sacrificed his life to save the community. As a result, the
community of Vyzon always made a special, “Keil malei
rachachamim (Prayer for the Dead) four times a year
(during the Yizkor, memorial, service) in memory of Rabbi
Menachem Mann HaKadosh, who gave up his life to save
their community.
It is not all about willingness to give up one’s life
for Hashem. Veritably, there are those who would come
forward at the bat of an eyelash to relinquish their lives,
but to arise early in the morning to attend davening on
time is for them a formidable challenge. Giving up their
money to help a friend in need is, for them, a no-brainer,
but to refrain from speaking during davening or to attend
a seder or shiur comes with great difficulty. They want to
demonstrate their love for Hashem through great deeds –
not “mediocre” ones. Mesiras nefesh comes easy to them,
because they truly love Hashem, but they want to show
their love in “big” way. If they cannot give a kiddush in shul
with all the trimmings – they will not give a kiddush –
period. It is either all or nothing.
Horav Yitzchak Hutner, zl (quoted by Horav
Elimelech Biderman, Shlita), explained this is the context
of the shofar that we blow on Rosh Hashanah, as a zchus,
merit, for Klal Yisrael. We blow the shofar as a “reminder”
to Heaven of the participation of Yitzchak Avinu and his
father, Avraham Avinu, in the Akeidas Yitzchak. It was this
outstanding, unprecedented act of selfless mesiras nefesh
which infused this middah, character trait, into our
collective DNA.
The Rosh Yeshivah asked why the shofar is
singled out more so than the maacheles, knife, that
Avraham prepared to use to slaughter Yitzchak. He
explained that many people are prepared to execute great
deeds – even to be slaughtered with a knife – to
demonstrate their abiding, all-consuming love for
Hashem. As a result, the knife, which indicates a Jew’s
readiness to be moser nefesh for Hashem, is not all that
significant. It is a natural trait endemic to our People.
Instead, we take a shofar; the ram’s horns were caught in
the s’vach, thistle. S’vach also means sibuchim,
confusions, problems, challenges, issues. The kunst, trick,
is to serve Hashem even when one is overwhelmed with
sibuchim. To pass those, relatively speaking, minor tests
can be considered greater mesiras nefesh than the greater
life-altering tests. Challenges are relative. Some of us can
relate better to the “exotic” challenges, but fail dismally in
the everyday arena of challenge. Some people thrive on
crisis, but ignore the mundane challenges that confront us
on a regular basis.
The path of life is strewn with difficulty and pain.
What hurts one person does not necessarily afflict
another. It is all relative. Furthermore, man cannot
comprehend the implications of every given situation in
life. One thing is for certain: without Hashem, we are
totally helpless. We shore up our faith for the greater
challenges, but do not realize that getting out of bed in the

morning on time to daven properly is a difficult challenge
for some. As we appeal to Hashem for what appear to be
staggering challenges, we should, likewise, turn to Him for
all of life’s situations with which we grapple regularly,
almost on a daily basis.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – ולא נבוש כי בך בטחנוV’lo neivosh ki Becha
batachnu. And we will not be ashamed, because we
trust in You.
The Dover Shalom explains the uniqueness of
trusting in Hashem from a practical vantage point. When
one is compelled to rely on the favor of his fellowman, he
experiences an element of a loss of dignity. It is
embarrassing to rely on the good graces of a human being.
Most people want to feel that whatever they have
achieved, they have accomplished by themselves, without
anyone’s assistance. When we trust in Hashem, we
experience no element of shame. Indeed, it is a privilege
to know that we can throw all of our problems on Hashem.
He can shoulder them, and, if we are deserving, He will
help us. We have no reason to feel embarrassment
because we know that, without Hashem, we are unable to
accomplish anything.
I wonder why we must make this statement in a
negative manner. If it is such a privilege, why can we not
simply assert: “We are privileged to trust in You.” Why do
we speak in a roundabout manner? Perhaps, to make a
definitive positive declaration alludes to arrogance – as if
we are certain that our level of bitachon, trust, is worthy
of Hashem’s affirmative response. To assert that one is
fully trusting in Hashem is a compelling statement. It is
much more courteous and safe to speak benignly
concerning our personal level of bitachon.
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Parashas Vaeira

