As long as a person sits in his warm house, he
does not truly understand the plight of his poor
brother. Perhaps if his body feels the cold, his own
heart will warm up, causing him to be more generous
with his contribution. His mind rationally understands
what the poor man is experiencing, but this is
insufficient empathy. He must actively empathize,
viscerally feel the pain, in order to respond
appropriately.
Another form of empathy is difficult for many
of us to understand, so that we are unable to share in
the pain effectively. Some members of our Jewish
community (every city has its share of individuals in
pain) are alone, in the sense that they are compelled to
confront challenges which are complicated and
formidable. And they do this alone, because people,
inasmuch as they want to help, just do not understand.
I say complicated, because every case, every scenario,
is different. One can have family that is supportive, but
still feel alone: “If ‘Avraham’ or ‘Sarah’ do not
understand what I am experiencing, then I remain
alone.”
The following story is both inspiring and eyeopening, teaching us how a great man, a gadol b’Yisrael
thinks, thus demanding of each of us to think likewise.
A man came to the Yeshuos Moshe, Horav Moshe
Hagar, zl, the Vishnitzer Rebbe of Eretz Yisrael, with a
request for a brachah, blessing. Apparently, he was
marrying off his daughter the following night, and he
felt that he required an extra dose of blessing, as his
wife had passed away six months earlier. The Rebbe
blessed him, but insisted that he call him after the
wedding, after the last guest had left the hall. He
wanted to speak with him. “But Rebbe, it will be very
late,” the man said. “Do not worry. Regardless of the
time, I insist that you call.”
One does not say ”no” to a Rebbe, so, at 3:00
a.m., the proud father called up the Rebbe. “Mazel
tov!” the Rebbe began. “How was the wedding? Tell me
about the dancing. How many people attended? Who
was there? How was the band? Were there flowers on
the table? What kind?” The conversation, seemingly
about nothing of great significance, continued for
almost an entire hour! Finally, the Rebbe bid the man,
“Good night,” and hung up the phone.
The Rebbe’s gabbai, aide, listened to the
conversation in amazement. The Vishnitzer Rebbe was
a world leader. It was three o’clock in the morning.
Surely, he had better things to do and worry about than
to discuss the mundane aspects of a wedding.
“Why did the Rebbe do this?” the gabbai
asked incredulously.
“Let me explain my actions to you,” the Rebbe
began.
“This man’s wife just passed away. Aside from
being left bereft of his life’s companion, he also has no

one with whom to share the joys and sad events of life.
This man just married off his daughter. What do
husband and wife/father and mother talk about after a
wedding? They review all of the mundane questions
that I asked this man. This is what he needed at three
o’clock in the morning – someone to talk to, to review
the wedding. He no longer has his wife. Instead, I was
that ‘someone’!”
The Rebbe understood what this man was
lacking, and he endeavored to fill the need. This story
should inspire us to think, to understand and to act
accordingly.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – את צמח דוד עבדך מהרה תצמיחEs tzemach David
Avdecha meheirah satzmiach. May You speedily cause
the outgrowth of David, Your servant, to sprout.
The
Melech
HaMoshiach/Moshiach
Tziddkeinu is often referred to in Tanach as the
tzemach, sprout, descendant of David Hamelech. Horav
Shimon Schwab, zl, explains the corollary between
sprout and Moshiach. Like a seed germinating in the
ground, the process of Moshiach’s coming is slow – but
steady. Just as a tiny seed gradually grows, bit by bit,
until it breaks through the ground and eventually
develops into a full grown tree, so is the coming of
Moshiach an ongoing and slowly developing process,
which will continue until the actual Moshiach becomes
a reality – speedily, in our time.
Furthermore, just as one waters a plant in
order to make it grow, so does the Tzemach David
develop and grow as the result of the tears of those
who mourn over Tzion and Yerushalayim, who pray
continually for the rebuilding of Yerushalayim and the
coming of Moshiach Tziddkeinu.
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Parashas Bechukosai

תשע"ט

אם בחקתי תלכו
If you will follow My decrees. (26:3)

