Whenever a person sins, it is important that he
focus on the pathology of his sin, its origin and how it
subtly began. To repent the sin and ignore its cause, its
origin, undermines the teshuvah, repentance process,
because, as long as the catalyst for the sin has not been
expunged, the person is liable to sin again. Furthermore,
when we are aware of the root cause of the sin, we may
discover that the sinner did not act as egregiously as we
had thought. He himself was a victim, and was only acting
out in response to that which he had once himself been
subjected to. Last, if we learn to look for the cause, we may
be able to prevent the sin from ever taking place. As soon
as we note a subtle change in a person’s behavior, we
should immediately step in, thus circumventing what
could be dire consequences.
אל תצר את מואב ואל תתגר בם מלחמה
You shall not distress Moav, and you shall not provoke
war with them. (2:9)
Lot’s daughters had an incestual relationship
with him during which they each conceived a son. The
older daughter brazenly named her son Moav, implying his
disgraceful origin – from father, referring to Lot. The
second daughter demonstrated greater “modesty” when
she named her son Ben-Ami, son of my people, which later
became Ammon. We have two nations, Moav and
Ammon, whom Klal Yisrael was instructed not to provoke.
There was a difference, however, between Moav, whom
they were permitted to harass, as long as they did not go
to war with them, and Ammon, whom they were flatly
forbidden to provoke in any way.
Horav Reuven Karlinstein, zl, underscores the
effect of one little, almost innocuous, act of chutzpah,
audacity, on the part of Lot’s older daughter, which,
generations later, had a deleterious consequence for her
descendants. She immodestly referred to her son’s
immoral origins. It did not bother her to proclaim to the
world that in his drunken stupor, her father “lost it,” and
had fathered her child. She also did not appear to be
ashamed of the role she had played in this liaison. As a
result, Klal Yisrael were permitted to contend and harass
her descendants, as long as they did not go to war with
them.
Measure for measure. Nothing in this world, no
action, goes unrequited. The slightest deviation from
moral decency, from refined human behavior, reflects
itself generations later with dire consequences. We must
be aware of our own actions. When we lack in modesty,
we must remember that our children are watching. Then
we wonder, “What did I do wrong? I was a perfect parent.”
The smallest infraction can have large consequences.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – ומצפים לישועהU’metzapim li’yeshuah. And we
yearn for salvation.
Yearning for salvation/Redemption/the Advent
of Moshiach Tziddkeinu is a primary function of our belief
in the coming of Moshiach at any moment. To believe in
something and not yearn for it is hypocritical. In fact,
Chazal (Talmud Shabbos 31a) teach that when one
appears before the Heavenly Tribunal, he will be asked six
major questions, one of which is: Tzipisa li’yeshua? Did you
yearn for salvation? What is the meaning of “yearning” for
salvation? Other than “lip service,” how do we
express/manifest our yearning? Perhaps the following
application might explain this concept in practical terms.
To yearn for something means that a void exists in a
person’s life which results from the lack of that something.
For example, on a personal note, my father passed away
almost 54 years ago. In the interim, I have been fortunate
to marry, raise a family with all of the accompanying
joyous occasions. At every simcha, during this over half-acentury, however, my father was missing. It was a void
that I felt palpable at each joyous event. This is how we
should feel vis-à-vis Moshiach. Nothing in our lives is
complete; nothing is whole; there is always a void,
because we miss Moshiach. This is the meaning of
“yearning.”
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Parashas Devarim

תשע"ט

אלה הדברים אשר דבר משה אל כל ישראל
These are the words that Moshe spoke to all Yisrael.
(1:1)
The Midrash notes the similarity between the
words devarim, words, and devorim, bees. They draw a
comparison between the “words” of Torah and honey,
which is the product of bees. Just as the bee’s honey is
sweet, but the bee’s sting is bitter/painful, likewise, the
words of Torah are sweet, but one who transgresses them
will be subject to dire consequences.