תשע"ט

 ובני...אלה ראשי בית אבתם בני ראובן בכר ישראל
 ואלה שמות בני לוי לתלדתם גרשון וקהת ומררי...שמעון
These were the heads of their fathers’ houses: the sons
of Reuven… the sons of Shimon… These are the names
of the sons of Levi in order of their birth: Gershon,
Kehas and Merari. (6:14,15,16)
The Shlah HaKadosh wonders why, concerning
Reuven and Shimon, the Torah states simply: Bnei Reuven
u’Bnei Shimon, the sons of Reuven and the sons of Shimon,
while with regard to Levi it says, V’eileh shemos Bnei Levi,
“And these are the names of Bnei Levi.” Why does it not
simply say Bnei Levi – why the extra word – shemos –
names of? The Shlah explains that Levi knew that his
shevet, tribe, would not be subjected to the Egyptian
slavery. He was quite aware that while the rest of the
nation would be suffering under the cruel subjugation of
the Egyptian taskmasters, his shevet would be ensconced
in the bais hamedrash studying Torah. True, Bnei Levi were
preparing for their G-d-given mission in life. Furthermore,
as a result of their non-participation in the work detail,
they lost out on the precious rations that their cousins
received. Thus, they had to rely on the good-heartedness
of their cousins, who shared their meager rations with
them. This, too, set the tone for the future in which Shevet
Levi would not receive a portion of Eretz Yisrael and would
be relegated to be supported by the nation. Nonetheless,
Bnei Levi were in the bais hamedrash, while the rest of the
Jewish People were suffering under the Egyptians.
This troubled Levi. Therefore, he decided to give
each one of his sons a name that corresponded in some
manner to the Egyptian bondage. Gershon: “I was a ger,
stranger in a strange land”; Kehas: “Their teeth became
dulled because of the many tzaros, troubles, which they
had endured”; Merari: “Their lives were embittered by the
slavery to which they were subjected.” It was these names
that helped Shevet Levi to be nosei b’ol im chaveiro, carry
the yoke with his friend or, in other words, empathize with
his fellow Jews. Thus, the Torah underscores the names of
the sons of Levi, because these names were special.
The answer is powerful. Nonetheless, I would
like to supplement it with a personal observation. Viewing
Levi’s actions with regard to naming his sons through the
lens of contemporary society, one might ask: How does
one stigmatize his child with a name that implies and calls
slavery, troubles and bitterness to mind? I am certain that
today’s psychologists would claim that Levi was setting his

פרשת וארא

sons up for failure, making them prone to depression and
negativity. After all, is that not what their names implied?
Baruch Hashem, we are not bound by the views
and norms of contemporary society. A powerful lesson can
be derived from the manner in which Levi named his sons,
giving them names which showed empathy with the
suffering the Jewish People had endured. He was conveying
a message to his children: As Klal Yisrael’s future Torah
leaders, you must bear the yoke with the community. Never
forget who you are and from whom you descend. I think this
is why, when after the sin of the Golden Calf, Moshe
Rabbeinu called out, Mi l’Hashem elai, “Whoever is for
Hashem, join me!” (Shemos 32:26), Shevet Levi came forth.
In order to be so connected with Hashem, one must
demonstrate an inextricable affinity for his fellowman. Levi’s
naming of his sons imbued them and their descendants with
a sense of responsibility for their brethren. As a result, they
were able to ascend the ladder of spirituality to reach the
pinnacle of “Mi l’Hashem elai!”