Horav Gamliel Rabinowitz, Shlita, renders this
pasuk homiletically by translating the word im (if)
innovatively. Im contains the same Hebrew letters as
eim, mother, which leads the Rosh Yeshivah (Shaar
HaShomayim) to transform the message of the pasuk
to assert that the mother, the akeres ha’bayis,
mainstay of the Jewish home, is the one who catalyzes
the spiritual growth of her children. She is the one who
initiates the process, who ensures their proper
entrance to Torah study and mitzvah observance.
Furthermore, he explains, the Torah alludes to the
manner of conveyance that will achieve the greatest
results: B’chukosai teileichu; if the mother herself will
walk in the mitzvos, if she will set the example by
personally representing how a Jew should live, then her
children will follow suit.
A mother sets the standard when she
demonstrates her personal love and respect for Torah
values, Torah study and observance. It is difficult to
impart values when one personally does not adhere to
them. Children repeat what they hear at home. They
communicate their own values by the demeanor they
choose to adopt. A mother projects the image she
expects her children to reflect. (Veritably, this applies
to both parents, but it is the mother who usually
initiates the road map and sets the direction which her
children will follow). This establishes the tone in the
home and ultimately serves as the lodestar for her
children to follow in their journeys through life. What is
acceptable for her in the area of dress will, likewise, be
acceptable to her daughter. When her son notes how
she fills her time, the demands that she places on her
husband to learn, attend a shiur, have a chavrusa, study
partner, it will send a powerful message to him: This is
how I want you to live. The role of a mother in shaping
the Torah weltanschauung of her children cannot be
overemphasized.
The Torah characterizes womanhood as
predicated upon two defining principles: eizer k’negdo,
“A helpmate corresponding to him.” i.e., providing the
environment for a good marriage and demonstrating
the ability to address various issues as they surface; and
eim kol chai, “Mother of all living” i.e., raising children
in accordance with the hallowed mesorah, tradition, of
our ancestors for whom the Torah was the nerve
center, their beacon of light which served as their
source of inspiration. These two foci, wife and mother,

פרשת בחקתי

are the two primary responsibilities of the Jewish woman.
Whatever else she may do, be it for self-fulfilling reasons
(as if wife and mother is insufficient fulfillment) or fringe
benefits, the successful woman is one who has navigated
and excelled at the first two critical principles of
womanhood.
The character and atmosphere of a Jewish home
are largely determined by the mother. She is referred to
as akeres ha’bayis, the mainstay of the home. A Jewish
home should maintain its Jewish character 24/7. Jewish
atmosphere is not reserved only for Shabbos. A Jewish
household is conducted solely upon the directives of the
Torah. Thus, it becomes a place in which Hashem is
inclined to rest among the members of the household. In
such a home, one can feel G-d’s Presence throughout.
Primary among the Jewish mother’s role is the
education of her children. She does this best by serving
as a perfect example of one whose faith and trust is solely
in Hashem. One can study about emunah, faith, in
Hashem, but no sefer, Torah volume, will be as effective
as observing a mother’s emunah from the earliest stages
of his life. A child that grows up on a mother’s faith,
observing his mother’s tearful prayers every day,
listening to her plead with Hashem as she lights the
Shabbos candles, beseeching Him for (spiritually and
physically) healthy children, imbues a child with faith in
the Almighty and serves as his anchor through life’s many
challenges and vicissitudes.
A child’s earliest memories often continue to
inspire him throughout life. There is a well-known story,
a vignette that took place shortly following the
cornerstone laying of Yeshivas Ponovezh in 1944, as
General Rommel’s troops were practically standing at the
gates of Eretz Yisrael. It was an emotional scene, with the
Ponovezher Rav weeping bitterly, his tears mixing with
the cement that laid the foundation stone of the
yeshivah. Indeed, Ponovezh was built with tears. It was
that night, at the seudah, feast, prepared for the few
students that were enrolled in the yeshivah, that the Rav
spoke and related the following story.
“You think the laying of the cornerstone took
place today? Well, let me inform you that this is not so.
The cornerstone laying took place 57 years ago on my
mother’s back.”
When the boys heard this, they were astounded.
What did their revered Rebbe mean by this ambiguous
statement? The Ponovezher Rav saw the look in their
eyes and (emotionally) proceeded to relate the following
narrative which I have summarized in my own words.

