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from: Rabbi Yissocher Frand <ryfrand@torah.org>

to: ravfrand@torah.org

date: Apr 15, 2021, 5:57 PM

subject: Rav Frand - Tzaraas Teaches a Major Life Lesson About Negiyus -- Personal Bias

The Difference Between a Nazir and a Metzorah
In the beginning of Parshas Metzorah the pasuk says: “This is the law of the Metzorah on the day of his purification and he shall be brought to the Kohen…” [Vayikra 14:2]. This pasuk introduces the procedure on the day a Metzorah becomes Tahor. The Torah does not say “he comes to the Kohen” or “he walks to the Kohen”. It uses the passive tense: V’hoovah el haKohen – he is brought to the Kohen.
This does not mean the person is put onto a stretcher and wheeled to the Kohen. Nevertheless, it is a peculiar grammatical construct. It seems ironic that by the parsha of Nazir in Parshas Nasso the Torah uses an almost identical introduction to the parsha: Zos Toras haNazir: “This is the law of the Nazir: On the day his abstinence is completed, he shall bring himself (Yavi oso) to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting” [Bamidbar 6:13]. These are parallel pesukim!
Rashi over there on the words Yavi Oso interprets “he shall bring himself”. Rashi comments that this is one of three occurrences of the word ‘Es‘ that Rabbi Yishmael expounds upon. Rav Yeruchem Levovitz, the Mirer Mashgiach, zt”l, raises the question – why the difference? Why by Metzorah does it say “He is brought to the Kohen” and yet by the Nazir it says he brings himself?
Rav Yeruchem answers that this highlights a fundamental difference between the Nazir and the Metzorah. A Nazir is in charge of himself and a Metzorah is subject to other forces that are in charge of him.
Why does a person become a Metzorah? It is for a variety of reasons. First of all, he cannot keep his mouth shut! Why can’t he keep his mouth shut? It is because he can’t control himself. Who is in charge? His Yetzer HaRa is in charge. It is his lust, for whatever reason, to gossip and speak Lashon haRa. Another cause of Tzaraas, according to the Gemara is Tzarus Ayin (stinginess). He is very cheap. Why is he cheap? It is because he likes money. So, who is in charge? Do I control my money or does my money control me?
The whole parsha of Metzorah deals with a person who is subject to external forces – be it his mouth, be it his evil inclination to speak Lashon haRa, be it his evil inclination to accumulate wealth, or be it a result of personal pride. All these conditions that the Gemara mentions in connection with Tzaraas are symptomatic of someone who is not a Baale-bos over himself. Concerning a person who is not in charge of himself, the Torah emphasizes: And he shall be brought (v’hoovah) to the Kohen.
The Nazir, on the other hand, is the one person who is singled out in the Torah for his unique ability to take control of himself. The Nazir senses that he may be headed down a slippery path and says, “I am not going to let this happen to me. I am going to abstain from wine. I am going to abstain from beautifying my appearance. I am going to be in charge of myself!” Regarding a person who is in charge of himself, the Torah states “Yavi oso” which according to Rashi implies he will bring himself!
We have often quoted the Rabbinic teaching: There is no freer person than one who occupies himself with Torah. Why is he a free man? Does he not have 613 commandments? Is he not bound by a myriad of Rabbinic restrictions? The answer is, because such a person can be in charge of himself. He can say “No” to his evil inclination.
There is a famous vort from Rav Chaim Volozhin on the pasuk “u’mosar ha’Adam min haBeheima – ayin.” [Koheles 3:19] (there is no difference between man and animal). Rav Chaim Volozhin homiletically interprets the pasuk as follows: Do you know what distinguishes a man from an animal? Ayin – The ability to say ‘No!’ When an animal is hungry, he eats. When a human being is hungry, he does not need to eat. He can control himself. That is the difference between a Nazir and a Metzorah.
Tzaraas Teaches a Major Life Lesson About Negiyus
The process of Negaim involves the Kohen viewing the blemish on the skin of the person and then ruling whether or not that blemish is Tzaraas. The Mishna says [Negaim 2:5] “A person can view (and rule on) all blemishes except his own.” The simple and correct interpretation of this Mishna is that even though a Kohen can pasken on anyone else’s blemish, but if the Kohen has a blemish of his own, he may not view it and pasken on its status.
Beyond the simple and correct interpretation of this Mishna, there is also a life’s lesson to be learned from the Mishna’s formulation of this halacha. The life’s lesson is that “All blemishes a person can see” – meaning I can look at other people and notice their faults. “This person has a temper, this person is haughty, this person is envious” and so forth. I see every fault under the sun in other people! But “except for his own blemishes” – We do not see our own faults. They can be staring us in the face, but we do not see them.
This is one of the great challenges of life. We all have personal biases that do not allow us to see our own shortcomings. We are not even aware of these biases. I always comment that if ever you hear a person say “I may be no’geah (personally affected), but…” do not pay attention to the rest of the sentence. There is no such thing as “I may be no’geah but…” If you are affected by the matter then your opinion is for sure tainted. This is the life-lesson of the Mishna’s formulation “All blemishes a person may see except his own blemishes.”
I want to relate two incidents that vividly illustrate this phenomenon.
There was a person named Rav Dovid Mirer from the city of Mir and a second person named Rav Dovid Novardok from the city of that name. (In Europe people were often identified not by their last names, but by their city of origin.) The cities were not far from each other, and the two Dovids knew one another. In the course of their business dealings with one another, they had some kind of dispute which they brought to a Din Torah. They came before the great Rav Chaim Volozhiner to adjudicate their case.
Rav Chaim Volozhiner ruled in favor of Rav Dovid Mirer. Rav Dovid Novardok felt that Rav Chaim Volozhiner made a mistake and that he was wronged in this Din Torah. However, Rav Chaim Volozhiner was the Gadol HaDor and Rav Dovid Novardok was not about to challenge him. However, he always felt that he lost the case unjustly.
Several months later, Rav Chaim Volozhiner met Rav Dovid Novardok and asked a favor of him: “There are two Jews that I know who asked me to hear their Din Torah. I am too busy to adjudicate their dispute. Would you mind taking the case for me? I will even pay you for your wasted time (Schar Batalah) ten gold pieces. But I want you to hear the case and you adjudicate it.”
Rav Dovid Novardoker accepted the assignment. He went to adjudicate the case. The two people sat down in front of him and they each presented their claims. Rav Dovid Novardoker ruled in favor of one of the parties. Rav Chaim Volozhiner later asked him “Nu, who did you rule like?” He responded “I ruled like this one person.”
It hit him suddenly like a bolt of lightning. It was the exact same case that he had with Rav Dovid Mirer. But he had not been able to see then how his logic was wrong because it was dealing with his own pocket. And yet, when he saw these same facts being replayed with other individuals, he was easily able to see the truth.
After Rav Chaim Volozhin died, these two people came to Rav Dovid Novardoker and explained to him that they never had a Din Torah between themselves. It was all a charade that Rav Chaim Volozhin set up with them. He wanted to teach Rav Dovid Novardoker this lesson – when it is a case involving your own money, you do not view things correctly.
The following is an even more startling incident:
The Shach (Rav Shabsi Kohen, famous Shulchan Aruch commentary (1621-1662)) once had a Din Torah with another Jew. However, nobody in the Shach’s city wanted to adjudicate the case because they did not want to take a case where they might have to rule against the Gadol Hador. The Shach and his disputant decided they would travel to another city where nobody knew the Shach and they would have the case heard there. In the seventeenth century, people did not know what the Shach looked like. There were no Jewish newspapers and there were no photographs. People did not see the Shach burning his chometz or lighting his Chanukah candles or making Birkas Ilanos – so people did not know what he looked like!
They went to a Rav in another city. The Shach gave his side of the story and his disputant gave his side of the story and the Rav ruled against the Shach. The Shach said “Ok. You are the Rav. You have paskened, I need to accept it. But tell me, why did you pasken like that?” To which the Rav said, “I paskened that way based on the opinion of the Shach in Choshen Mishpat (the section of Shulchan Aruch dealing with monetary matters) and he quoted the exact chapter and paragraph where the Shach’s ruling was recorded.
At this point the Shach was startled. “It is an explicit Shach! It is me!” But even though the Shach ruled clearly in an abstract case, he was still not able to apply it to himself. He was blinded by his personal involvement in the matter! It was because “all blemishes a person may rule on, except on his own blemishes.” We see everyone else’s faults except our own. This is the scary part about negiyus.
Elisha Told Na’aman to Immerse in the Yarden Based on the Letter Nun
The Haftorah of Parshas Tazria is the story of Na’aman, the Gentile general of the King of Aram. He had Tzaraas and could not find a cure for his condition. He came to the Prophet Elisha seeking help. Elisha told him, “Go immerse in the Jordan River.” Na’aman dipped himself in the Yarden. Lo and behold, his Tzaraas was cured. This is the story of Chapter 5 in Melachim II.
The Rokeach, an early Biblical commentary asks: Where did Elisha get the idea that the way for Na’aman to cure himself from Tzaraas would be to immerse in the Yarden?
I would never ask such a question because a Navi is a Navi, and if a Navi says to go dip in the Yarden, you do that. If the Navi says to stand on your head, you do that. You assume the Navi is telling you the word of G-d. But the Rokeach is a Rishon, and he asks this question and gives an incredible answer that only a Rishon could give.
The Rokeach says that there are three—and only three—pesukim in the entire Torah that both begin with the letter Nun and end with the letter Nun. The first pasuk is “Nega Tzaraas, when it will be found in man, he shall be brought to the Kohen.” [Vayikra 13:9]. The second pasuk is “Navi from your midst amongst your brethren like myself shall the L-rd your G-d raise up, to him you shall listen (tishma’un)” [Devorim 18:15]. The third pasuk is “Nachnu (we) shall cross over armed, before Hashem, to the land of Canaan, and ours shall be the heritage of our inheritance across the Jordan.” [Bamidbar 32:32]. Those are the only three pesukim in all of Chumash that both begin and end with the letter Nun. One is about Tzaraas; one is about a prophet; and one is about the Yarden.
The Rokeach says this was Elisha’s insight: The three pesukim reference a Metzorah (Na’aman), a prophet (Elisha), and the Yarden. The clear message is that the prophet should tell the Metzorah to immerse in the Yarden.
Transcribed by David Twersky; Jerusalem DavidATwersky@gmail.com
Technical Assistance by Dovid Hoffman; Baltimore, MD dhoffman@torah.org
This week’s write-up is adapted from the hashkafa portion of Rabbi Yissochar Frand’s Commuter Chavrusah Series on the weekly Torah portion. A complete catalogue can be ordered from the Yad Yechiel Institute, PO Box 511, Owings Mills MD 21117-0511. Call (410) 358-0416 or e-mail tapes@yadyechiel.org or visit http://www.yadyechiel.org/ for further information. Torah.org: The Judaism Site Project Genesis, Inc. 2833 Smith Ave., Suite 225 Baltimore, MD 21209 http://www.torah.org/ learn@torah.org (410) 602-1350 
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from: torahweb@torahweb.org

