. One practice of unscrupulous farmers was to plant grain or vegetables and market them as produce that grew on its own. To make certain that these farmers did not benefit from their misdeeds, Chazal forbade all grains and vegetables, even those that grew by themselves, a prohibition called sefichin, or plants that sprouted. Sefichin are treated as non-kosher food and are forbidden to eat, even requiring one to kasher the equipment that cooked them!

Chazal made several exceptions to this rule, including that produce of a non-Jew’s field is not prohibited as sefichin. 

And now let us examine our third question:

“I noticed a sign in shul saying that the oranges, tomatoes, and peppers in the local supermarket are from Israel and must be treated appropriately. Someone told me that the vegetables are prohibited because they are sefichin. What does that mean?”

In all likelihood, the growers of this produce relied on heter mechirah, a topic with which I dealt earlier this year, in which the Jewish landowner sells his land to a gentile, but then works it as his own. As a practical matter, few contemporary chareidi poskim permit heter mechirah, and even among non-chareidi authorities, support for its use is waning, although it still exists. Thus, if the heter mechirah is considered a charade and not a valid sale, the grain and vegetables growing in a heter mechirah field are prohibited as sefichin. Most chareidi poskim today consider vegetables grown through heter mechirah to be prohibited sefichin, which are forbidden to eat, although one will find different opinions as to whether one must kasher equipment used to cook these vegetables.

WHY NOT FRUIT?

Chazal only included in the prohibition of sefichin crops that could be planted and yield a harvest in one year. They did not extend the prohibition of sefichin to tree fruits and other perennial crops, such as bananas, because there was less incentive for a cheating farmer. Although trees definitely thrive when pruned and cared for, they will produce even if left unattended for a year. Thus, the farmer has less incentive to tend his trees. 

“GUARDED PRODUCE”

I mentioned above that a farmer must allow others free access to help themselves to any produce that grows on his trees and fields during shmittah. What is the halacha if a farmer treats this produce as his own and refuses entry to it during shmittah?

The Rishonim dispute whether this will make the fruit forbidden. Some contemporary poskim prohibit the use of heter mechirah tree fruit on the basis that since heter mechirah is invalid, this fruit is now considered “guarded,” and therefore forbidden. Other poskim permit the fruit because they rule that the forbidden working of an orchard or treating it as private property does not prohibit its fruit (see Shu”t Igros Moshe, Orach Chayim 1:186). Thus, even if one does not consider the heter mechirah to be valid, according to many, the fruits are still permitted but must be treated with kedushas shvi’is. 

For the modern farmer, observing shmittah is true mesirus nefesh, since, among many other concerns, he risks losing customers who have been purchasing his products for years. For someone living in Eretz Yisroel, observing shmittah involves great commitment since shmittah-permitted produce is often many times more expensive than its alternative. Those living in chutz la’aretz should be aware of the halachos of shvi’is and identify with this sacrifice, which demonstrates that the Ribbono Shel Olam created the world in seven days and that the seventh year is holy.  
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HOLD THAT HAIRCUTTER  - Nazir 57b 
Does the Torah’s command not to remove the payot (sideburns) from the head of a Jew (Vayikra 19:27) apply to the payot of a minor as well?

This is the subject of a dispute between the sages. Rabbi Huna contends that one who removes the payot of a minor is liable for lashes. Rabbi Ada bar Ahaba’s position is that since the Torah included both the one giving the haircut and the one receiving it in the plural phrase used in this command, there is an equation made between the two. Since the minor is not commanded in this or any mitzvah, the one giving him a haircut is also not commanded to refrain from cutting his payot.

Tosefot points out that the gemara (Mesechta Bava Metzia 10b) serves as a support for Rabbi Huna’s position. This approach is what led to the ruling in Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh Deah 181:5) that one who cuts the payot of a minor is liable for lashes.