Horav Simcha Wasserman, zl, offers another
parallel between honey and the words of Torah. He quotes
the Talmud Bechoros 7b, “The product of that which is
non-kosher is non-kosher. And the product of that which
is kosher is kosher….” Why is honey (a product of bees
which are not kosher) permitted? Because the bees ingest
the nectar into their bodies and do not excrete the honey
from their bodies. The nectar of flowers is ingested by
bees and converted to honey in sacs in their bodies. The
honey, however, is not an excretion of its body; its body
merely transforms the already existing nectar into honey.
(Rabbeinu Gershom)
We now have a powerful similarity between
honey and the words of Torah. Honey is permitted solely
because it just passes through the body of the bee. If the
bee would supplement the honey in any way with its own
secretion or any chemical from its body – the honey would
be deemed non-kosher. Likewise, one who studies Torah
and “ingests” it into himself, thinks it over, elaborates on
it, but does not excrete it with his own personal additives;
for him, Torah is sweet. If one’s cognitive appreciation of
Torah, however, is fueled and embellished by his personal
motives, agenda, inclinations – it is rendered impure.
Torah must remain pristine. We have no room in Torah
learning for one to pursue his own agenda, to distort the
holy words of the Tanaaim and Amoraim to suit his flawed
thinking, his immoral lifestyle. It is repulsive that those
who seek to undermine Halachah attempt to garner
support from their distorted interpretation of Chazal.
Under such circumstances, it would have been far better
had this flawed individual not studied Torah. For him, it is
not the inviolate words of the Almighty. It is the exposition
of mere mortals (just like him). Therefore, he feels he has
room for debate.
Horav Reuven Karlinstein, zl, expounds on the
similarity between Torah and gold and honey. In Sefer
Tehillim (19:11), David Hamelech says, Ha’nechemadim mi
zahav u’mipaz rav, u’mesukim mi’dvash v’nofes tzufim;

פרשת דברים

“More desirable than gold, than much fine gold, sweeter
than honey, than drippings of the comb.” Gold has a positive
quality, but also a strong deficiency. Zahav, gold, has a
positive attribute whereby, regardless of the amount of gold
a man possesses, he never has enough; he always wants
more. On the other hand, one is never happy with what he
has amassed; his mind is on how he can obtain more gold.
(In the case of gold, the value of the item, which is
determined by one’s desire to obtain it, is offset by his
constant lack of satisfaction.) It is just the opposite
concerning honey. One mouthful of honey, or perhaps two
at the most, and the person is satisfied. He has no desire for
more. It does have a powerful positive attribute in the fact
that it is incredibly sweet, leaving a sweet taste in the
mouth, even after it has been swallowed.
Rav Karlinstein notes that Torah has the two
positive qualities (of gold and honey) without any of the
negatives. Like gold, when a person learns Torah, he
immediately develops a desire to learn more, to achieve
greater success in it. One who loves Torah is never satisfied
with Torah. Enough is never enough! Furthermore, the
incredible joy that one experiences when he learns Torah
can best be described by one who has learned. He feels an
immense sense of inner joy and satisfaction that endures
and far surpasses temporal physical joy. This is the message
of David Hamelech: Torah is more desirable than both gold
and honey, because it has the positive fringe benefits
without the negatives.
Kol talmid chacham she’ein bo daas, neveilah
tovah heimenu, “Any Torah scholar who lacks daas, a dead
carcass is better than him.” (A talmid chacham, Torah
scholar, is supposed to utilize his learning to transform his
mind. A Torah’dik mind is a mind of daas. Daas is defined as
a realistic feeling of what one has learned. This refers not
only to intellectual knowledge, but also yediah chushis,
sensory perception. A talmid “feels” what he learns. It
transforms him. Horav Avigdor miller, zl.) Horav Chaim Brim,
zl, explains why it is specifically a neveilah that is better off
than a scholar who is daas deficient.