to: weeklydt@torahweb.org

date: Apr 15, 2021, 6:55 PM

subject: Rabbi Yaakov Neuburger - Yom Ha'atzmaut 5781

torahweb.org  

Rabbi Yaakov Neuburger - Yom Ha'atzmaut 5781 

Most on Thursday, some on Shabbos, some probably do both and a lot do neither. This, as we have come to expect, describes the observance of Yom Ha'atzmaut during most years. While it seems comically Jewish that we in the diaspora cannot even agree on the celebration of the country's birthday, the fluidity of the timing of the celebrations speaks to a great kiddush Hashem.

I believe Harav Sholom Gold, one-time rabbi of the Young Israel of West Hempstead and subsequently the founding rabbi of the Young Israel of Har Nof, instructed his students to examine the online international list of days of independence. Every country but one has one celebrates its birth on one, easy to determine day on the calendar. Only Israel gets a three line entry, a date with an explanation that reads something like, "the nearest Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday to a specified day on the Jewish calendar."

As unusual as it appears, therein is recorded how Israel, with all of its dreadful secularism, places Shabbos ahead of what is the most important day on the calendar of any other country. (Upon closer scrutiny we can observe the inviolable twinning of Yom Hazikaron and Yom Ha'atzmaut, which captures another Torah value, as well. That is, to always keep present the sacrifices of our forebears is part of every yizkor as we conclude our yom tov celebrations.)

Without in any way understating the preciousness of messaging the value of Shabbos, this moment gives us a tiny portal into our larger than life, times to come, mission of teaching and modelling Hashem's sovereignty. This mind exercise, to collect these portals of times to come, is one of the teachings of the Chofetz Chaim. In his essay "Tzipiso Liyeshua" he describes how he appreciated the advent of mass transport as Hashem's preparation for the ingathering of the exiles. The Chofetz Chaim indicated that this thought exercise is a fashion in which we sharpen our own pining and preparation for redemptive times and add speed to their coming.

Our expressions of gratitude during this year's Yom Ha'atzmaut should include our thankfulness for the gift of another such portal. The vaccination rollout which is the envy of, and hopefully will remain the goals, of the Western world, projects our teachings of the unparalleled value of life and the preciousness of personal social interaction. Once again, our ability to imagine how we can be an ohr lagoyim is strengthened and grounded.

That we merit to simply witness that which earlier generations could not contemplate with even this deceiving clarity is a breathtaking opportunity to express gratitude to the Ribbono Shel Olam. May our gratitude give rise to our deepest prayers that we will be the witnesses of the upcoming redemption, and may all those prayers be accepted. 
Copyright © 2021 by The TorahWeb Foundation.   
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from: Shabbat Shalom <shabbatshalom@ounetwork.org>

reply-to: shabbatshalom@ounetwork.org

date: Apr 15, 2021, 8:46 PM

Parshat Tazria-Metzora: Disease or Divine Reckoning? 

Posted on April 10, 2013

Excerpted from Rabbi Shmuel Goldin’s ‘Unlocking The Torah Text: An In-Depth Journey Into The Weekly Parsha- Vayikra,’ 

co-published by OU Press and Gefen Publishers

The bulk of the parshiot of Tazria and Metzora deal with a description of the dramatic effects of tzara’at, often defined (for want of a better term) as biblical leprosy.

The Torah delineates in fine detail the specifics of this mysterious affliction – which affects individuals, clothes and dwellings – and the steps to be taken under the guidance of the Kohanim towards its diagnosis and treatment.

Questions

What exactly is tzara’at, biblical leprosy? Is this affliction a natural, physical illness or a supernatural phenomenon?

Given the myriad diseases that affect humankind, why does the Torah devote so much text to a description of this specific malady, its diagnosis and treatment?

Approaches

The mystery of tzara’at gives rise to a wide-ranging series of observations among the commentaries.

A

At one end of the spectrum lie those scholars who view tzara’at as a contagious physical illness with dangerous potential for spread to the entire population.

The Abravanel, for example, explains the Torah’s concern for “afflicted” clothing in distinctly natural terms. Unlike strong materials such as metal, clothing will readily absorb bodily decay upon close personal contact. The Torah is, therefore, concerned that tzara’at will spread from a metzora (an individual afflicted with tzara’at) to his garments. To prevent further contagion, therefore, all suspicious stains and growths on clothing must be examined by a Kohen.

For his part, the Ralbag interprets the puzzling phenomena of clothing and dwelling afflictions according to scientific theory of his day. Foreign moisture or heat entering an item, he claims, causes an imbalance in that item’s natural stasis and leads to the item’s disintegration. This destructive process is evidenced at an early stage through the appearance of red or green growth (colors associated in the text with tzara’at).

Although the Meshech Chochma initially categorizes the theme of tzara’at as one of the “secrets of the Torah,” he then avers: “Nonetheless, one can say that these afflictions are contagious diseases.” The treatment of the illness itself, this scholar maintains, is ample evidence of its communicable nature. The metzora experiences enforced isolation and is required to actively alert others to his condition. Any physical interaction with infected individuals is extremely dangerous. The Torah, therefore, assigns the task of such interaction (the diagnosis and treatment of the ill) to the sons of Aharon who, in their role as Kohanim, are separate from the rest of the people and are granted extraordinary divine protection.

Finally, Rabbeinu Bachya discerns concern for communicable disease in the Torah’s mandate that the metzora, at the end of his period of isolation, let loose a bird offering “on the face of the field.” The release of the bird into a place absent of human habitation, he maintains, represents an implicit prayer that the metzora’s erstwhile contagion should not spread to others.

B

At the opposite end of the spectrum are those commentaries who eschew any natural explanation for the tzara’at afflictions discussed in the parshiot of Tazria and Metzora.

These scholars point to a number of details of tzara’at outlined in the Written and Oral Law that are clearly inconsistent with the characteristics of communicable diseases, including:

1. The Kohen diagnoses tzara’at based only on examination of those parts of the body which he can readily see. No careful examination is required in the folds of the body.

2. When tzara’at is suspected in a dwelling, the Torah orders the Kohen to remove everything from the house before conducting his examination. If tzara’at is a communicable disease, such a procedure would expose the public to potentially infected material.

3. Examinations of potential tzara’at are not performed by the Kohanim on Shabbat, holidays, or upon a bridegroom during the seven days of celebration following his wedding.

4. The laws of tzara’at only apply to dwellings in the Land of Israel and only after the land has been divided into individual holdings. These laws do not apply to homes owned by non-Jews or to dwellings of any ownership in the city of Yerushalayim.

5. The laws of tzara’at do not apply to non-Jews. A lesion contracted by a convert before his conversion to Judaism is of no consequence.

6. Under certain circumstances, if lesions cover an individual’s entire body he is not considered contaminated.

7. After the nation’s entry into the land, a metzora is only to be excluded from walled cities (as determined by the city’s status at the time of the conquest of the land). He is to be allowed to remain in unwalled cities and to roam freely through the rest of the countryside. According to Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, these and other details “show the absolute folly” of any attempt to interpret Torah laws as rules and regulations created for health or sanitary purposes.