לך אל פרעה בבקר הנה יצאה המימה
Go to Pharaoh in the morning – behold! He goes out to
the water. (7:15)
Rashi explains the purpose of Pharaoh’s daily jaunt
to the Nile as going to the place in which he regularly
relieved himself. Pharaoh pretended to be a god, and he
would say that he has no need to relieve himself – as humans
do. He would, therefore, arise early in the morning, go out
to the Nile River and secretly tend to his body’s needs. We
derive from here, comments Horav Gamliel Rabinowitz,
Shlita, the strength of the power of the yetzer hora, evil
inclination. Pharaoh lied to his entire country. He sold the lie
that he was a god to anyone who would believe it. So
wrapped up was he in his lie that he actually fooled himself.
He began to believe his own lie – even though deep down he
knew that it was untrue. He was not a god.
This is the power of insidious prevarication. It
begins with a small white lie, a tinge of deceit, which festers
and grows until it becomes a full - scale deception. It,
however, does not stop at this point, because none of us is
beyond deceiving him/herself. Indeed, everyone has a little
bit of “Pharaoh” in himself. Deceiving others leads to selfdeception, which, in its most extreme and pathological form,
is deemed as delusional. It is a condition that is much more
pervasive than we think. We begin to twist the truth until we
become convinced of its veracity. We dismiss certain facts
that are incompatible with our myth of ourselves in favor of
those that are less threatening and more corroborative. We

become so “good” (or bad) at this distortion of facts that
what has happened to our people throughout the
we begin rewriting our self-history for the purpose of
millennia. The fact that he was kind to Moshe, the infant,
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that he was a tyrant who had no respect for human life –
Pharaoh was not a person who deserved our hakoras
hatov.
אמר אל אהרן קח מטך ונטה ידך על מימי מצרים
It goes without saying that the middah, character
Say to Aharon, “Take your staff and stretch out your
trait, of hakoras hatov is of extreme significance, to the
hand over the waters of Egypt.” (7:19)
point that it defines one’s humanness. One who is an
So begins the Ten Plagues that shook up the
ingrate is not a mentsh – period. Many of us are sadly
underpinnings of Egyptian arrogance and obstinacy.
deficient in one specific aspect of hakoras hatov. We fail
Hashem instructed Aharon to strike the waters; later, he
to recognize that gratitude is an obligation at all times –
struck the water from which emerged the frogs and then
even when the situation has changed and the favor is no
the earth which produced the lice. Why Aharon, and not
longer occurring. The following story is an example.
Moshe? Chazal explain that the Nile River had protected
Reb Kalman was a well-to-do lumber merchant
Moshe Rabbeinu when he was an infant. It would have
who was generous with his tzedakah, charitable
been wrong for him to serve as the instrument to inflict a
contributions. Every economic climate has its ups and
plague on it. Likewise, the earth concealed the Egyptian
downs. Therefore, the fellow who is wealthy today might
that Moshe had slain. The Torah considers it wrong to
be a pauper tomorrow – and vice versa. When a fire broke
show ingratitude even to an inanimate river/earth. How
out in Reb Kalman’s warehouse, he was reduced to pauper
much more so should we be vigilant not to show
status overnight. With the limited funds that remained in
ingratitude to a human being. In his Michtav MeiEliyahu,
his portfolio, he attempted to invest in varied business
Horav Eliyahu Eliezer Dessler, zl, explains that while it is
startups – all of which failed. Reb Kalman’s wealth was
true that the inanimate object has no feelings, our concern
history. He was now relegated to living in abject poverty.
is not for the object; rather, we are concerned that a
When a frum, observant, Jew sustains such a “message”
person acting ungraciously, as the Talmud expresses itself,
from Hashem, he goes to his Rebbe or gadol, Torah giant,
“Do not throw shoes into a well from which you drink,” will
to seek an interpretation, advice and guidance. Reb
negatively affect his subconscious. The well will not feel
Kalman proceeded to Horav Yitzchak Zelig Sokolov, zl.
lacking as a result of the person’s ingratitude, but the
Reb Kalman came into his Rebbe’s office, loudly
man’s character will be diminished as a result of his
bemoaning his miserable circumstances: “Rebbe, Help me!
ingratitude.
I am finished!” The Rebbe listened intently with great
Horav Moshe Abuchatzeira wonders why Moshe
empathy, and related to him an inspirational Chazal.
did not show hakoras hatov, appreciation/gratitude, to
Chazal teach (Sanhedrin 92b) that following
Pharaoh in whose home he had grown up. If Moshe was
Nevuchadnezer’s conquering of Yerushalayim, the evil
obligated to be grateful to sand and water, would Pharaoh
king wanted to praise Hashem through shirah, song of
not inherently be included in the obligation? Nonetheless,
praise. Indeed, he wanted his song to be able to surpass
Moshe catalyzed the remaining seven Plagues. He explains
even David Hamelech’s songs of praise – Sefer Tehillim. As
that this Pharaoh was the melech chadash, “new” king,
soon as he articulated his arrogant request, a malach,
who somehow forgot or did not know Yosef – the man
angel, came and slapped him on the mouth.
who had saved Egypt. The country, with its millions of
Nevuchadnetzar immediately stopped.
citizens, would have perished from hunger had Yosef not
The Kotzker Rebbe, zl, wonders why the angel
organized them. Pharaoh would have been left with
put a swift end to Nevuchadnetzar’s shirah. If, as he
nothing. Whatever he had become was attributable to
claimed, his song was even more beautiful than that of
Yosef’s descendants. His excuse: He did not “know”
David Hamelech, why not allow him to sing? The Rebbe
anyone by the name of Yosef. (How quickly our enemies
teaches us a powerful lesson. When the angel slapped
forget the contributions of the Jews’. This scenario has
Nevuchadnetzar’s mouth, it was not for the purpose of
played itself out over and over throughout the ages.
preventing his shirah from being sung; rather, it was a test
Pharaoh was the first to manifest this amnesia, and his
to ascertain if he would be able to continue singing even
many followers throughout history have developed and
after he had been on the receiving end of a Heavenly slap.
even embellished this illness.)
David Hamelech authored Sefer Tehillim, his
To such an ingrate as Pharaoh, we say: “If you do
book of shirah to Hashem, reflecting all of life’s situations.
not remember Hashem, Whom you know sent Yosef to
David Hamelech’s life was filled with highs and lows, with
help you – then we do not know you, either.” Since
triumph and much adversity. From a simple shepherd to
Pharaoh showed that gratitude was not a character trait
Melech, King of Yisrael, from moments when he was
that he valued, Moshe was not obligated to show any
running for his life, to the time when he was ensconced on
appreciation to him.
his royal throne – Tehillim reflected his constant and ever
Alternatively, Pharaoh was a despot who had no
ready gratitude to Hashem. He did not turn from Hashem
respect for human life. He enslaved an entire nation just
when his bed of roses withered. He always sang his
because he wanted to. He had no rationale behind his
feelings of gratitude and praise.
decree. Bnei Yisrael were no danger to him – much like