Even though we rule like Rabbi Huna on this point, we do not follow his example in allowing his wife to cut the payot of his sons. He based his permission on the fact that the above mentioned passage speaks both of cutting payot and shaving the beard with a razor. Since a woman has no beard and is exempt from the ban on shaving, she is also exempt from the ban on cutting payot, whether they are hers or those of a man. When Rabbi Ada heard of what Rabbi Huna’s wife, Chova, was doing, he expressed strong objection; because if Rabbi Huna held that a minor’s payot may not be cut, this ban should apply to a woman cutting them as well. He even wondered aloud if Chova would not end up burying her children for such a violation. This slip of the tongue of this sage, says Tosefot, was responsible for what the gemara relates about the premature deaths of Rabbi Huna’s children during Rabbi Ada’s lifetime.

This incident is the background for the mention in the Shulchan Aruch (ibid. 181:6) of a halachic opinion that a woman should not cut the payot of a man, even a minor.

One ruling in the aforementioned section of the Shulchan Aruch requires closer examination: Rema cites a ruling that a minor may have his payot cut by a non-Jew. The problem with this—a problem raised by the commentaries—is that a Jew cannot ask a non-Jew to do something that he himself is forbidden to do. It is also highly unlikely that Rema is referring to a situation in which the minor went to the non-Jewish barber on his own, because the issue of whether one must prevent a minor from doing something contrary to halacha is discussed in Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 243, and it does not belong here.
VIVA LA DIFFERENCE! - Nazir 59a
A fascinating chapter in Biblical history is cited by the commentary presumed to be Rashi in explaining a point in our gemara.

After Hashem delivered the Canaanite invaders into the hands of the Israelite forces—led by the Prophetess Devorah and Barak ben Avinoam their general—Sisera fled for his life and sought refuge in the tent of Yael. Aware that as long as he remained alive there was a serious threat to her people’s security, Yael cleverly induced a deep slumber by giving him milk to drink and then set about slaying him.

Yael could easily have taken the sleeping enemy’s sword to kill him.  Instead she took the peg of the tent and drove it into his temple (Shoftim 4:21).

The reason for this, writes Rashi, is that Yael was cognizant of the Torah command “A woman shall not don a man’s garb” (Devarim 22:5), which Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov in our gemara explains includes a ban on a woman going to war with the weapons of a man. It is this maintaining of femininity, even in the crucial moment of slaying an enemy, which Devorah praised in her victory song: “She extended her hand to the peg” (ibid. 5:26).

In his “Gilyon Hashas” footnotes, Rabbi Akiva Eiger calls attention to the sources for Rashi’s comment. One of them is the Targum of Yonatan ben Uziel on the aforementioned passage. Another is the Midrash cited in Yalkut Shimoni (Shoftim 56) which notes that Yael’s action was a personification of the praise which King Solomon gives to the “Eishet Chayil” (Woman of Valor) when he describes one of her attributes as “She extends her hand to the spinning peg” (Mishlei 31:19).   
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BORN TO LEADERSHIP - Nazir 66b

“Torah scholars increase peace in the world.”

This statement by Rabbi Elazar in the name of Rabbi Chanina appears at the very end of Mesechta Nazir. Although it also appears at the end of Mesechta Berachot and Mesechta Yevamot it has a special connection here to the subject discussed in the last mishna, the nezirut of the Prophet Shmuel and the Judge Shimshon.

Both of these nezirim were sanctified for the service of Heaven from their very birth. In regard to Shmuel, his mother, Channah, in her prayer for a son, declared: “I will give him to G-d for all the days of his life and no razor shall come upon his head.” (Shmuel I 1:11) The angel who appeared to the mother of Shimshon and informed this barren woman that she would bear a son instructed her “no razor shall come upon his head for the child shall be a nazir to G-d.” (Shoftim 13:5)

Both of these spiritual giants, points out Maharsha, were great Torah scholars from their youth and blossomed into judges of their people who were capable of establishing peace among them.
WHAT THE SAGES SAY

“Torah scholars increase peace in the world.”

Rabbi Elazar in the name of Rabbi Chanina - Nazir 66b   
PAGE  
10