The halachah concerning taaruvos, admixtures, is:
if a piece of neveilah is mixed with sixty pieces of kosher
meat (proportional), it becomes nullified. Nonetheless, we
remove one slice from the admixture of 61 pieces, which
remains prohibited (despite the fact that this one slice might
have been from the original sixty kosher slices). Conversely,
if a piece of neveilah falls into sixty times its size of honey,
nothing needs to be removed, because whatever falls into
honey is transformed (halachically) to honey. It is no longer
viewed as a piece of neveilah.

For this reason, a talmid chacham who is
I wrote this vignette a number of years ago, and
“immersed” in the sea of Torah but derives nothing from
I felt that it is so inspiring that it should be repeated. A
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immersed in Torah, does not become “Torah.” He is in bad
the usual rejoinder that one came to expect from Rav
shape – worse off than a dead carcass.
Mottel, as he was reverently and endearingly called. The
student thought that his Rebbe was not taking his problem
והנכם היום ככוכבי השמים לרוב
seriously. After years of suffering, he could not hold it in
any longer, so he indicated his frustration to his Rebbe,
Behold! You are like the stars of Heaven in abundance.
whom he felt was not giving his problem the proper
(1:10)
attention.
Rashi explains that Moshe Rabbeinu was not
The Rosh Yeshivah’s reply (recorded by Rabbi
comparing the number of Klal Yisrael to the numbers of
Yisrael Besser in “Warmed by their Fire”) is compelling:
the stars, since the nation’s population was 600,000 men
“Do you think that when I am mesader kiddushin, officiate
over the age of twenty, plus women and children – a total
at the wedding of a talmid, that it is just another
which is a far cry from the number of stars. What Moshe
ceremonial honorarium with no or little meaning? Do you
meant was that Klal Yisrael would endure, as the sun and
know why I always insist on hotel accommodations? It is
the moon do. As they are here until the end of time, so will
not because I seek comfortable arrangements. It is
we be. In Messages from Rav Pam, the Rosh Yeshivah, zl
because I take siddur kddushin very seriously. I spend
(as quoted by Rabbi Sholom Smith) offers another
hours in the room pouring out my heart in prayer to
comparison to stars. The pasuk in Daniel 12:3 states:
Hashem, that He bless my student and his bride with a
“Those who teach righteousness to the multitudes (will
long, healthy and fruitful marriage. I prayed for you, and I
shine) like stars, forever and ever.” Chazal (Talmud Bava
am certain that in due time you will be blessed with
Basra 8b) say this (pasuk) refers to the Torah teacher who
children.”
instructs young children. They are the true matzdikei
We understand that a caring rebbe can change
ha’rabim. The Maharsha explains the similarity between a
the life of his student. For some, it is the way he teaches,
mechanech, Torah educator, and stars. To the casual
how he explains the material, his willingness to review and
observer, stars give the impression of shining on a “partspend extra time until he is convinced that the student
time” basis – only at night. We know that this is incorrect.
understands. At times, all the student needs is that loving
Stars shine all of the time, but their light is obscured by the
smile that evinces a message: “I care about you. You are
brightness of the sun’s rays during the day.
very special to me.” Such an expression of sentiment can
A mechanech might give the impression (to the
change the trajectory of a student’s life. It can inspire the
“uneducated” eye) that he or she only works during school
student to himself become a mechanech, as we see from
hours. The truth is that the devoted mechanech (should)
the following story (quoted by Rabbi Yechiel Spero in “The
never ceases thinking about his/her talmidim/talmidos.
Sparks Within”).