C

If the afflictions described in the parshiot of Tazria and Metzora, however, are not natural diseases, what exactly are they? What message is God sending the people through the visitation of these frightening supernatural phenomena? What crimes perpetrated by individuals within the nation could possibly trigger such severe divine reckoning?

D

The Talmud lists, in the name of Rabbi Yonatan, seven sins that cause the affliction of tzara’at: evil or damaging speech, murder, perjury, sexual immorality, arrogance, robbery and miserliness.

In similar (albeit more poetic) fashion the Midrash cites six phenomena, drawn from the book of Mishlei, that trigger the illness: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands that spill innocent blood, a heart that ponders thoughts of violence, feet always ready to run for evil purpose, false testimony (that results in the spreading of lies) and the sowing of discord between brothers.

Of these associations between crime and punishment, however, only one seems to capture the rabbinic imagination completely. Over and over again, the rabbis link the punishment of tzara’at to the related crimes of motzi shem ra, slander (literally, the bringing out of a “bad name”), and lashon hara, evil or damaging speech. Within a halachic context, motzi shem ra refers to true slander, e.g., the spreading of false information about another individual, while lashon hara refers to the vocalization of any damaging information, even if true. Both of these actions are considered grave transgressions within Jewish law.

The rabbis find support for the link between these sins of speech and the affliction of tzara’at in a series of clues, including:

1. The term metzora itself can be broken down and linguistically connected to the expression motzi shem ra (slander).

2. Moshe is temporarily struck with tzara’at at the burning bush when he casts aspersions on the Israelites by doubting their willingness to respond to God’s call for the Exodus.

3. Miriam is punished with tzara’at when she maligns her brother, Moshe.

4. The practical response to tzara’at (seclusion from the community) results in a punishment that fits the crime. The metzora must distance himself through isolation from society because his words created distance between husband and wife, between a man and his friend.

5. The bird offerings brought by the metzora at the end of his period of seclusion mirror the nature of his sin. He injured others through the “chatter” of slander and gossip. His purification is, therefore, effectuated through the means of “chirping, twittering” birds.

E

A much deeper philosophical current, however, courses through the rabbinic assertion of a connection between sins of speech and the affliction of tzara’at. To the minds of the rabbis, few crimes are as damaging to both victim and perpetrator as the crimes of slander and damaging speech.

The foundation for this viewpoint is laid early on in a seemingly strange interpretation offered by the classical translator of biblical text, Onkelos. Commenting on the seminal phrase concerning the man’s creation, “And He breathed into his [man’s] nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being,” Onkelos translates, “…and man became a speaking spirit.”
Why does Onkelos cast the Torah’s overarching statement of man’s creation in such a seemingly narrow light? Why single out the power of speech as the one faculty that distinguishes the human being at the moment of his conception? Aren’t man’s true distinctions his soul, his intellect and his power of reasoned thought?

A brilliant insight into the approach of Onkelos is offered by Rabbi Yitzchak Arama in an extensive discussion on Parshat Metzora. While man’s intellect does set him apart from the beast, this scholar notes, his intellect is only fully revealed and actualized through verbal communication. Speech is the God-given tool through which an individual’s heart and mind are reflected to an outside world.

The fundamental connection between verbal communication and man’s inner being is underscored by King Shlomo in the book of Mishlei: “The plans of the heart belong to man, but the answer of the tongue comes from the Lord.”
Because speech is so reflective of man’s unique character, the obligations associated with verbal communication carry great significance. An individual who misuses his power of speech degrades himself through the very skill meant to mirror his greatness. So foundational is this transgression, that the perpetrator can no longer lay claim to the majestic title of “a speaking spirit.” Improper speech, says Arama, can be compared to “using royal garments to clean the trash heap.”
From this perspective, the sins of motzi shem ra and lashon hara acquire another, devastating layer of significance. Much of the literature concerning these transgressions focuses upon the obvious victim, the target of the verbal attack. This focus is certainly understandable. The damage potentially caused to others by an individual’s unthinking and deliberately cruel speech cannot be overstated.

Arama, however, together with other scholars, directs our attention towards another victim of these grievous transgressions: the perpetrator himself.

Created in God’s image – granted reason, intellect and the ability to actualize that intellect positively in the surrounding world – the perpetrator diminishes his own stature and demeans his human essence. Far from the “speaking spirit” that God created him to be, he reveals himself as a meanspirited creature, oblivious to – or even relishing – the pain his words cause to others. God, therefore, specifically punishes sins committed through speech with the plague of tzara’at, an affliction that mirrors what the perpetrator has done to himself. Through his grave actions, the metzora has fallen from his place at the pinnacle of God’s creation. No longer a “living being,” no longer a “speaking spirit,” he suffers from an illness so severe that the rabbis claim, “A metzora is considered dead.”
Ostracized from society, he must experience an isolating period of spiritual repair before he can begin, through true repentance, to reclaim his greatness.

Our tradition hopes that, perhaps then, chastened and humbled, the metzora will realize the truth of the psalmist’s assertion: “Who is the man who desires life? Guard your tongue from [speaking] evil and your lips from uttering falsehood.”
Points to Ponder

The possible connection between sins of speech and the plague of tzara’at raises serious issues concerning the application of divine justice to our lives. Are we to view the misfortunes that confront us, from illness to accident, as heaven-sent retribution for our sins? Does God punish us today, as He did in biblical times, through the direct visitation of calamity?

The answer that emerges from sources in our tradition seems complex, if not contradictory.

On the one hand, the Torah repeatedly speaks of the calamities destined to befall the Jewish nation as a result of their transgressions. The second paragraph of the Shma Yisrael, recited twice daily by observant Jews, for example, clearly states that the granting of natural bounty in the Land of Israel is contingent upon the actions of the Jewish nation. So direct is the connection between pain and wrongdoing in this world that the rabbis declare: “There is no suffering without sin.”
On the other hand, the relationship between affliction and sin in our experience is deeply elusive. The issue of theodicy, divine justice, lies at the core of all Jewish questioning, from the time of Avraham to our day. Even Moshe, whose communion with God was more direct than that of any other individual in human history, is denied insight into the mystery of theodicy.

Anyone who has witnessed the suffering of an innocent child can eloquently testify to our inability to decipher God’s ways.

What, then, should our approach be when calamity strikes? Are we meant to view the misfortunes that confront us during our lifetimes as punishment for our sins or as seemingly arbitrary phenomena beyond our ken?

While a full analysis of the overarching philosophical issues emerging from this question are well beyond the scope of our discussion, a lesson emerging from the dawn of our history can be particularly instructive.

Avraham responds to two critical challenges in strikingly different ways.

Confronted with the divinely ordained destruction of the evil cities of Sodom and Amora, the patriarch openly bargains with God in their defense. Challenged, on the other hand, with the Akeida (the God-commanded sacrifice of his son Yitzchak) Avraham emerges from the text as silent and totally compliant.

Where is the patriarch’s sense of justice in the face of his innocent son’s looming death? How can the man who argued so eloquently on behalf of Sodom and Amora remain silent when confronted with the Akeida and the apparent destruction of his own prophetic dreams of nationhood?

The key to Avraham’s behavior may well lie in the vast difference between the two events that confront him.

The fate of the cities of Sodom and Amora is firmly rooted in the realm of din, justice. God informs Avraham: The inhabitants of the cities of Sodom and Amora are evil; therefore, they deserve to perish. When God relates to man in the sphere of din everything makes sense; there is a clear cause and effect. Within this realm, we are invited to argue and struggle with our Creator. Avraham can thus rise and confront God in defense of the cities.

The Akeida, on the other hand, takes place in the realm of nissayon, trial. When God brings us into the sphere of nissayon, arguments and struggle are futile. In this arena, there is no clear cause and effect. In contrast to God’s decree concerning Sodom and Amora, no clear reason is given for the Akeida. God is hidden from view and there is no readily perceived logic to His actions.

Man’s challenge within the realm of nissayon is solely to pass the trial, to respond to God’s will with dignity and constancy of faith. That is why Avraham is silent in the face of the Akeida. He realizes that he has entered the world of nissayon, and that his challenges have changed.

Through prophetic vision, Avraham was able to distinguish between the two realms of din and nissayon and react to each appropriately. We, however, are unable to make this distinction. We have no way of knowing, nor are we meant to know, whether a particular life challenge is a punishment, a trial, or a combination thereof. We therefore react on both levels at once. In times of crisis, we struggle, pray, plead and argue for justice. We allow difficult experience to catalyze our personal repentance and charge our spiritual growth. And, then, when all the prayers are exhausted, when our soul-searching has ended, we turn to God and accept His unfathomable will.
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from: The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust <info@rabbisacks.org> 

date: Apr 15, 2021, 4:52 PM

subject: How to Praise (Tazria – Metzora 5781)

Covenant and Conversation

Rabbi Sacks zt’’l had prepared a full year of Covenant & Conversation for 5781, based on his book Lessons in Leadership. The Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust will continue to distribute these weekly essays, so that people all around the world can keep on learning and finding inspiration in his Torah.

