 כי עתה ידעתי כי ירא אלקים...אל תשלח ידך אל הנער
אתה
Do not stretch out your hand against the lad… for now I
know that you are a G-d-fearing man. (22:12)
What was so special about “now”? What did
Avraham Avinu do “now” that made such a strong
impression, that so underscored his fear of G-d? The
Malbim explains that actually Avraham had been tested
twice. The primary objective of the nisayon, test, of
Akeidas Yitzchak was to see whether Avraham would
carry out the mitzvah purely for the sake of Hashem:
Would this mitzvah be the execution of the will of the
Almighty – or would Avraham perform the Akeidah for
ulterior (regardless of how minute and insignificant)
motives? Would the Patriarch have a personal agenda
included in his act for G-d, or would it be a pristine,
unsullied act of glorifying Hashem’s Name?
Avraham was commanded twice to carry out
the will of G-d. First, he was told to place Yitzchak on the
Altar and prepare for the sacrifice – which he did.
Second, he was instructed to desist, to refrain from
carrying out the first mitzvah. He was not to slaughter
Yitzchak. The fact that Avraham carried out the first
mitzvah l’shem Shomayim, purely for the sake of
Heaven, is nothing novel. Clearly, there could be no
personal interest in sacrificing his only son. It was
undoubtedly for Hashem. Avraham would not benefit in
any way by slaughtering Yitzchak. Thus, this mitzvah
does not yet indicate where Avraham Avinu’s heart
would lie.
The second mitzvah was much more difficult to
execute l’shem Shomayim. When Avraham was
instructed to refrain from killing Yitzchak, he must have
been awash with joy: “Baruch Hashem, now Yitzchak will
live; my legacy is preserved; the future of the Jewish
nation is ensured. I can go home to Sarah (Imeinu) and
tell her the good news: she did not lose her only child.”
This second mitzvah was replete with compelling
reasons for Avraham to be focused on himself – not
solely on the Almighty.
Hashem, Who knows what courses through the
inner workings of a person’s heart/emotions, knew for
certain that everything that Avraham did – taking back
his hand and desisting from killing Yitzchak – was not
diminished in any way by any vestige of personal
interest. Everything that Avraham did was l’shem
Shomayim. It was this second nisayon that
demonstrated that Avraham’s true commitment was
solely for the sake of glorifying Hashem’s Name. Thus,
Hashem said, “for now” – after this second test, you
have proven your devotion in acting Mimeni – “for Me.”

Va’ani Tefillah
 – על הצדיקים ועל החסידיםAl hatzaddikim v’al
ha’chassidim. On the righteous, on the devout.
Having concluded our prayer supplicating
Hashem to rid us of those who would destroy our Torah
way of life and expressing hope that those among us
who have strayed/deviated from the truth will return to
the Torah way, we begin our prayer on behalf of the
righteous and virtuous members of our people. Through
the upright, committed Jew, whose tenacious devotion
to Hashem is unequivocal, we are provided with the
inspiration and the standard for Jewish commitment,
which serve as encouragement for us to remain stalwart
and strengthen our own resolve to remain connected
with Hashem.
Horav Shimon Schwab, zl, suggests that
“tzaddik” describes one who has reached the apex, the
pinnacle of human perfection. Thus, he is referred to by
Shlomo Hamelech (Mishlei 10:25), as Tzaddik yesod
olam, “And the tzaddik is the foundation of the world.”
He is a person who lives exactly as Hashem wants him to
live. A tzaddik may err occasionally, but, while this is
normal, he quickly repents and returns to his original
humble self.
Chassid refers to the next level of
righteousness. A Chassid is he whose love of Hashem is
so outstanding that he executes mitzvos and maasim
tovim, acts of lovingkindness, lifnim meshuras ha’din,
beyond the call of duty. He acts, out of extreme love, to
do more than he is required to do.
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Parashas Vayeira

תשע"ט

ואל הבקר רץ אברהם
Then Avraham ran to the cattle. (18:7)