He/she (should) constantly searches for ways to improve
Horav Avraham Baharan, zl, was a premier
and enhance the student’s learning, middos, character
mechanech who touched the lives of hundreds of
traits, and all-around mentchlichkeit, human decency.
students, imbuing them with a positive attitude towards
Furthermore, a devoted rebbe does not simply
Yiddishkeit, Torah and mitzvos. He was a product of one of
forget his student as soon as the semester ends and report
the greatest mechanchim of the previous generations,
cards have been completed. He remains in contact, by
Horav Aryeh Levin, zl, the legendary Tzaddik of
sharing in the student’s life after class, his successes and
Yerushalayim and menahel of Yeshivas Eitz Chaim in
failures, anxieties and hopes. He is present for them
Yerushalayim. Later in life, he related what the special
throughout the challenges of life. Thus, like a star in the
incident was that inspired him to become a mechanech.
heavens, he shines forever and ever. Fortunate and
Rav Baharan was orphaned at the age of six. In
blessed is the Jew who devotes his life to the mission of
those days Yerushalayim faced overwhelming material
becoming a star!
adversity. Money was practically non-existent. Thus,
Before I go to the stories about rebbeim and
starvation was not uncommon. In addition to learning
moros, which could easily fill a volume, I want to tread
Torah, the young students of Eitz Chaim Yeshivah were
upon ground that is often ignored (for obvious reasons).
also provided with a nutritious lunch, which, for some
We have addressed the rebbeim and moros devotion to
students, had to last until the next day. Rav Avraham was
their mission of being mechanech Yiddishe kinder, but are
one of the poor students. On Rosh Chodesh, the boys
we willing to address the reciprocity that is sorely lacking?
received an added treat: chocolate pudding. It was a
What about the senior (citizen) rebbe who is put out to
special treat, especially for those boys for whom this was
pasture because he no longer “has it in him” to teach his
their only opportunity to enjoy this delicacy. Rav Avraham
precious charges in accordance with the parents’
waited in line like everyone else until his turn came. He
understanding of what is in vogue? In order to provide a
polished off his chocolate pudding in record time. Now the
climate for mechanchim to function as true luminaries, it
problem was: How does he obtain another one? This was
is crucial that parents and lay members of the school
just too good to get by on one alone. He decided to return
support system act towards their children’s mentors as
to the line; perhaps he would get a second pudding. He
they want these mentors to act towards their children.
moved closer and closer to the coveted pudding. He was

already savoring its taste. When it was his (second) turn,
the person handing out the pudding looked at him sternly
and said, “You already received your portion.”
Embarrassed, shocked and hurt, the six-year-old
boy acted out. Bereft of a father, living in abject poverty,
alone, hungry and in pain, he lashed out and kicked the
pudding cart, sending all of the remaining pudding to the
floor. Everyone looked at him in shock. How could he do
that? Rav Avraham ran home, crying bitterly. He probably
would not be allowed back into yeshivah. He was finished.
His life was over. This is how he fell asleep.
The next morning, he dragged himself to school
– expecting the worst. As soon as he arrived, he was
summoned to the menahel’s office. Rav Aryeh Levin was a
kindly man, but still, he had committed an outrageous,
inexcusable act, for which punishment was warranted.
Who knows? He might even be expelled.
Rav Aryeh sat him down, and, after confirming
that he had caused the pudding cart to call, he asked,
“Why did you do it?” Seeing that it was not going to be as
serious as he had expected, Rav Avraham told the truth. “I
was starving. I am always starving. This was the first time I
had ever eaten something so tasty. I really wanted more.
So I stood in line, hoping that I would be able to get a
second portion.”
Rav Aryeh looked deeply into the young orphan’s
eyes and asked, “So you did it just because you love
chocolate pudding?” The holy tzaddik leaned over to the
boy and whispered, “Well, I do too…” He promptly
proceeded to remove two portions of chocolate pudding
from the cabinet behind his desk, and, together, the
distinguished menahel and the frightened orphan enjoyed
chocolate pudding – together.
Rav Avraham Baharan vividly remembers that
incident, “I was a scared, troubled youngster who was
certain that I would be expelled from yeshivah. So many
terrible things went through my mind. I was a reject, a
loser; life was over for me. Then, all of a sudden, Rav Aryeh
changed all of that. He gave me my life back! I decided that
if this is how a rebbe can make a child feel, then I too want
to do this when I get older.”
