possible way to extricate himself from it. Last, he had just
been diagnosed with the dreaded disease. He did not
know how he could possibly go on. Could he obtain a
blessing, advice – something – anything?
Rav Kessler approached Rav Shteinman one
morning after the early Shacharis in his apartment and
presented the young avreich’s sad story. The Rosh
Yeshivah replied with a midrash that relates a meaningful
mashal, analogy. There was a man who was proficient on
the harp. His music was soothing and transformative.
When a person who was steeped in melancholy heard him
play, he would immediately emerge from his morose
mood. The king had once been depressed, and his advisors
suggested that they dispatch someone to bring the harpist
to the palace. He came; he played; the king’s mood was
transformed.
Likewise is our relationship with Hashem
(continues the Midrash). Hashem “enjoys” the niggun,
song/tune/lyrics of Amen, Yehei Shmei rabba mevarach.
Thus, even if a condemnation arises against His People,
their singing Amen, Yehei Shmei rabba mevarach, causes
great pleasure to Hashem so that He rescinds the decree.
Rav Shteinman concluded with a message for the
avreich: “Tell the young man that despite his
miscomprehension of these matters, Chazal teach that
Hashem enjoys this ‘song.’ This recital has within its power
to negate and atone for many Heavenly indictments.”
Rav Kessler relayed the message, which the
young man followed religiously. He not only answered
Amen, Yehei Shmei rabba in his shul, he even went to other
minyanim (prayer services) in order to have the
opportunity to do more. And… Hashem listened and
responded positively. As it came from nowhere, it
disappeared. When the young man returned to the doctor
who had originally diagnosed him to begin treatment, lo
and behold, the scans showed that he was clear; there had
been no growth. His economic challenge did not come to
an end, but it was greatly alleviated when one of the shul
members whom he “visited” daily (to answer Amen, Yehei
Shmei rabba) offered him a sizable loan, sufficient to clear
up his debt, without placing a time limit for repayment.
Whenever he would come into money would be fine. Last,
he and his wife were blessed with a family. All of this in the
z’chus of answering Amen, Yehei Shmei rabba. As a post
script, the avreich did not stop going from shul to shul to
answer, Amen, Yehei Shmei rabba. Will this segulah work
for everyone? There is only one way to find out.

Va’ani Tefillah
 שמע קולינו ד' אלקינו- Shema koleinu Hashem
Elokeinu
Hear our voices, Hashem, our G-d.
The Shulchan Orach (Orach Chaim 119:1) rules
that one may insert his personal petition for a blessing,
similar to the theme of the blessing he is reciting. In other
words, when he recites Bircas Refaeinu, the blessing for
healing the sick, one may add the name of someone who
is in need of a cure for his illness. In the ninth blessing,
which addresses prosperity, one may include his personal
request for a livelihood. The sixteenth blessing, Shema
Koleinu, is a generic type of blessing, in which we ask
Hashem to hear our voices without stating specifics.
Therefore, in this blessing one may ask for anything that
he desires. (Obviously, one is making a meaningful
request.) The Mishnah Berurah adds that this blessing is
an appropriate time to include one’s confession of his
outstanding sins, especially if he has committed a specific
transgression that requires a special Vidui, confession.
One should ask that his income be sufficient and that he
earn it appropriately and honorably, without pain and
trouble. Last, the Yaaros Devash adds that this is a good
place for one to ask Hashem for whatever he needs,
however trivial or inconsequential it may be. We must
remember that nothing is too petty to bring to the table.
Hashem is our Heavenly Father. A father puts up with a lot.
As long as one prays with sincerity, and as long as what he
requests is reasonable, then, indeed, this is a propitious
time and place to make his request.

זכר נשמת
רחל לאה בת ר' נח ע"ה
פריידא בת ר' נח ע"ה
שרה אסתר בת ר' נח ע"ה
נספו במחנות ההסגר בשנות הזעם
י"ג תשרי תש"ג