The Baal HaTurim turns around the letters of
the word, ha’bakar, so that it becomes ha’kever, the
grave. The Yalkut Shemoni explains that the bakar, calf,
that Avraham Avinu was prepared to slaughter ran
away, and Avraham followed it into the Meoras
HaMachpeilah, which then contained the graves of
Adam and Chavah. When Avraham entered the cave, he
saw a man and a woman lying there asleep. Next to
them candles were burning, from which a pleasant odor
permeated outward. This is why Avraham sought to
make Meoras HaMachpeilah the place where he, too,
wished to be buried. Interestingly, as noted by the Baal
HaTurim, the word Machpeilah has the same gematria,
numerical equivalent, as Avraham’s age (175) when he
left this world. Avraham chose his burial site. His choice
was supported by his son, Yitzchak Avinu, and grandson,
Yaakov Avinu. Horav Yitzchak Zilberstein, Shlita, relates
a story in which a distinguished rav selected his
gravesite due to the kedushah, sanctity, which
emanated from it.
The following story is recorded in the pinkas,
diary, of the proceedings of the Chevra Kaddisha, Sacred
Burial Society, of the town of Polna’ah, Ukraine. When
the rav of the city felt that his time on this world was
slowly coming to a close, he went to the Jewish
cemetery, accompanied by members of the Chevra
Kaddisha, with the intention of picking out a gravesite.
Obviously, he had certain criteria concerning next to
whom he wanted to be buried. When they arrived at the
cemetery, he soon pointed to a specific site, claiming
that he had seen an unusual otherworldly light hovering
over it.
The members of the Chevra searched through
their records and discovered that that specific place had
already been sold to a certain tailor. After more
searching, they discovered that for the last ten years,
this tailor had visited the site (where he would be
buried) daily in order to recite the entire Sefer Tehillim.
When the rav heard this, he immediately proceeded to
the home of the tailor and begged him to sell him the
burial site. The tailor was immovable. The spot was not
for sale. When the rav saw that the tailor was not selling,
he instructed the Chevra Kaddisha to sell him the spot
to the right of the tailor. Ten years later, the elderly rav
went to his rightful reward in Gan Eden and was buried

פרשת וירא

in the spot (which was to the right of the tailor) that he
had purchased.
Ten more years elapsed, and the venerable
Horav Leib Mochiach, one of the talmidei Baal Shem Tov,
asked the Chevra Kaddisha of Polna’ah to help him select
a burial site. When he arrived at the cemetery, he, too,
noticed the same extraordinary light that the rav of the
city had observed twenty years earlier. He, too, wanted to
purchase this spot (where the tailor had been daily
reciting Tehillim for the past twenty years). After he was
informed that the spot had been sold, he attempted to
convince the tailor to sell. His efforts also proved futile. He
compromised and purchased the spot to the left of the
tailor’s site.
The tailor continued reciting Tehillim daily for
eight more years – a total of (over) twenty eight years,
until he, too, was called to his rightful place in the Yeshivah
Shel Maalah, Heavenly Yeshivah. He was buried between
the rav of the city and Rav Leib Mochiach. The entire city
was in awe of this simple (far from simple) tailor, who
ended up being buried between these two holy men.
We may derive a powerful lesson concerning
how much Heavenly illumination and kedushah is created,
and from which one may draw and absorb unto himself –
all from the recitation of Sefer Tehillim. I grew up in a
home in which Tehillim recitation was a daily staple. My
father, a Holocaust survivor who did not have the good
fortune of studying in a yeshivah, recited the entire Sefer
Tehillim before davening – every day (and he did not
daven at 9:00 a.m.).
Sefer Tehillim is David Hamelech’s song of praise
to Hashem. The 150 Divinely inspired mizmorim have
served as the basis of the tefillos of Klal Yisrael throughout
the millennia. David Hamelech originally authored these
mizmorim to express his personal love and devotion to
Hashem, but, ultimately, he structured them in such a
manner that they could be employed by any individual as
a means of communicating with Hashem. What makes
Sefer Tehillim so unique is the feeling that it generates
within the psyche of the petitioner. An attitude of
awareness of the Creator, His Presence throughout every
moment of our lives, has made Sefer Tehillim the book
that accompanies a Jew wherever and whenever
throughout his life’s journey.
The mizmorim convey a powerful point: Hashem
is with us through periods of joy, as well as moments of
sadness and pain. While we are quick to feel positive when
life (seems) is good, as soon as a change in the other
direction occurs, we tend to become anxious and