It was a bitterly cold night, and the frozen
four sons to reach cheder today. I am now bringing You
ground was covered with five feet of snow. The
the fifth son. Thank You! May they always want to learn
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You will see that I will bring my boys to learn Torah –
high, fueled by their intense love for one another and
for you, Mameh, for you.”
their extraordinary joy in being alive to learn Torah.
The Ponovezher Rav concluded his story with
Each boy related what he had learned in cheder that
those parting words: “I have lost so much. Nonetheless,
day. This was despite the deep pall of sadness that
after all that I have lost and suffered, if I still have the
permeated the house once their mother had declared
strength to start again, to build a yeshivah, it is due to
that she would not permit her sons to go to cheder
my mother.”
without a coat and boots. The children were acutely
Fifty seven years had passed, but he still
aware that their family was the “proud” owner of only
remembered how his mother had valued Torah. When
one winter jacket and one pair of boots. Each child
a mother demonstrates such extraordinary sacrifice
begged to be the lucky recipient of the precious winter
due to her love of Torah, her children see and are
gear, so that he could attend school the following day.
inspired. Is it any wonder that her Yoss’ke became the
They each had a reason. The oldest boy, who
architect of Torah chinuch in post-World War II Eretz
was twelve years old, insisted that he should go, since
Yisrael?
his class was starting a new sugya, chapter, in the
Gemorah. The eleven-year-old insisted that he, too,
אם בחקתי תלכו
needed to be in class. The next two brothers clamored
If you will follow My decrees. (26:3)
to be heard; they, too, had reasons to be in school (how
Rashi explains Im bechukosai teileichu; “If you
things have changed!) The youngest child, Yossk’ke
will follow My decrees” – she’tiheyu ameilim baTorah;
(Ponovezher Rav), cried out, “What will be with my
“That you will toil in Torah.” This is the deal breaker. It
Mishnayos?”
all begins and ends with Torah. One who does not toil
They decided to drawing lots. Let Heaven
(study is not enough; it must be toil) in Torah is not
decide who was to be the fortunate child that would
ensured success in mitzvah observance. Only one
trudge through five feet of snow to school. The next
whose life is all about Torah – who studies Torah amid
moments were like Yom Kippur. The boys bentched
sacrifice, placing it on a pedestal above all else – can
with extreme intensity, each praying that he would
hope to follow in Hashem’s decrees.
emerge the winner. They recited their bedtime Shema
David Hamelech says (Tehillim 119:72), Tov li
with great fervor. They all retired to bed, not knowing
Toras Picha meialfei zahav va’kesef, “The Torah of Your
which one would wake up in the morning as the winner
mouth is better for me than thousands in gold and
who would attend school.
silver.” The Torah’s value exceeds that of the most
At 5:30 a.m. the next morning, the mother,
precious metals. It has greater value than the most
knowing that the shamash, sexton, of the shul had
sought after jewels. Sadly, it takes a spiritual
already lit the coal stove in the shul and it was now
connoisseur – or an intelligent person who is not
warm there, woke her oldest son, “Shah! Do not disturb
beholden to his physical desires – to appreciate the
your brothers.”
unfathomable value of Torah. Perhaps the following
“Mother. Did I win the raffle?”
story will illuminate us.
“No,” she replied. “I won.”
A wealthy man encouraged his son to study
The mother gave her son food for two meals
Torah with greater intensity, claiming that, ultimately,
and wrapped him up in a blanket. She then donned the
it is the most precious commodity to possess. The son
coat and boots, lifted him up into her arms and carried
had difficulty with this. “I have been learning Torah for
him to shul (which also served as the community
years,” the son said. “The time has come for me to earn
cheder). The cold was unbearable; the usual five minute
a living.” His father asked him to be patient, to continue
walk took twenty minutes (each way). She left him at
learning, and he would soon see that nothing is as
the shul and said, “I will pick you up at 5:00 this
precious as Torah.
afternoon.”
The son returned to his studies. That night,
“The mother returned home, blanket in hand,
when his father returned from the office, he asked his
woke her second son, and brought him to shul in the
son what he had learned that day. The young man
same manner that she had done earlier for his older
quoted a halachah, explaining it beautifully. “See!”
brother. She repeated this procedure with sons number
exclaimed the father. “You gained a gold coin (that is
three and four. At 7:00 a.m., after she had been on the
what your dvar Torah is worth). I worked all day and
“road” for an hour and a half, she returned home and
only earned a silver coin.”
woke Yoss’ke, “Do you want to go to cheder?” she
The next day, the son went to the market and
asked. He jumped up excitedly, “Yes, of course!”
chose a number of items from a vendor. The total of his
The mother wrapped him up in the blanket,
purchases added up to half a gold coin. The son then
and they started off for shul/cheder. He remarked,
proceeded to say over the dvar Torah to the vendor.
“Mother did not walk. She danced! She called out
After he finished speaking, the son said, “My dvar Torah
joyfully, ‘Ribono Shel Olam, I thank You for allowing my