Parashas Ha’azinu

תש"פ

יערף כמטר לקחי
May my teaching drop like the rain. (32:2)
Moshe Rabbeinu asked that his teachings, the
Torah, penetrate the nation like life-giving rain. The
commentators offer reasons for the rain simile: the effect
of rain is not immediately noticed; it takes time for the
vegetation to sprout forth. Likewise, one who studies
Torah does not immediately manifest the benefits that he
has incurred. In time, however, it shows. Rain can only
affect soil that has been plowed and seeded. Otherwise, it
just turns the ground into mud. Likewise, for one who
studies Torah, but does not believe in Hashem or
possesses middos ra’os, negative character traits, Torah
study is a deficiency. Torah catalyzes growth for that
which the student already possesses within him. If he has
a good heart, his fear of Hashem will grow positively. If he
is evil, it will spur greater negativity in his soul.
The Sifsei Tzaddikim offers a novel exposition for
the rain simile. Moshe asked that the Torah be rain-like, in
the sense that rain causes whatever seeds are in the
ground to emerge as vegetation or growth. If wheat is
sowed, wheat will grow; if corn is planted, it will grow. If
thorns, cactus, etc. is planted, they, too, will grow. Rain is
the vehicle that causes the produce to emerge and
“reveal” what is buried in the ground.
Torah has the property of causing what is
embedded deep within the recesses of one’s heart to be
revealed. Thus, for one whose spiritual intentions are
sincere and positive, Torah will “grow” him, give him the
opportunity to express his positive intentions, and see
success in his learning and service to Hashem. If, however,
he is nothing more than a wolf in sheep’s clothing, if he is
a miserable thorn who seeks to use Torah as a medium for
negativity, to find ways to manipulate Jewish law to his
benefit, to demean the Torah way of life for his advantage
and to support his bias, his ugly secret will be exposed.

הצור תמים פעלו כי כל דרכיו משפט קל אמונה ואין עול
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The Rock! Perfect is His work, for all His paths are
justice; a G-d of faith without iniquity. (32:4)
Rashi puts this pasuk in its most simple and lucid
perspective: Hashem’s judgment is perfect, exact and fair.
He rewards the righteous, regardless of how long it might
take for this reward to be fulfilled. Likewise, even the
wicked receive their reward for whatever good they
performed. Furthermore, the term perfect means
“perfect.” It is a reference to the totality of Hashem’s
work, the combination of good fortune and failure,

פרשת האזינו

happiness and sadness, joy and tragedy: a harmonious
whole. Regrettably, we -- of limited intelligence and
understanding -- are incapable of putting all of the pieces of
the puzzle we call “life” together. A believer lives by this
credo: Hashem’s work is perfect. It is our comprehension
that is imperfect.
A chassid asked the Belzer Rebbe (Rav Aharon), zl,
concerning his family and what had taken place in Belz
before he escaped. (The Belzer Rebbe was miraculously
saved from the horrors of the Holocaust.) The Rebbe replied,
“I refuse to talk about that period of my life, because it might
appear as if I am complaining against Hashem. We will leave
that part of my life unsaid.” The Rebbe experienced the
tragic loss of his entire family (forty souls); yet, he refused to
speak about it, so that his words would not be misconstrued
as a remonstrance of Hashem.
A Holocaust survivor who had lost his family in the
camps emigrated to Haifa after the war. He found work as a
shamash, sexton, in a shul. He had suffered greatly and was
getting on in years, yet he wanted to build a Jewish home.
He married, and, with Hashem’s blessing, the couple had a
son. He was a special child: bright, handsome, kind –
everything a parent could hope for. One day, the boy, twelve
years old, crossed the street and was struck by a car whose
driver had lost control of the vehicle. The boy was killed
instantly. The Rav of the shul (who was relating the story)
did not know how he could confront this man during the
shivah visit. This person had lost everything -- not once, but
twice. (Indeed, he had a loving partner in life, but she, too,
had experienced what he had.) The Rav climbed the stairs to
their apartment very slowly, actually stalling the
confrontation that he knew would be difficult. He walked
into the room to see the bereaved couple (both of them
beyond middle-age) sitting on the floor reciting Tehillim! The
father looked up from his Tehillim when he noticed the Rav
sit down next to him, and said, “If the Ribono Shel Olam
thinks that He will succeed in provoking me to express anger,
He is mistaken! Even for this which He did to me, I will not
complain!”
The Rav left the shivah house in great emotion:
Yisrael kedoshim heim; the Jewish people are holy! This was
a simple man, neither a Torah scholar, nor a brilliant thinker.
Just a simple, good, G-d-fearing Jew who believed with all of
his heart in Hashem: Mi k’Amcha Yisrael; “Who is like Your
nation, Hashem!”
Everyone receives his due: good/bad, at some time
everyone will receive his reward or punishment. It can come
at the strangest times or under the most unusual and
unexpected circumstances. The following story has made