The Sages were eloquent on the subject of lashon hara, evil speech, the sin they took to be the cause of tsara’at. But there is a meta-halachic principle: “From the negative you can infer the positive”[1] So, for example, from the seriousness of the prohibition against Chillul Hashem, desecrating God’s name, one can infer the importance of the opposite, Kiddush Hashem, sanctifying God’s name.

It therefore follows that alongside the grave sin of lashon hara, there must in principle be a concept of lashon hatov, good speech, and it must be more than a mere negation of its opposite. The way to avoid lashon hara is to practise silence, and indeed the Sages were eloquent on the importance of silence.[2] Silence saves us from evil speech but in and of itself it achieves nothing positive. What then is lashon hatov?

One of the most important tasks of a leader, a parent or a friend is focused praise. We first discussed this idea in parshat Vayeshev, where we examined the classic text on this – a Mishnah in Tractate Avot (2:11) in which Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai enumerates the praises of his five beloved students:

Eliezer ben Hyrcanus: a plastered well that never loses a drop. Joshua ben Chananya:  happy the one who gave him birth. Yose the Priest:  a pious man. Shimon ben Netanel:  a man who fears sin. Elazar ben Arach: an ever-flowing spring.

Every Rabbi had disciples. The imperative, “Raise up many disciples”[3] is one of the oldest rabbinic teachings on record. What the Mishnah is telling us here is how to create disciples. It is not difficult to create followers. Often a good teacher will, over time, notice that they have developed a large following, students who are uncritical devotees – but how to encourage these followers to become creative intellects in their own right? It is far harder to create leaders than to create followers.

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was a great teacher because five of his students became giants in their own right. The Mishnah is telling us how he did it: with focussed praise. He showed each of his pupils where their particular strength lay. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, the “plastered well that never loses a drop,” was gifted with a superb memory – an important ability in an age in which manuscripts were rare and the Oral Law was not yet committed to writing. Shimon ben Netanel, the “man who fears sin,” may not have had the intellectual brilliance of the others but his reverential nature was a reminder to others that they were not merely scholars but also holy men engaged in a sacred task. Elazar ben Arach, the “ever-flowing spring,” had a creative mind constantly giving rise to new interpretations of ancient texts.

I discovered the transformative power of focused praise from one of the more remarkable people I ever met, the late Lena Rustin. Lena was a speech therapist, specialising in helping children who struggled with stammers. I came to know her through a television documentary I was making for the BBC about the state of the family in Britain. Lena believed that the young children she was treating – they were, on average, around five years old – had to be understood in the context of their families. Families tend to develop an equilibrium. If a child stammers, everyone in the family adjusts to it. Therefore if the child is to lose their stammer, all the relationships within the family will have to be renegotiated. Not only must the child change. So must everyone else.

By and large, we tend to resist change. We settle into patterns of behaviour as they become more and more comfortable, like a well-used armchair or a well-worn pair of shoes. How do you create an atmosphere within a family that encourages change and makes it unthreatening? The answer Lena discovered was praise. She told the families with whom she was working that every day they must notice each member of the family doing something right, and say so – specifically, positively and thankfully.

She did not go into deep explanations, but watching her at work I began to realise what she was doing. She was creating, within each home, an atmosphere of mutual regard and continuous positive reinforcement.  She wanted the parents to shape an environment of self-respect and self-confidence, not just for the stammering child but for every member of the family, so that the entire atmosphere of the home was one in which people felt safe to change and help others to do so.

I suddenly realised that Lena had discovered a solution not just for stammering but for group dynamics as a whole. My intuition was soon confirmed in a surprising way. There had been tensions among the television crew with which I had been working. Various things had gone wrong and there was an atmosphere of mutual recrimination. After filming a session of Lena Rustin teaching parents how to give and receive praise, the crew likewise began praising one another. Instantly the atmosphere was transformed. The tension dissolved, and filming became fun again. Praise gives people the confidence to let go of the negative aspects of their character and reach their full potential.

There is in praise a deep spiritual message too. We think religion is about faith in God. What I had not fully understood before was that faith in God should lead us to have faith in people, for God’s image is in each of us, and we have to learn how to discern it. I then understood that the repeated phrase in Genesis 1, “And God saw that it was good,” was there to teach us to see the good in people and events, and by so doing, help to strengthen that goodness. I also understood why God briefly punished Moses by turning his hand to tsara’at – because he had said about the Israelites, “They will not believe in me.” (Ex. 4:1) Moses was being taught a fundamental lesson of leadership: It does not matter whether they believe in you. What matters is that you believe in them.

It was from another wise woman that I learned another important lesson about praise. Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck, in her book Mindset[4], argues that it makes a decisive difference whether we believe that our abilities are innate and determined once and for all (the “fixed” mindset), or whether we may assume that talent is something we achieve through time by effort, practice and persistence (the “growth” mindset). People who take the former approach tend to be risk-averse, afraid that if they fail this will show that they are not as good as they were thought to be. The latter group embrace risk because they take failure as a learning experience from which they can grow. It follows that there is good praise and bad praise. Parents and teachers should not praise children in absolute terms: “You are gifted, brilliant, a star!” They should praise effort: “You tried hard, you gave of your best, and I can see the improvement!” They should encourage a growth mindset, not a fixed one.

Perhaps this explains a sad aftermath in the life of Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai’s two most gifted pupils. The Mishnah immediately following the one quoted above states:

He [Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai] used to say: If all the Sages of Israel were in one scale of a balance and Eliezer ben Hyrcanus in the other, he would outweigh them all. However, Abba Saul said in his name: If all the Sages of Israel, including Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, were in one scale of a balance, and Elazar ben Arach in the other, he would outweigh them all. (Avot 2:12)

Tragically, Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus was eventually excommunicated by his colleagues for failing to accept the majority view on a matter of Jewish law.[5] As for Rabbi Elazar ben Arach, he became separated from his colleagues. When they went to the academy at Yavneh, he went to Emmaus, a pleasant place to live but lacking in other Torah scholars. Eventually he forgot his learning and became a pale shadow of his former self.[6] It may be that praising his students for their innate abilities rather than their effort, Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai inadvertently encouraged his two most talented students to develop a fixed mindset rather than engage with colleagues and stay open to intellectual growth.

Praise, and how we administer it, is a fundamental element in leadership of any kind. Recognising the good in people and saying so, we help bring people’s potential to fruition. Praising their efforts rather than their innate gifts helps encourage growth, about which Hillel used to say: “He who does not increase his knowledge, loses it” (Mishnah Avot 1:13). The right kind of praise changes lives. That is the power of lashon hatov. Bad speech diminishes us; good speech can lift us to great heights. Or as W. H. Auden said in one of his beautiful poems:

In the prison of his days

Teach the free man how to praise.[7]

[1] Nedarim 11a.

[2] See for example Mishnah Avot 1:17; 3:13.

[3] Mishnah Avot 1:1.

[4] Carol Dweck, Mindset, Ballantine Books, 2007.

[5] Bava Metzia 59b.

[6] Shabbat 147b.

[7] W. H. Auden, “In Memory of W. B. Yeats,” Another Time (New York: Random House, 1940).

________________________________________________

from: Rabbi Berel Wein <genesis@torah.org>

to: rabbiwein@torah.org

date: Apr 15, 2021, 2:02 PM

subject: Rabbi Wein - Family Vs. Fortune
Parshas Tazria

Family Vs. Fortune

The Torah indirectly, but softly and clearly, speaks to the continuity of the Jewish people and the human race generally, through the idea of having children. It has been statistically shown that as prosperity rises in certain sections of society, the birthrate in that section of society declines. For me, this was always counterintuitive, because if one is prosperous, then one can certainly support more children. If one is almost impoverished, the difficulty of raising and supporting children is much greater.

The statistics regarding this matter are borne out by much empirical evidence that we also see in our own personal experience. For some reason, the affluent amongst us wish to retain their affluence by not having to spend money on raising and educating children. Children, to a great extent, impose themselves on the lifestyle, comfort, and wealth of their parents.

Having and raising children is a positive act of faith in the future, and the unlimited generosity towards others. The amount of selfishness and narcissism that unfortunately characterize many in our society today accounts, in a great measure, for the large decrease in the birth rate in many westerns cultures and countries. Europe is shrinking population-wise, and it is only the migration of millions from Africa and other parts of the world that keep its labor supply constant and allow it to function. Eventually this phenomenon causes many other societal problems, and many of those problems are already apparent in France, Germany, Italy, and other parts of Europe where there had been an absorption of many immigrants who have not been able to integrate themselves successfully into European society. The United States is not far behind in this critical problem, regarding the numbers and dimension of immigration and its integration, and the shrinking birthright amongst the well-educated and the well-heeled.

Judaism has always been pro-family… and pro-large family. King Solomon pointed out to us that the future is unknown, and no parent can predict the success and life of one’s child. Yet what is hidden from us by Heaven, the Talmud says, need not concern us as far as our duties to obey and perform God’s commandments. The future is always inscrutable, and try as we may, and we certainly do, we are unable to guarantee lives and fortunes of the next generation.

The variables in life are so enormous that there is no certainty possible. Having and raising children is a matter of faith and belief that somehow there is a future, and that the children that we bring into this world will be able to manage and benefit from that future.