This was the challenge to Nevuchadnetzer: You
want to sing a more beautiful song than David Hamelech?
Very impressive! However, can you say/sing it like David
Hamelech – during all situations – even after you have
received a Heavenly slap? It was this challenge that
Nevuchadnetzer failed.
The Sokolover Rebbe looked at his chassid and
said, “My dear student, in Heaven they saw that you sang
shirah, that you praised Hashem, during and following
times when life was good, when Heaven had overtly
smiled on you. Now, they want to see if you are prepared
to sing shirah and thank Hashem for all that you have left,
for all that you had the good fortune to receive in the past.
Can you sing shirah after you have received Hashem’s
slap? You no longer have your wealth. The slap is very
painful. Can you still sing? Heaven is awaiting your
response!”
The Rebbe’s warm and sincere words hit home,
and Reb Kalman realized that the difficulties he was
presently experiencing should neither negate his song nor
prevent him from continuing to sing, to pay his gratitude
to the Almighty. He kept on singing, and over the next few
months, having passed the Heavenly challenge, he saw his
wealth return.
Can we say that we act any differently? Do we
quickly forget the fellow who helped, sponsored, was
there when we were in need – now when he is either
unable, or lacks the desire – or we are in better shape?
How easy it is to forget. How natural this altogether
immoral attitude is. Nonetheless, it is all too common. The
question is: Are we prepared to follow David Hamelech’s
lead, or will we settle to be like Nevuchadnetzar or – worse
– like Pharaoh?