depressed. David went through so much. His ups and
your heart, with all your soul and with all of your
downs are our ups and downs. He teaches us that it all
resources” (Devarim 6:5).
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“Every
Shabbos is holy; kosher is part of Jewish life; Bris Milah
person will see in it (Sefer Tehillim) every prayer, every
is Jewish identity. It is not a choice; it is who we are.
supplication, every form of gratitude and praise for
What can we expect of the individual who was not so
everything and every subject/issue (whatever it is) to cry
fortunate, who grew up in a Jewish world devoid of
out, to ask for salvation, in pain or (moments of) relief
Judaism, who was clueless to the meaning of religion, a
and respite, for the individual or the community,
world in which Shabbos, kashrus, Bris Milah, Yom
throughout our journey on the sea of life” (free
Kippur, Pesach were historical rituals of a now defunct
translation).
religion? We pray for such Jews, that one day they be
We now have an idea concerning the
blessed and that their lives become illuminated. Until
extraordinary power of reciting Tehillim, and how an
that time, however, we should not be shocked by such
ordinary Jew, through his passionate recital of Tehillim,
questions as, “How can you put G-d before your family?”
merited to be buried between two gedolei Yisrael.
Regardless of a person’s emotional and
spiritual distance from Torah Judaism, it by no means
וישלח אברהם את ידו ויקח את המאכלת לשחט את בנו
defines his/her ability to return to the religion of his/her
Avraham stretched out his hand, and took the knife to
ancestors. Another myth that has been concocted by
slaughter his son. (22:10)
those who seek a way out, is that Orthodox Jews have
no interest in anyone who does not serve the same G-d
A dear friend who became observant late in
as they do. (This pejorative claim applies across the
life, after raising his children to be devoutly secular Jews
board to anyone who is less than fully practicing, whose
with little or no Jewish identity, was told by his daughter,
hashkafah, outlook on Judaism/Orthodoxy veers from
“What bothers me most about your commitment to
the mainstream.) This is absolutely not true. Many
Orthodoxy is that you care more about G-d than you do
successful outreach organizers are individuals who are
about me!” A powerful accusation – if one is not
not judgmental and are all-embracing, who go out of
Orthodox. One whose life is wholly regulated by the
their way to reach out and help anyone of Jewish
Torah understands that it is all about G-d. He comes
extraction, to guide them on their way back. We will
first. This does not in any way suggest that frum people
always “keep the door open and the light on” for our
do not have feelings for family. If anything, they place a
brothers and sisters, who, in most cases, never have had
higher premium on family. It is just that Hashem is first
the opportunity to know a true Torah life.
in their lives.
We know of literally thousands of kiruv,
Chazal express this idea in the Midrash Rabbah
outreach, and teshuvah stories of return. Most of us
(56) commentary to this parshah, “When Avraham
have our own stories, meaningful events in our lives,
Avinu stretched out his hand to take the knife (to
during which we have reached out to someone, making
slaughter Yitzchak Avinu), tears streamed down his face
the vital difference at a crucial time in their lives. Each
onto the eyes of Yitzchak, the result of his fatherly love
and every Jew is a source of infinite value to his/her
for his (only) son. Nonetheless, he went joyfully to
Father in Heaven, and anyone who guides them – or
perform Hashem’s will.” This teaches us that while
plays a supporting role in their return home – will be
Avraham acquiesced to carrying out Hashem’s
justly awarded. The following story is special to me.
command, he did so without negating his feelings of
Indeed, it has served as a tremendous source of
fatherly love and compassion. He loved his son as only a
inspiration. Sadly, it is not one of those “feel good”
father could who, at an advanced age, finally had a son,
stories that have a good ending. I should not say that,
an heir, a successor, someone who could carry on his
because the ending (as all endings orchestrated by
legacy. His love for his son was boundless – His love for
Hashem) is good. We just do not always see it.
Hashem was greater. Thus, he went out joyfully to
Shuvu is an educational network in Eretz
execute Hashem’s will, despite eyes filled with tears of
Yisrael, founded through the vision of Horav Avraham
love and compassion for his son.
Pam, zl, and supported by his devoted students and
When Moshe Rabbeinu called out, Mi
Jews throughout the spectrum of Judaism who are
l’Hashem eilai, “Who is for Hashem, join me” (Shemos
committed to providing a Torah education to children of
32:26), Shevet Levi came forward en masse, prepared to
the former Soviet Union. These are children who grew
mete out punishment for those who had perpetrated
up in a world in which religion was an anathema, and
the sin of the Golden Calf. They were prepared to take
Judaism the most reviled of all. The truth will always
action against family members, because their love for
have its detractors. This is the story about a young
Hashem superseded their love of family. This is part of
teenager, sixteen-year-old Michael Sharshevsky, a truly
the mitzvah of love of Hashem which we recite thrice
gifted student in a Shuvu school, a boy who was wholly
daily in Krias Shema, V’Ahavta es Hashem Elokecha
committed to growing in Torah and mitzvos. Michael
b’chol levavchah u’b’chol nafeshecha u’b’chol
excelled in every subject; nonetheless, he was modest,
meodecha; “You shall love Hashem, your G-d, with all
quiet and unassuming, sensitive and caring. As a result,
he was loved by his teachers and peers alike.