The Torah emphasizes that women have a strong maternal instinct that drives them to wish to have children, despite the immediate discomfort and long-range problems that all children bring to their parents. It is this life force within the woman that guarantees the survival of the Jewish people, and, in effect, the entire human race. In this week’s reading the Torah concentrates on the purity of the woman and her relationship to the Creator through childbirth, for she is “the mother of all life.”
Shabbat shalom,

Rabbi Berel Wein
________________________________________________

from: Aish.com <newsletterserver@aish.com>

date: Apr 14, 2021, 4:46 PM

subject: Aish.com Parsha - Tazria-Metzora

(Leviticus 12-15) Apr 12, 2021

by Rabbi Dr. Abraham Twerski  

Elixir of Life

If a person (adam) will have on his skin . . .a tzaraas affliction (Vayikra, 13:2).

The Talmud is very clear that the affliction of tzaraas (the exact nature of which is unknown to us) is a punishment for having spoken lashon hara, derogatory speech.

The Hebrew word the Torah uses for “person” in the above verse is adam. There are several other Hebrew words for “person”: enosh, ish, gever. The ethical writings state that each refers to a level of spirituality, and adam represents the highest level. We must understand, therefore, the Torah's choice of the word adam for a person afflicted with tzaraas.

The Chafetz Chaim said that the juxtaposition of this portion of the Torah to that of the previous portion dealing with non-kosher animals is to teach us that people who may be meticulously careful about what goes into their mouths should be equally as scrupulous about what comes out of their mouths. There are sins which a Torah observant person would never do, but as for lashon hara, it is a rare person who is saved from it (Bava Basra 164b). Hence, even a spiritual person, adam, is vulnerable to lashon hara.

The Midrash relates that a peddler went through the streets shouting, “Who wishes to buy an elixir of life?” R' Yannai, who was engrossed in his Torah study, asked to see his wares. The peddler said to him, “For you I have nothing.” Upon R' Yannai's insistence, the peddler took out a Book of Psalms and showed him the verse, “Who is the person who desires life and loves days that he may see good? Keep your tongue from evil and your lips from deceitful speech” (Psalms 34:13-14). R' Yannai then said, “All my life I have been reciting this psalm, but I never understood it until this peddler pointed it out to me” (Vayikra Rabbah 16:2).

This Midrash has puzzled many Torah scholars. What was in these verses that he had never grasped previously? The words of the psalm could not be any clearer: Guarding one's tongue from lashon hara is conducive to long life.

Perhaps we may understand this by examining the Talmudic statement that the remedy for lashon hara is the study of Torah (Arachin 15b). A number of commentaries ask, In what way is Torah study a penance for lashon hara? The Jewish law is that if you have offended someone, it is essential that you make amends to that person and ask his forgiveness. They answer that it is not the study of Torah per se that constitutes penance. Rather, the study of Torah will enable a person to understand the gravity of lashon hara so that he will do what is necessary for penance.

The gravity of lashon hara can be seen in the episode of Joseph and his brothers, which was brought about by his speaking derogatorily about them (Genesis 37:2), and in what happened to the prophetess, Miriam, when she spoke improperly regarding Moses (Numbers 12:1-10). To this very day, we are suffering the consequences of the lashon hara delivered by the spies to Moses (ibid. 13:31-32). This should make one cognizant of how far-reaching the effects of lashon hara can be, and how diligent one must be to do proper teshuvah.

While the mitzvah of studying Torah is extraordinarily great (Shabbos 127a), the Talmud points out that Torah can be a double-edged sword. “If one merits, Torah can be an elixir of life; if one is not virtuous, Torah can be a deadly poison” (Yoma 72b). How penetrating these words are! If used improperly, Torah can be destructive.

The impact of derogatory speech depends on the character of the speaker. If a person who has little credibility makes a negative comment about someone, people are likely to dismiss it as worthless babble. However, if the speaker is a person of stature, a scholar whose opinion carries some weight, the attitude towards his words is, “If he says so, it must be true. He knows what he is talking about.” The more learned a person is and the higher he is held in esteem, the more his words are taken seriously.

The Baal Shem Tov taught that every human character trait can be put to good use. But what about vanity? This is so abominable a trait that it repels the Divine Presence (Arachin 15b). How can vanity ever have a positive application?

We can see, however, that even vanity can have a redeeming feature. Before making a negative comment about someone, do not be humble and think of yourself as an insignificant person whose words will not be heeded. This is the time when vanity can temporarily be put to good use. “I must be careful of what I say. People are not likely to dismiss my words lightly. I am an important person, and my words can have a great impact.”
The greater a Torah scholar a person is, the more he must be careful of his speech. The words of an esteemed Torah scholar will be taken seriously. If he speaks negatively about someone, he has allowed his Torah scholarship to become a negative force. The Midrash says that lashon hara destroys three people: the speaker, the listener and the one about whom it is spoken (Devarim Rabbah 5:10). If Torah scholarship gives credibility to one's lashon hara, it indeed becomes “a deadly poison.”
The man who was peddling the “elixir of life” was not an unlearned person. He was trying to teach people mussar, personal growth. He did not believe that a great Torah scholar like R' Yannai was in need of his teaching. When he told R' Yannai that his teaching about lashon hara was not relevant for Torah scholars, R' Yannai remarked, “I was unaware that people had this mistaken impression. To the contrary, it is those who are Torah scholars who have great need for this elixir of life, because Torah has value only if one is virtuous. Negligence on the part of a Torah scholar, particularly in speaking lashon hara, can seriously distort the value of Torah.”
We can be spared from lashon hara if we incorporate the second half of the verse, “loves days that he may see good.” In his introductory morning prayer, R' Elimelech of Lizhensk says, “Help us to see the good in our fellows, and not their defects.”
If we concentrate on looking for the good in people, we will have no need to make negative comments about anyone.
_______________________________________________

from: OU Kosher <noreply@ounetwork.org>

date: Apr 15, 2021, 8:01 AM

The Gerald & Karin Feldhamer OU Kosher Halacha Yomis
subject: Halacha Yomis - Sefiras Haomer 
Q. If someone forgets to count one day of sefiras haomer, are they allowed to continue counting other nights? What if they’re unsure whether a day has been missed?

A. If someone definitely forgot to count a day of sefiras haomer, they should not continue counting with a bracha. This is because there is an opinion that the 49 days of sefira counting is treated as one unit and missing one night invalidates the mitzvah. Nevertheless, since the majority of poskim are of the opinion that there is an independent mitzvah each day, one must continue counting without a bracha (or preferably listen to someone else’s bracha). However, if someone is unsure whether they missed a night, they can continue counting regularly with a bracha. This is because there is a sfek sfeika (double doubt): First, there is a possibility that all days have been counted. Second, even if a day was missed, there is still an opinion that each day is a separate mitzvah. This combination of considerations together allow one to continue counting with a bracha (Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 489:8 and Mishna Berura ibid., 37-38). 

Q. Even though one who misses a day of Sefira may no longer count with a bracha, if one remembers to count during the daytime, this is sufficient to allow one to continue with a bracha the next night. However, how does counting during the daytime help if the Behag, the author of the view that one who misses a day may no longer recite a bracha, also holds that counting during the daytime does not fulfill the mitzvah?

A. The Behag (quoted by Tosfos, Megillah 20b) maintains that one who misses a complete day of Sefira may no longer count with a bracha, because sefira must be “temimos” (complete). The common understanding of the Behag is that the counting of all forty-nine days constitutes a single mitzvah, and therefore if one missed one day, one can no longer fulfill the mitzvah. However, Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, zt”l explained that even the Behag agrees that Sefiras Ha’omer consists of forty-nine separate mitzvos as indicated by the fact that we make a bracha each night. The reason that a single failure to count can affect the Sefira of the subsequent nights is because the nature of counting implies wholeness and continuity. Counting during the day constitutes an act of counting, even though it is not a fulfillment of the mitzvah and as such does not allow for a bracha. The mitzvah was lost, but with the count restored, Sefira may continue. Missing a complete day produces a list of numbers that are no longer ordinal, and this flaw in the count cannot be repaired. [Adapted from The Seder Night: An Exalted Evening]
Q. In many congregations it is customary for the rabbi to recite Sefiras Ha’Omer out loud at the conclusion of Maariv. If the rabbi missed counting a day of Sefiras Ha’Omer and will be embarrassed if he does not recite the bracha, is there anything he can do?

A. Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank (Har Tzvi OC 2:75) writes that Rav Yosef Dov Soloveichik (the Bais Haleivi) was in this situation and made the following arrangement so that he could recite the bracha for the congregation: He asked one of the congregants not to recite a bracha and instead have in mind to fulfill his obligation with the bracha of Rav Yosef Dov. A Jew is permitted to recite a bracha on behalf of another even if he already fulfilled his obligation, based on the concept of areivus (Jews are responsible for each other’s mitzvah performance). Although the Bais Haleivi could not recite a bracha for his own mitzvah fulfillment because he missed a day, he was permitted to recite a bracha for the congregant, and it would not be a bracha livatala. The Har Tzvi points out that this approach is subject to disagreement among the Acharonim. The Pri Chadash (OC 489) compares one who missed a day of counting to one who is not obligated in the mitzvah. The rule is that one who does not have an obligation may not recite a bracha on behalf of one who does. However, Har Tzvi shows that other Acharonim disagree with the Pri Chadash. They argue that although a person cannot recite a bracha if he missed one day of Sefira, he is still considered to be obligated in the mitzvah, even though he cannot fulfill it, and he can therefore make a bracha for another. He concludes that the halacha is like the Bais Haleivi. The Shevet Haleivi (3:96) sides with the Pri Chadash and does not recommend this approach of the Bais Haleivi. Still, he writes that the rabbi may recite the bracha for the congregation and rely on the opinion of the majority that even if one missed a day, a bracha may be recited. Although ordinarily, we follow the ruling of Shulchan Aruch (that a bracha is not said if a day of Sefira was missed), in this instance we may rely on the majority opinion (that a bracha can be said after missing a day) to uphold the honor of the congregation and not to diminish the kovod of the rav.

Q. I always daven ma’ariv at the 10 o’clock minyan. Am I permitted to wash and eat a meal when I get home from work at 9 o’clock (after tzeis hakochavim) or should I count sefira first?

A. Igros Moshe (OC IV:99) writes that the proper time to count sefira is after ma’ariv. One should not count sefira before ma’ariv, because of the rule “tadir kodem” (the mitzvah that is more frequent should be done first). Since ma’ariv is recited every night of the year, and sefira is only recited between Pesach and Shavuos, one should daven ma’ariv before counting sefira. An individual who relies on the fact that he always davens at a set minyan so as to eat before ma’ariv, may rely on this as well regarding sefiras HaOmer. Rav Moshe argues that in this case, since he has a set minyan where he always davens, it is better for him to eat his meal and recite sefira after ma’ariv than to recite sefira before the meal, which would be out of order. Nonetheless, if one is afraid that they might forget to count sefira if they wait until after ma’ariv, they may count before ma’ariv as well (Sefer Sefiras HaOmer 3:7).

Subscriber comments and questions related to this mailing can be sent to GerstenE@ou.org.
_______________________________________________

from: Mordechai Tzion toratravaviner@yahoo.com

to: ravaviner@yahoogroups.com http://www.ravaviner.com/ Yeshivat Ateret Yerushalayim From the Rosh Yeshiva

Ha-Rav Shlomo Aviner Shlit"a

Ask Rav Aviner: toratravaviner@yahoo.com

Ha-Rav answers hundreds of text message questions a day.  Here's a sample:

Resurrection

Q: Given the fact that a person's soul was endowed over time in a number of bodies, to which one will it be returned?

A: The soul will be returned to the body that performed the most Mitzvot and good deeds. The Arizal teaches that the existence of the soul in a number of different bodies is a parable not to be understood literally.

Naming a Girl

Q: Should we refrain from giving a three-letter Hebrew name to a girl?

A: No. Note these three-letter Hebrew names from the Torah: Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Chanah, Yael and more.

Irreligious Upbringing

Q: My family isn't religious and I feel inferior to my friends who were raised in religious homes.

A: Throughout our history there are plenty of examples of great Torah scholars from irreligious backgrounds. We all have free choice.

Tikun Chatzot in the Morning

Q: Is there an alternative hour to recite Tikun Chatzot (the midnight prayers over the destruction of the Temple)?  I'm too tired to get up that early.

A: You may recite these prayers early in the morning.

Military Service and Yeshiva Study

Q: Is shortened military service morally acceptable even though I do not intend to return to Yeshiva after the army?

A: Definitely. Rabbenu Ha-Rav Tzvi Yehuda Ha-Cohain Kook explains that military service is compulsory and that each student may decide what suits him. Our Nation has a wide range of essential needs in the spiritual realm and in the work force. The calculations are personal.

Immodest Reading Material

Q: May I discard my friend's immodest book?

A: No. It belongs to him. Only a Beit Din may do so, as it says in the Gemara Berachot (20a) that Rav Ada bar Ahava, as an official member of the Beit Din, applied a measure to eradicate public immodesty.

Talmudic Volumes to Facilitate Study

Q: May we study from the Schottenstein volumes (named for the philanthropist who funded the publication) or the Rav Shteinsaltz volumes to facilitate our understanding of the complicated texts or are we expected to apply intense thought without taking shortcuts?

A: It's a personal decision. The preferred goal is to avoid dependence on them and to use them only occasionally to check the explanations. We need an honest assessment of our limitations. Ongoing study improves our abilities.  Ha-Rav Ephraim Fishel Hershkovitz, an illustrious Torah scholar and member of the Rabbinical Council of the Tzanz-Kloizenberg Chasidim in North America was asked a question similar to yours and responded as follows: ''Are you unable to understand without those explanations?'' (This is recorded in the book ''HaBen Yakir Li Ephraim", p. 127).  Generally our power of concentration and comprehension improves when we are determined to reach our goals.

Snakes as Pets

Q: Are we permitted to have a snake as a pet?

A: Yes, on condition that no harm is caused to others.

Investigating Religions

Q: Is it problematic to look into other religions in order to be convinced that the truth of Judaism prevails?

A: The thorough research of Rav Yehuda HaLevi in Sefer Ha-Kuzari, 1,000 years ago, negates the need for further investigation. See Rambam, Hilchot Avoda Zara Chapter 2:2-3.

Mashiach and Army

Q: When Mashiach comes will the Israel Defense Forces be in operation?  I'm a young boy who wants to serve in the army.

A: The Israel Defense Forces will be in full operation. Mashiach himself is a warrior. Rambam, Hilchot Melachim Chapter 11.
________________________________________________
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Tazria

אדם כי יהיה בעור בשרו... והובא אל אהרן הכהן
If a person will have on the שאת skin of his flesh a seis… he shall be brought to Aharon HaKohen. (13:2)


When Moshe Rabbeinu noticed that inspecting the physical plagues that appeared on a body was included in the function of a Kohen, he was troubled. Chazal (Vayikra Rabbah 15:8) say that Moshe had tzaar gadol, great pain, concerning Aharon HaKohen’s function to view and render his halachic decision concerning the plague’s impurity. He felt that it was below his brother’s dignity as Kohen Gadol, High Priest, to engage in such an unappealing task. Hashem quickly reminded Moshe that Aharon and his descendants enjoy twenty-four matnos, gifts, of Kehunah, which Klal Yisrael shares with them. Chazal teach us an important message which pertains especially to the osek b’tzarchei tzibbur, those who are engaged with the needs of the community, the mezakeh ha’rabbim, who bring merit to the many, those who put themselves on the line day in and day out to address the needs of the community. Veritably, they do so much and give up so much of themselves and their families in order to help others, but they do receive the twenty-four gifts of Kehunah, which in the context of the one who works for the community means: Hashem will take care of them. Hashem grants recompense for everything.


Zikui ha’rabim requires a special person. They live for the community, often at the expense of their personal lives – physical and emotional. I remember when the pandemic was raging, my son asked me to speak with his good friend who, as a member of Misaskim, was falling prey to the emotional toll of dealing with both the living and those who were less fortunate. He was one of many who literally risked their lives and emotions to help the members of our community. What they saw, and to what they were exposed, will live with them for the rest of their lives, but so will the extraordinary s’char, reward, that they garnered for themselves. Their families also grew exponentially. When their children grow up and ask them what they were doing during the pandemic, they will have a unique response. Zikui ha’rabbim is a family affair, and the s’char is a family reward.


Reaching out to help others, klal work, applies to many facets of our daily endeavor, from teaching, mentoring, kiruv, to fundraising for community and individual needs. This is followed by spearheading programs to address the various needs of members of our communities. While we have no doubt that these special individuals – both men and women – will receive outstanding reward and recognition from the Almighty, it would be “nice” if we, as beneficiaries, would acknowledge their contribution with a simple “thank you.” We take too much of what they do for granted, and if, chas v’shalom, Heaven forbid, something does not work out exactly to our liking, not only do we not thank them, but rather, we hold them responsible. Unfortunately, this all comes with the territory of klal work. It may not always be nice or geshmak, but the satisfaction one derives from helping others has no parallel. 


Truthfully, the term zikui ha’rabbim is an inaccurate term.  What if one does not reach the multitudes? Are his efforts and dedication any less valuable? How do we define rabim, multitude? Is the term dependent on immediate numbers or long term effect? Chazal teach that he who saves one person in the long term can have an immeasurable effect on others. Do we know? The following vignettes grant us a window to the perspective of the Chafetz Chaim and other mashpiim, men of influence, who changed the spiritual lives of countless men and women.