the rounds, publicized by Rabbi Berel Wein, to whom it
the gas chambers. We wanted to be sure that we had
was related by the participant. It is an incredible, inspiring
found every Jew, so we made another tour of the village
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that
he was a ger,
mine, as I was about to call my comrades and inform them
having converted to Judaism many years earlier. He also
that I had discovered three more Jewish children hiding
added that his gentile pedigree was quite murky: his father
from us. But I could not do it. Something prevented me
had been a Nazi.
from passing the death sentence on these children. It was
“I was in my early twenties when I discovered my
their eyes, staring straight into mine, pleading with me to
father’s ignominious work during the Holocaust. I became
allow them to live. For the first and only time in my career
enraged with him. I was devastated to know that, as an SS
as a Nazi did I feel a touch of compassion. I was somehow
man, my father had participated in many massacres of
moved. I walked away and shouted to the others, “There’s
Jews. I immediately fled my home, never to return. I
no one left. We are through here. Let’s go!”
severed my ties with my family, as I renounced everything
“‘I will never forget those children,’ my father
that had heretofore been dear to me.
said. ‘They were three little Jewish boys, innocent children
“I wanted to know more about the Jewish
with sweet faces. Just like yours.
people: why Hitler hated them so much? What could these
“‘You know,’ my father mused, his clouding,
people have done to make them the target of the greatest
death-filled eyes suddenly perking up, ‘I am certain that,
hatred in history? Where does one go to learn about Jews?
had there been four boys hiding in there beneath the truck
Eretz Yisrael. I came here and fell in love with the country
that day, I would have had four grandchildren – not
and the people. I decided to continue my graduate studies
three!’”
in microbiology at Hebrew University. As my stay went
This goy, this Nazi, understood the message of
beyond visit status, I decided that I wanted to know more
the pasuk. No act goes unrequited. It might take time; we
about the Jewish religion. I started studying the texts and
may never understand, but one thing is for sure: everyone
attending classes whenever available. I converted to
receives his due.
Judaism. Shortly thereafter, I met a wonderful woman,
also a German convert, and we married. Hashem blessed
וישמן ישרון ויבעט שמנת עבית כשית
us with three wonderful sons, who went through the
But
Yeshurun
grew fat and kicked. You are waxen fat,
system. All received a solid yeshivah education in
grown thick and covered with fatness. (32:15)
mainstream schools; all are fine, upstanding bnei Torah.
They do have blond hair and blue eyes, but, otherwise,
Sforno offers a compelling interpretation of this
they dress and act the part of Torah Jews. No one would
pasuk. Yeshurun is a reference to the baalei iyun, scholars
ever guess (or have reason to ask about) their real genetic
and philosophers who became fat and gross after having
heritage.
turned to material excess and pleasures. They grew thick,
“Many years passed, and my resolve to maintain
incapable of comprehending the Torah’s subtle verities.
my severed relationship with my family only became
When those who are (supposedly) intelligent, refined
stronger. I was a Jew with a Jewish family. I would have
leaders of the people set a bad example, the masses will
nothing to do with my family of origin or their horrible
most certainly follow their lead.
legacy of hatred and murder of innocent people. One day,
These scholars have not, chas v’shalom, Heaven
I was shocked to find a letter from my father in my
forbid, rejected Hashem, but their wisdom is adulterated
mailbox, informing me that he was extremely ill and dying.
by their pursuit of physical pleasures and material riches.
He begged me to come to Germany, so that he could see
They pay respect primarily to those who have achieved
his grandchildren before he left this world. I consulted
mundane success. It is such scholars who are dangerous,
with a prominent Rav in Yerushalayim who instructed me
because of their impact on the simple folk who still look
to return to Germany with my sons in order to fulfill my
up to them and follow their lead. Indeed, the masses
father’s dying wish.
usually outdo their leaders, as they regress further by
“It was not a simple meeting. My father’s
forgetting G-d and ending up treating all that is sacred and
physical appearance had changed greatly due to age and
meaningful with contempt.
illness. He was a fraction of the man I had once known.
First and foremost, Sforno teaches us that
The atmosphere in the room was tense and pensive. Here
materialism and physicality are incongruent to success in
was a man who had, years earlier, murdered Jewish
Torah. This world and the World-to-Come contravene one
children, hugging and kissing yeshivah boys who happened
another, to the point that one who is focused on Torah
to be his grandsons. He cried bitterly, amid spasms of
cannot indulge (as in luxuriate/bask) in the
coughing. I had no doubt that his end was near. He said
material/physical pleasures of this world. (This does not
that he wanted to talk, to tell me a story. I knew that
preclude enjoyment, but excess.) This does create a
whatever he would say would be the truth. He was too
problem, since, for the most part, we do live in a world, a
close to death. ‘I think that you will appreciate what I have
culture, a society in which gashmiyus, materialism and
to say,’ he said.
physicality play a prominent role. How does the
“’One day during the war on the eastern front,
contemporary Torah family/individual balance the two
my comrades and I were rounding up all of the Jewish
worlds: the one in which he lives; and the one on which he
residents and throwing them into trucks to be delivered to
should be focused?