is worth one gold coin. I owe you a half gold coin. Now
you owe me a half gold coin.” The young man seriously
stretched out his hand, believing that the vendor would
give him a coin. Enraged, the vendor grabbed his
merchandise and threw the son out of the store.
Obviously, when the son returned home, he
complained to his father about the purported value of
his dvar Torah: “You told me that my dvar Torah was
worth a gold coin. Well, all I received was an angry
merchant who humiliated me and threw me out of his
store!”
The father listened, went to his safe, and
removed a precious diamond from it. “Here,” he told
his son. “Take this diamond (which indisputably has
considerable value) and go to the fruit and vegetable
store, and, after making an order, attempt to pay with
the diamond.” The son followed his father’s
instructions. The people in the store were very
impressed with the diamond’s luster and perfection,
and they were even prepared to give up to ten dollars
for it. The son said that he would go home and ask his
father if he was prepared to sell it.
The father looked at his son and said, “See,
unless one is well-versed in the value of an object and
appreciates it, he will be unable to grasp its worth.” The
next stop was the jewelry store, where the owner
offered them a large sum of money for the little
“stone.”
Only someone who is involved in the
“business” can appreciate the value of a product. The
fruit peddler is not proficient in diamonds – as the
jeweler is not qualified to determine the value of a
mango. One who studies Torah is able to estimate its
extraordinary value. To one who learns, nothing is
sweeter, more absorbing, more intellectually
stimulating, than Torah. One who does not learn has
greater problems with which to concern himself.
ואם תלכו עמי קרי ולא תאבו לשמע לי
If you will behave casually with Me and refuse to heed
Me. (26:21)

The pasuk introduces us to a new aspect of/on
sin: Casualness. We persist in thinking (or acting as if we
think) that all of Hashem’s carefully and meticulously
calibrated punishments are merely coincidental:
“Things happen.” When we act toward Hashem with
casualness, He responds, in turn, by making it more
difficult to discern the Divine Hand when things happen
to us. This leads to Hester Panim, Divine concealment,
Hiddenness of Hashem’s Countenance, making it
harder for us to perceive the truth. The concept of keri,
casualness, applies likewise (not equally) in our
interpersonal relationships with our fellowman. We
pass people on a regular basis: Do we notice their facial
expressions? Do we see joy, sadness, satisfaction,
remorse? Do we care? Will our lives change in
accordance with our fellowman’s circumstances? Are
we casual to their plight, or do we carefully calibrate
our reactions and responses to them?
Empathy is the ability to share and understand
the emotions of others. Such a person himself/herself
feels a visceral reaction to the pain of others. They feel

fear and/or pain within themselves when seeing others
in such a situation. Others feel emotion on a cognitive
level, understanding what the other person is going
through – but not actually personally sharing in that
feeling. There are those who, although exposed to deep
emotional conflict and reaction, are personally able to
regulate their own reactions and exert control over
their emotions. This does not mean the person does not
empathize. He just happens to be able to control the
expression of his empathy.
These are all terms that apply to the
individuals who are not connected to one another and
how they react to another person’s pain, etc. As
Yehudim, we are all part of one large collective body.
Terms such as ethnic group and cultural/religious
similarities do not apply to members of one’s family. In
our case, we are all components of one body called Am
Yisrael. Thus, the reaction should be shared overtly,
because when one part of the body hurts, the entire
body is in pain.
The Torah expects us to feel the plight of
others. Rashi writes that when we give a loan to a
person, it is incumbent upon us to attempt to feel what
it is like to be poor. As Horav Avigdor Nebentzhal, Shlita,
puts it, we must lend money not only with our hands,
but with our hearts, as well.
Horav Eliyahu Chaim Meizel, zl, was Rav of
Lodz, Poland. He took his position seriously, not only in
the area of Halachah, but also in feeling and caring for
the dire circumstances experienced by many of the
members of his community. No government programs
existed to assist the poor. If one could not afford wood
for the winter, his family froze. It was not uncommon
for people to sit wrapped in a blanket (for those who
had access to one) in order to stay warm. The Rav was
often seen going from door to door, seeking assistance
for those in need.
One frigid, blustery night, he knocked on the
door of a wealthy townsman. When the man opened
the door to greet the Rav, Rav Eliyahu Chaim pushed
the door wide open and, while standing in the doorway,
began to converse with the man. “How are things with
your family?” he asked. “How is your wife? Your
children? Is your business prospering?” All this was
taking place while the icy winds penetrated the cozy
warmth of the house, and the wealthy man stood
shivering, biting his teeth in the bitter cold. Rav Eliyahu
Chaim continued what was becoming a monologue,
because his teeth were chattering to such an extent
that the man could hardly speak. Finally, he said,
“Rebbe, it is bitter cold outside. Why does his honor not
come in, sit down, have a glass of hot tea – and then we
can talk?” Rav Eliyahu Chaim replied, “I am collecting
money to establish a fund to help the needy survive the
frigid winter. These people have no heat in their
humble homes, and we are seeking to provide them
with the bare minimum. I held the door open because I
wanted you to experience firsthand what your brothers
are experiencing. By feeing the bitter cold, you are able
to identify with their suffering. Thus, you will give
handsomely to our fund.”