Horav Meir Tzvi Bergman, Shlita, relates that his father-in-law, Horav Elazar M. Shach, zl, once remarked to him, “The Chafetz Chaim, zl, was cloistered for years on end, learning Torah diligently and writing his magnum opus on Halachah, the Mishnah Berurah, and his ethical magnum opus, the Shemiras Halashon. During this time, he created a “man” the likes of whom was the saintly Chafetz Chaim. All of this, the years of solitude, was for one singular purpose: to help others, to allow the world to study Torah and become more proficient in it.  In other words, the sole purpose of writing the Mishnah Berurah, which took twenty-five years to complete, was to enable others to learn – not for any other goal. He did not seek to aggrandize his name, to garner attention for himself. He studied Torah so that he could teach Torah. This is why his sefarim are classics that are mulled over by thousands upon thousands of serious Torah devotees. His Shemiras Halashon has forever altered the spiritual panorama of Judaism, by his understanding and teaching of the significance of the spoken word. When we act solely for ourselves, we regrettably do not even reach ourselves!


A Rosh Yeshivah once asked Horav Aharon Leib Shteinman, zl, why it is that the world hangs on his every word. He reviews every statement that he makes over and over, and he enters them into his mind for safekeeping. Rav Shteinman replied by asking the Rosh Yeshivah how much time he devotes to preparing a shiur, halachic discourse. The Rosh Yeshivah replied, “If it is on the yeshivah meseches, the chapter presently being studied in the yeshivah, I spend a few hours. If it is on an abstract topic, I spend even more time. If I am preparing a shmuess, an ethical discourse, it also takes me a few hours.” Rav Shteinman listened to his responses, then asked, “And how much time have you spent on preparing the ‘speaker’? The reason that my words are heard is that I am older. I have prepared myself for over eighty years.”

The Chafetz Chaim was wont to compare outreach to hunting. He observed that the wealthy landowners who had as much money as they had free time would waste their days hunting in the large forests they owned. They could pass an entire day with hours spent in pursuit of their elusive prey, and, at the end of the hunt, if they were lucky, they might bag one animal. Likewise, one who enters the field of zikui ha’rabim should not determine success by numbers. One person whose life he has changed is worth an entire world.


Horav Sholom Schwadron, zl, the preeminent maggid in Yerushalayim, was a powerful orator whose dynamic talks would mesmerize and captivate his listeners. His lecturing career had a humble beginning. Following his wedding, Rav Schwadron commenced to give a shiur, class, in Talmud in a small shul that bordered on the Shaarei Chesed neighborhood. Three men showed up for the class: one slept right through; one daydreamed his way through the class; and one listened fifty percent of the time. This went on day after day – the same three men with the same attitude towards the class.  Rav Sholom kept on giving the shiur, despite the dismal attendance. One day, the member of the class who had been paying some attention became ill. Apparently, he had fallen and badly injured his leg. It would be months before he could safely return to the shiur. Rav Sholom decided that this was an “opportunity” to terminate the shiur, since the only real participant was no longer attending.


A few days passed, and Rav Sholom realized that, having sat for weeks with the group, he owed the stricken member a house call. He decided to visit him at home. The man (who was no youngster) was very happy to welcome Rav Sholom to his home. While they were speaking, the man stopped and asked, “I heard that you stopped saying the shiur. Why?” Rav Sholom told him the truth, “I really had no one that was attentive. I actually had only one member who paid attention, and, once that ended, I had no reason to continue the shiur.” The man was surprised, and he remarked, “Just one? Did you think that I needed your shiur? Did you think that without your shiur we would have no option for learning? Baruch Hashem, neither I nor the other attendees were in dire need of a shiur. But you, Rav Sholom, it was for you an unparalleled benefit to give the shiur. For you, it served as an opportunity for training yourself in the nuances of teaching a shiur. With time and practice, as your self-confidence improved, so would your teaching and speaking skills. We will not lose out, but you can only benefit from the shiur.” I think that anyone who has successfully traversed the difficult course from novice to master can attest to this verity. The teacher often has much more to gain than the student. The ability to learn from one’s challenges and mishaps, to persevere through them, creates a better, more confident professional.
_______________________________________________
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Believing is Seeing 

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff

Question #1: Kiddush Levanah on an Airplane

“It was cloudy on motzaei Shabbos, so I was unable to be mekadeish levanah after davening in shul. Later that night, I left for the airport, and I am now sitting in my window seat, which includes a beautiful view of the new moon. May I be mekadeish levanah now, although I am indoors, and I am also obviously looking at the moon through a window?”
Question #2: Havdalah on a Lightbulb

“I have been told that Rav Chayim Ozer, the posek hador before the Second World War, deliberately recited the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish on an electric light. How could he have done this when a lightbulb must be encased in glass for it to burn?”
Question #3: This Week’s Parsha

“What do the above questions have to do with this week’s parsha?”
Foreword

Of the many mesechtos of Mishnayos, the tractate named Nega’im, so germane to a proper understanding of both of this week’s parshios, may have the distinction of being the least familiar mesechta. Since few of us regard the laws concerning tzaraas on people, clothes and houses to be applicable, there is a tendency to assume that these are difficult topics and, therefore, they are often not studied. Nevertheless, a tremendous amount of Torah knowledge lies in this mesechta, in addition to it being essential to understand this week’s Torah readings correctly.

Mesechta Nega’im is arguably the most organized of the mesechtos of Shas. 

Notwithstanding its length (it is the fourth longest mesechta), someone familiar with it can locate any Mishnah or subtopic effortlessly, since each of its 14 chapters is focused on a very specific aspect of the laws of nega’im and tzaraas. 

The first chapter describes the various colors that a nega may have; the second, the details concerning how a nega is examined; the third is an overview and comparison of the various types of nega’im. The fourth chapter discusses the symptoms of white hair and expansion that are mentioned prominently in the Torah; the fifth chapter discusses cases of questionable tzaraas; the sixth explains the laws of healthy-looking skin inside a nega, known as michyah. The seventh chapter discusses cases of nega’im that are not tamei; the eighth analyses the laws of a nega that covers the entire body; the ninth chapter explains the laws of nega’im on injured skin; and the tenth chapter teaches the laws of nega’im on the scalp and beard.

The last four chapters are also very clearly organized, dealing, in order, with nega’im on clothing (Chapter 11), on houses (Chapters 12 and 13) and the process of making someone tahor after he became a metzora (Chapter 14).

Viewing

As I mentioned above, the second chapter of Mishnayos Nega’im is devoted to the details concerning how a nega is examined. Among the many issues discussed here are the times of the day that the lighting is adequate for a kohen to view and rule on nega’im, the quality of vision required of a kohen to do this, and how a kohen examines a nega inside a house that does not have quality lighting.

This week’s parsha

Notwithstanding the fact that I have just sung the praises of the importance of proper organization and how much was invested in mesechta Nega’im, I am going to discuss the last of our opening questions first. “What do the above questions have to do with this week’s parsha?” To answer this question we need to explore a relatively minor detail germane to the laws of nega’im.

Seeing is believing 

Among the issues discussed by the later halachic authoritiesis: What is the halacha if the kohen’s vision is impaired and he cannot see the nega properly without eyeglasses? Is this considered that the kohen saw the nega, a necessary requirement to rule the person, cloth or house tamei? Or is this considered that he did not see the nega correctly, and the person, cloth or house remains tahor?

One of the later commentaries on the Mishnah, the Tiferes Yisroel, discusses this issue, and draws analogy to several areas of halacha where we find discussion whether use of an implement to view something is considered as seeing it (Boaz, Nega’im 2:4).

Waxen wane

The first comparison the Tiferes Yisroel draws is to the laws of the reading of the Torah. An early authority discusses the following question: Wax, presumably from a candle in the shul, fell on a Sefer Torah. In the course of reading the Torah on Shabbos, this wax was discovered, and the laws of Shabbos prohibit scraping off the wax. Assuming that the wax is opaque enough that one can read the words underneath, is this considered that the baal keriyah read the Sefer Torah and the mitzvah has been fulfilled, or do we consider those words to be covered and that it is impossible to observe the mitzvah with this Sefer Torah until the wax is removed? According to the first approach, they can continue with the Torah reading, whereas according to the second approach, they must put the Sefer Torah back and take out a different one to continue reading the Torah portion for this Shabbos.

The Tiferes Yisroel quotes an earlier source, the Leket Hakemach, as ruling that it is permitted to continue using this Torah by reading through the wax. The Leket Hakemach is one of several halachic works by Rav Moshe ibn Chagiz, one of the gedolei hador in Eretz Yisroel in the early eighteenth century. The sefer Leket Hakemach is unusual in that it is an anthology in which Rav ibn Chagiz often quotes the conclusion of many halachic sources without discussing the details of the issues involved. This style became popular over two hundred years later, as evidenced by such works as the Pischei Teshuvah, the Sdei Chemed and the Darchei Teshuvah. In this instance, the Leket Hakemach concludes that it is permitted to read from this Sefer Torah, provided that the baal keriyah can see the word clearly through the wax. This means that the intervening wax is not considered a chatzitzah (block or intervention) from reading the Torah. The Tiferes Yisroel concludes that there is certainly no problem for the baal keriyah or the person receiving an aliyah reading the Sefer Torah to use eyeglasses. Similarly, the Tiferes Yisroel suggests at the outset of his discussion that a kohen could rule on a nega on the basis of what he sees with his eyeglasses.

Chalitzah

A similar question is asked by an early acharon. Can one perform a chalitzah when one of the dayanim can see the procedure only with the aid of his eyeglasses? Is this considered that he witnessed the chalitzah, which is necessary for the validity of the procedure?