Mechanchim and mechanchos – they are the
true stars. They catalyze the light in others. They inspire
their students to shine. Come to think of it – that is a
greater achievement than even the stars!
 ותאמרו נשלחה...ונסע מחרב ונלך את כל המדבר הגדול
אנשים לפנינו ויחפרו לנו את הארץ
We journeyed from Chorev and we went through that
great and awesome Wilderness… and they said, “Let us
send men ahead of us and let them spy out the land.”
(1:19,22)
According to Moshe Rabbeinu’s presentation of
the sequence of events, he first commanded the nation to
journey from Har Sinai, and, afterwards, he appointed
shoftim, judges, over them. Later, the Jews asked for the
appointment of meraglim, spies, to reconnoiter Eretz
Yisrael. This sequence does not coincide with the record of
events as presented in the Torah. The Torah records the
appointment of judges as occurring on the day after Yom
Kippur of the first year (approximately six months after

Pesach). On the twentieth day of Iyar of the second year
(thirteen months after the Exodus), Moshe commanded
the nation to leave Har Sinai. The sin of the meraglim
occurred sometime after that (around Rosh Chodesh
Tammuz of that year, since the meraglim returned 40 days
later on Tishah B’Av). Why did Moshe alter the
chronological sequence when he spoke to the nation?
Furthermore, in Moshe’s rebuke to the nation, he touched
upon just about every major infraction. Why did he not call
them to task for leaving Har Sinai k’tinok ha’boreiach
mibais ha’sefer, in a mad rush, like a young student
running from school?
Horav Nissan Alpert, zl, feels that the second
question actually answers the first. During Klal Yisrael’s
stay at Har Sinai accepting the Torah, their positive
expressions of acceptance did not necessarily coincide
with their inner feelings. They realized that accepting the
Torah meant a major lifestyle change – one which would
be difficult to uphold. They never reneged their
commitment: ascending in spiritual proficiency and
devotion; accepting the Torah; erecting the Mishkan;
adhering to the mandate of the Degalim, Tribal Banners;
purifying and maintaining the required level of purity in
their camp. They did it all – until they were able to leave.
Then they ran like young children at the sound of the
dismissal bell. It was then that they demonstrated that
they were not yet “there”; they had not yet fully achieved
what was expected of them, and what they had until now
manifested themselves to be.
Moshe Rabbeinu understood the origin of the
sin. He knew when it had all begun and when it had first
subtly been manifested. This is why Moshe rebuked them
for running from Har Sinai. The origin of their sins,
however, reverted to the day that they had asked Moshe
to appoint judges. They figured that litigation would go
smoother with Moshe’s students than with him. The mere
fact that they were prepared to listen to Moshe’s
appointees, rather than to listen to Moshe Rabbeinu from
whose mouth the Shechinah, Divine Presence, spoke, was
an indication of their shortcoming. One who runs from the
Rebbe runs from the Shechinah.
We now understand Moshe’s sequence (albeit
not in chronological order as per the Torah). Moshe
admonished them for running from Har Sinai. They did not
understand that Har Sinai was what had engendered
spiritual eminence within them. To reject Sinai was to
undermine their spirituality, which was the beginning of
their spiritual downfall. Their rejection of Sinai began
when they asked for judges, thereby indicating that they
wanted to downplay the spiritual message. By their
request they indicated that they were slacking off,
demonstrating a spiritual flaw which became fully evident
when they ran from Sinai. This deficiency led to a desire to
live a more physical, more natural, less miraculous, less
spiritual lifestyle. Thus, when they prepared to enter Eretz
Yisrael, they felt it behooved them to send spies to
reconnoiter the land, investigate if war were the
appropriate and the safe avenue to pursue. By their very
request for spies, they demonstrated a lack of faith, a lack
of trust in the Almighty’s ability to fight for them. This all
began when they rejected and ran away from their Rebbe.