Michael would often give up his recess to learn
with a weaker student. At night, he would study on the
phone for hours in order to explain a difficult concept to
a classmate who just could not maintain the pace of
learning in the class. Michael was a gift.
This was Michael’s third year in a frum school,
having first been enrolled in a secular school upon his
arrival from Russia. What did his parents know? Jewish
is Jewish, and it was certainly better than what he had
experienced in Russia. Michael, however, was a delicate
soul, and the unruly atmosphere that bred disrespect
and contempt for authority was too much for him to
digest. He made up his mind to attend a yeshivah High
School. His parents were supportive of his decision, and,
in order to facilitate his enrollment in a Shuvu High
School, they even moved to Yerushalayim.
Michael gravitated to yeshivah like a fish to
water. The kedushah, sanctity, that permeated the halls
had a profound effect on him. Every day of exposure to
Torah and mitzvos was a day of paradise, the intense joy
captivating him spiritually and giving meaning to him
emotionally. Every mitzvah was a breath of fresh air, a
challenge to fulfill with perfection. He sought to fulfill all
of the halachic requirements of a mitzvah, including the
proper kavanos, intentions/devotions, that are intrinsic
to it. It was well-known that when Michael took on a
mitzvah, he devoted himself completely to it, never
letting it go, for fear of losing a most precious treasure.
Michael loved to do things in a calm, organized
fashion. Rushing was not his thing, and he considered it
to be disrespectful of whatever endeavor he was taking
on. While other boys would make it to school by the last
bell, Michael arose early in the morning in order to take
the early-morning bus, so that he would be in the shul
with enough time to don his Tefillin with proper kavanah
and be able to recite the tefillah without rushing. He
came so early that the key to the school was entrusted
to him.
One early November morning, Michael left
home, key in hand, to perform his daily routine of
opening the building and prepare for davening. That
morning, however, was different, because that morning
Michael would not make it. A suicide bomber boarded
the number 21 bus and blew himself up, claiming the
lives of eleven kedoshim, martyrs, among them our
beloved Michael and his dear mother. Michael died
holding the key to the building in his hand. When
Michael’s body was discovered among the wreckage,
the first responders were surprised that his yarmulke
was still on his head. The mitzvah for which he cared so
much stayed with him until the end.
Meanwhile, the students of Shuvu High School
in Yerushalayim continued to wait for Michael’s arrival.
Classes commenced – but no Michael. Something was
obviously wrong. Michael never missed school. Torah
learning was too much a part of him. Suddenly, an hour
after classes had begun, a loud wrenching noise broke
the silence. The heavy iron security gate, which Michael
had opened daily, came crashing down. It had broken
off from its hinges and fallen to the ground. Nothing had
been wrong with the gate. It was as if the gate itself was
protesting that, from now on, someone else would hold
its key.

 עתה ידעתי כי ירא אלקים אתה...'ויקרא אליו מלאך ד
ולא תשכת את בנך את יחידך ממני
And an Angel of Hashem called to him… For now I know
that you are a G-d-fearing man, since you have not
withheld your son, your only one, from Me. (22:11,12)
The angel said to Avraham, “Since you have not
withheld your son, your only one, from Me.” The Gaon,
zl, m’Vilna, wonders what the angel meant with the
words, “From Me”. If he meant Hashem, he should have
said so. “Me” implies that he was talking about himself.
Horav Yitzchak Zilberstein, Shlita, cites Maadanei Yosef,
who explains that every mitzvah a person performs
catalyzes the creation of an angel. The quality,
perfection of this angel, depends upon the quality of the
mitzvah. A strong mitzvah, ie, one performed solely for
the sake of Heaven, with alacrity and the proper
intentions, creates a Heavenly angel that will be on a
sublime level. If, however, the mitzvah that one
performs is, at best, passable, but lacks spiritual
substance, stability and energy, the angel will lack those
same characteristics.
This is why we say in the Tefillah, prayer,
U’Nesaneh Tokef, “Let us proclaim (the mighty holiness
of this day),” “The angels tremble, fear and dread seize
them.” Why do the Heavenly angels tremble? It is not as
if they have Torah and mitzvos to study and perform.
What did they do wrong that would give them reason to
tremble? When the angels consider that they are the
products of the mitzvah performance of man – they
worry. If the mitzvah was performed listlessly – and the
man repents, does teshuvah, they have nothing to worry
about. The man has saved them. If, however, the man
goes about his Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur in much
the same manner as before, his mitzvos are executed
perfunctorily, almost as if he were compelled to do so –
no love, no passion, no excitement, no life – then the
Malach has reason to tremble.
“We now understand,” explains Rav
Zilberstein, “what the angel intimated to Avraham:
Mimeni, ‘from Me,’ I can tell from myself, from my lofty
spiritual plateau, that you, Avraham, did well. You acted
with alacrity to fulfill Hashem’s Will. You did not deviate
one iota from what He asked you to do. You imbued this
mitzvah with fear of G-d, love and pure intention for the
sake of Heaven. How do I know? I look at myself –
mimeni – as the greatest indicator. I am the product of
your mitzvah!”
This is something to consider when we next
perform a mitzvah, such as going to shul to daven.
When, how and what attitude we manifest determines
the angel that we create. We might need that angel one
day to be on our side, to support us in a critical time. The
last thing we want is an angel that is too “weak” to help
us. We will have no one to blame but ourselves.