 ויסר...וימתו הצפרדעים מן הבתים מן החצרת ומן השדת
הערב מפרעה מעבדיו ומעמו לא נשאר אחד
The frogs died from the houses, from the courtyards,
and from the field… He removed the swarm of wild
beasts from Pharaoh, from his servants, and from his
people – not one remained. (8:9,27)
The frogs (most of them) died. The arov, wild
beasts, and arbeh, locust, did not. Kli Yakar explains that
Hashem sought to teach that one who gives himself up for
Kiddush Hashem, to sanctify Hashem’s Name, will be
saved. Thus, those frogs that climbed into the burning hot
ovens belonging to the Egyptians – lived. The other frogs,
who did not enter the ovens, but rather “chose” to invade
the country, the fields, the homes – died. The ones that
risked death for the glory of Hashem were spared; the
others were not. It was this lesson that Chananyah,
Mishael and Azaryah called to mind when they made the
decision to sacrifice their lives Al Kiddush Hashem.
The Midrash (Shemos Rabbah 13:4) says, “We
derive from here that one who relinquishes his life Al
Kiddush Hashem – is spared. One who refuses to give up
his life (should know) that Harbei shluchim laMakom,
Hashem has many agents to catalyze one’s designated
death. In other words; if it is one’s time to die – he will
die, regardless of his actions. If it is not his time, then
giving up his life Kiddush Hashem will not harm him. This
is why, counterintuitively, the frogs that did not enter the

ovens died, while those who gave themselves up for
Kiddush Hashem were saved.
Chazal (Talmud Taanis 18b) set the standard for
sanctifying Hashem’s Name for the purpose of saving
Jewish People. They cite the actions of the harugei Lod, the
martyrs of Lod, that no creature can stand in their (holy,
exalted) presence. The Talmud relates the incident for
which these two men earned such distinction. The
daughter of the king was found dead, and immediately a
false rumor went out that the Jews were behind the
murder. The natural, but sadly not uncommon, response
to such allegations was to first decree the death of all of
the Jews and then investigate. When they saw that the
only way to annul this decree was to assume
responsibility, two Jewish men, Lulianus and Papus, came
forward to take the blame. The king executed these two
martyrs, and the community was spared.
The dialogue between Turyanus and the martyrs
is recorded in the Talmud: “If you are descendants of
Chananyah, Mishael and Azaryah, let your G-d come and
save you from death as He saved them from King
Nevuchadnezar,” the king said. The martyrs replied, “They
were holy and worthy Jews, and Nevuchadnetzar was a
king worthy of being a catalyst for a miracle. We were
destined to die for Hashem. If you will not kill us, then
Hashem has many agents. Many bears and lions abound
that can carry out the Heavenly decree. Furthermore, you
are an evil king (not of the caliber of Nevuchadnezar and,
thus, unworthy of being involved in a miracle.) Hashem
chose you to be His agent, because He will, in the future,
mete out His vengeance against you.” Chazal state that,
despite their response and the threat of Divine vengeance
notwithstanding, Turyanus executed them, just before a
pair of officers came from Rome bearing an imperial edict
against Turyanus. The officers split open the head of
Turyanus.
In the city of Vyzon (Vyzuonos) an ancient
Lithuanian town, an incident occurred which is recorded in
the Sefer Gedolei Hadoros (cited in Niflaosecha Asicha). A
Jewish apostate whose animus for the Jewish community
was beyond rationale (he was rejected for his heresy and
conversion) committed an egregious act of terror against
the Jewish community. (Sadly, such self-loathing which
manifests itself with acts of vengeance against the Jewish
community was not uncommon. We have been dealing
with self-loathing for as long as there has been hatred).
Erev Hoshanah Rabbah, when all was quiet, he hid a
crucifix (with the godhead attached) under one of the
benches in the shul. He then told the local priest, a rabid
anti-Semite, that on Hoshanah Rabbah the Jews strike the
crucifix against the floor, basically defiling their sacred
godhead. Soldiers immediately surrounded the shul and,
following a search (this was after chibut aravah, when the
aravah is struck on the ground five times), they arrested
all of the men and brought them to Vilna, the capital city.
They were (of course) immediately found guilty and given
the death penalty, which meant being hung in the town
square.
At that moment, one of the members of the
community, whose name was Menachem Mann, came
forward and “confessed” his guilt, thereby removing the
onus from the community. This unique individual