The Shevus Yaakov rules that it is perfectly acceptable to perform the chalitzah this way (Shu”t Shevus Yaakov 1:126).

Kiddush levanah and borei me’orei ha’eish

The Tiferes Yisroel then compares his question to an area that has more halachic discussion – whether one can recite the brochos of kiddush levanah and borei me’orei ha’eish, should one see the moon or the flame through glass. 

Let’s trace this halachic discussion from its sources. The tanna’im (Mishnah Megillah 24a) dispute whether a blind man is obligated to recite the brocha that we recite every morning immediately after Borchu, which closes with the words yotzeir hame’oros, praising Hashem for providing the world with light. Rabbi Yehudah contends that since the blind cannot see sunlight, it is inappropriate for them to praise Hashem for something from which they cannot benefit. The Tanna Kamma disagrees, noting that they do benefit from light, since it enables other people to look out for them. The Gemara proceeds to tell us an anecdote about a blind man who was seen walking in the pitch-black night holding a torch. Rabbi Yosi asked him why he was holding a light, to which the man answered, “As long as the torch is in my hand, people see me and save me from pits and thorns.” Thus, although he may not be able to see the light, he certainly benefits from it. The halachic authorities conclude in accordance with the Tanna Kamma that a blind person does recite yotzeir hame’oros (Shulchan Aruch 69:2). 

Borei me’orei ha’eish

The Mishnah (Brochos 51b) states that the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish cannot be recited unless the person can benefit from the light. How much benefit is enough to recite the brocha? The Gemara (53b) states: Enough that he can distinguish by the light between two coins of different size and value.

Upon this basis, the authorities conclude that there is a difference between the brocha of yotzeir hame’oros, which a blind person recites, and the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish (Ra’avyah, Megillah, and all subsequent authorities). As we just saw, the Gemara provided a quantitative visual criterion for the recital of this brocha, that is, the ability to use the light to discern between two coins. Reciting borei me’orei ha’eish requires not only that one can benefit from the light, but that one must actually be able to see something specific with it. This precludes the blind man from reciting this brocha: although he gains benefit from the light, he cannot fulfill the second requirement, which defines something physical that he can see.

Kiddush levanah

To review, the halachic conclusion was that the brocha of yotzeir hame’oros requires benefiting from the light, but not necessarily seeing the light whereas the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish requires actually seeing the light and discerning something with its aid.

At this point, we need to discuss the brocha of kiddush levanah, about which the Gemara states that he does not recite a brocha unless he can differentiate by its light between two coins. Should it be compared to yotzeir hame’oros, which would imply that a blind man can recite the brocha, or should it be compared to borei me’orei ha’eish, in which case he cannot?

We find that sixteenth-century authorities dispute this question, the Maharshal ruling that a blind person may and should recite kiddush levanah, whereas his younger contemporary, Rav Yaakov Castro (known as the Maharikash), ruled that he should not. (The Maharikash was born in Egypt around 1525. As a youth he traveled to Yerushalayim, where he studied under the Maharlnach, Rabbi Levi ibn Habib, the posek hador and the rav of Jerusalem. In 1570, the Maharikash, who at that time was a dayan in Egypt, visited Tzefat, where he was a house guest of Rav Yosef Karo, and later recorded in his own writings many of the halachic practices he noticed there. Among the Maharikash’s many scholarly works, he authored footnotes to the Shulchan Aruch, sometimes referred to as the “second set” -- the first set being those written by the Rema. The Maharikash named his notes on the Shulchan Aruch, Eirech Lechem, based on the posuk, Shemos 40:23, which means the bread laid out on the table of the Shulchan Aruch. The Rema’s notes were called the mapah, the tablecloth on the table. Thus, the three works describe a table perfectly set with bread on it, ready for a meal to be served.)

The Maharshal contends that there is a difference between the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish and the brocha of kiddush levanah, writing that “the mitzvah of borei me’orei ha’eish is not dependent only on benefiting from the light, but also on being able to see… however this distinction is relative only to borei me’orei ha’eish, but regarding kiddush levanah, it seems to me that someone (who cannot see) can certainly recite the brocha, since the Gemara implies that it is sufficient if mankind in general can benefit from the moonlight” (Shu”t Maharshal #77).

The consensus of the later authorities is to follow the conclusion of the Maharshal that a blind man recites kiddush levanah, unlike the position of the Maharikash (Magen Avraham; Elya Rabbah; Pri Chadash, Biur Halacha , etc., all in Orach Chayim 426).

Kohen and nega

Notwithstanding the many proofs that seeing something through glass is valid, Tiferes Yisroel notes that some halachic sources indicate that a difference exists between the quality of viewing required for a brocha, versus that necessary for testimony. For example, he contends that someone cannot give testimony in court on the basis of something that he saw through a window. (His proof to this position is arguable, but we will not belabor the details.) Tiferes Yisroel contends that germane to testimony, we must be absolutely certain, and we must therefore be concerned that the tinting of color through glass might affect what we see. Similarly, he concludes that a kohen would not be allowed to rule on a nega on the basis of what he sees with his eyeglasses, or through any other glass.

Returning to glass

Let us return to our previous discussion about the mitzvos of kiddush levanah and borei me’orei ha’eish. May one recite borei me’orei ha’eish when the light is covered with glass? We find a dispute among earlier authorities whether one may recite borei me’orei ha’eish when one can see and use the light, but there is a pane of glass separating you from it. The Beis Yosef (Orach Chayim 428) quotes a dispute between the Orchos Chayim and the Rashba (Brochos 53b s.v. Hayesa), the Orchos Chayim forbids reciting a brocha on such a light until it is removed from inside the glass, whereas the Rashba permits it. The Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 298:15) rules that one may not recite a brocha on such a light, whereas the Magen Avraham concludes that one may.

Kiddush levanah on an airplane

At this point, we can discuss the opening question of our article. “It was cloudy on motzaei Shabbos, so I was unable to be mekadeish levanah after davening in shul. Later that night, I left for the airport, and I am now sitting in my window seat, which includes a beautiful view of the new moon. May I be mekadeish levanah now, although I am indoors, and I am also obviously looking at the moon through a window?”
There are two questions here: 

(1) Is it permitted to recite kiddush levanah indoors?

(2) Is it permitted to recite kiddush levanah when seeing the moon through a pane of 

glass?

Technically, these are two unrelated questions: one can physically see the moon when indoors by looking at it through an open skylight or window, and one can be outdoors and yet see the moon through glass.

Kiddush levanah indoors

Early authorities rule that kiddush levanah should be recited outdoors, since this demonstrates more respect (Shiltei Hagiborim). However, the consensus is that this requirement is only when it is practical to recite kiddush levanah outdoors. A person who is ill is permitted to recite kiddush levanah indoors, and the same law holds true for someone in other extenuating circumstances (Bach; Pri Chodosh).

What a pane!

Shu”t Radbaz (#341) asks an interesting question. What is the halacha if the moon is covered by a very thin cloud in a way that you can see the moon clearly, and it sheds enough light that you can use its light to tell the difference between two coins? The Radbaz rules that kiddush levanah may be recited under this circumstance. Similarly, kiddush levanah may be recited when the moon is clearly visible through glass and there is no practical way to see the moon directly, such as when you are on an airplane.

Havdalah on a lightbulb

At this point, let us examine the second of our opening questions: “I have been told that Rav Chayim Ozer, the posek hador before the War, deliberately recited the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish on an electric light. How could he have done this when a lightbulb must be encased in glass for it to burn?”
On many occasions, I was told by my Rosh Yeshivah, Rav Yaakov Ruderman, zt”l, that Rav Chayim Ozer recited the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish on an electric light. Rav Chayim Ozer’s reason for doing so was for people to realize that turning on an electric light on Shabbos involves a Torah prohibition of desecrating Shabbos. 

Because of Rav Chayim Ozer’s efforts, today this is realized. However, in his day there were those who contended that turning on an electric switch was considered an indirect way (grama) of doing melacha and, therefore, did not involve a violation of Torah law. In order to demonstrate convincingly how strongly he felt about the issue, Rav Chayim Ozer deliberately recited the brocha of borei me’orei ha’eish on an electric light so that people would realize that turning on this light is prohibited min haTorah.

We see that the fact that the “flame” of an electric light must be encased in glass did not disturb Rav Chayim Ozer, since it can be seen clearly through the glass.

In summation

The Magen Avraham and most later authorities rule that one can fulfill the mitzvos of kiddush levanah 426:1) and borei me’orei ha’eish (298:20) when seeing the moon or the light through glass. It might be that this is insufficient for a kohen checking a nega, where there is a good possibility that he must see the nega without anything intervening.

Conclusion

Through this discussion, we see how understanding Torah properly involves deep familiarity with halachic sources that are ostensibly dealing with other topics. The rishonim referred to this as divrei Torah aniyim bimkomam va’ashirim bimkom acheir, the words of Torah are few in the discussion at hand, but vast and more explanatory in other places (see, for example, Tosafos, Kerisus 14a). Thus a posek must have a broad base of halachic knowledge.
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