Horav Matisyahu Solomon, Shlita, applies the
well-known words of the Mesillas Yesharim (Perek 1), “The
pleasures of this world exist only to aid and assist a person,
so that through the physical satisfaction that he
experiences, he will have the contentment and peace of
mind to devote himself /his heart to avodah, service of the
Almighty.” In other words, we must all ask ourselves: Is our
partiality to this world and its materialistic /physical lures
helping us to grow in spirituality, or is it a hindrance? Are
we now more calm, greater at ease; or are we slowly
moving away from our spiritual goals?
Horav Chaim Kamil, zl, finds in Sforno’s words,
support for Horav Yisrael Salanter’s maxim: “When the
Torah scholar in Kovno studies diligently, he causes the
professor in Berlin not to turn his back on Judaism.” This is
what Sforno teaches us. The scholar who is delinquent in
learning who gravitates toward worldly pleasures will have
a following among the hamon am, masses, who look up to
their Torah elite for guidance and inspiration. When they
see moral and spiritual hypocrisy, can they really be
blamed for vying with and following their pattern of
deceit?
Is a little bit of excess that bad? If one were to
indulge in physical pleasure purely for the fun of it with no
other purpose whatsoever, would it damage him so much?
Obviously, worldly possessions are not poison, or else they
could not be used as a medium “to aid and assist” one’s
avodas ha’kodesh, holy endeavor. At first, I would suggest
that poison is relative. One person’s medicine is another
person’s poison. Therefore, pleasure that catalyzes
satisfaction which eases one’s mind so that he can study
and serve Hashem better, is not poisonous. On the
contrary, it is therapeutic. This same “therapy,” when
administered to one who is spiritually healthy and doing
well, can be dangerous.
I came across an exegesis from Horav Moshe
Shternbuch, Shlita, that is illuminating. He comments on
the pasuk, Ki dor tahapuchos heimah, “They are a
generation of reversals” (ibid 32:20). (They reverse
Hashem’s mood from benevolence to anger.) Klal Yisrael
is different in nature from the nations of the world. They
do not have the (natural) option of being a beinoni,
intermediate. We are a nation of extremes. When we are
living (spiritually, morally) well, we rise up to the top. We
have no limit to what we are capable of achieving. On the
other hand, when we begin to fall, if we do not
immediately stop the fall, we freefall to the nadir of
depravity.
Our tzaddikim, righteous, have exemplified
themselves in spiritual achievement, such that the average
person has no idea or comprehension thereof. Sadly,
those who have deviated and regressed have fallen to the
depths of perversion and notoriety. Therefore, one who is
on the pedestal of spiritual achievement, who is an
extraordinary Torah scholar, yet deviates slightly to
partake, to enjoy, to “live the life,” must realize that we
are a nation of extremes. We have no such concept as a
“little bit of fun” or “I just want to try it out to see how the
other half lives.” It might just happen that during that
moment of indulgence, one of those who reveres and
looks up to him might be watching. The repercussions can
be disastrous, because the student will neither understand
nor know how to process what he is observing.

כי דור תהפכת המה בנים לא אמן בם
For they are a generation of reversals, children whose
upbringing is not in them. (32:20)
Hashem raised them to be good, but they
spurned His upbringing, so that it is not reflected in their
demeanor. Alternatively, eimun is connected to emunah,
faith. At Har Sinai, the people of Klal Yisrael pledged
continued faith in Hashem, a pledge which they soon
broke by making the Golden Calf. The Sifri adds: “Do not
read this as lo eimun bam, but rather, lo amen bam; ‘They
refused to say amen.’” Responding to a blessing is an
extraordinary segulah, remedy (an action that can lead to
a change in one’s fortune or destiny), which has been
noted and proven. The following story underscores this
idea.
The tragic news spread like wildfire through the
Klausenberg Chassidic community in Union City, New
Jersey. A young father, whose name was Aharon, had lost
his life in a car accident. It was 1979. The entire community
plunged into mourning. The pain was also felt in the
Klausenberger Rebbe’s home, since Aharon was very close
to the Rebbe and his family. Before the dust could settle
on this tragedy, more terrible news reached the quiet,
insular community. Another precious young husband and
father, Reb Moshe Nechemiah, had sustained a heart
attack and returned his soul to his Maker.
At the end of the shivah, seven-day mourning
period for these two young men, the members of the
community decided that they had to implement some
form of change. It happened to be that day was the day
when the Rebbe would lecture to the men. It was a perfect
time to hear from this saintly Jew, who had himself
sustained much tragedy in his life, what the community
should do, what area of deficiency they should correct as
a z’chus, merit, for the departed and as a segulah for
themselves to have the Middas Ha’Din, Attibute of Strict
Justice, lifted from their community.
The Rebbe began the shiur by citing our opening
pasuk, banim lo eimun bam. He then quoted the
Sifri/Yalkut that attributes the sin to an indifference
toward answering Amen after brachos, blessings. The
Rebbe looked at the assembled, staring deeply into their
faces, and a hush fell over the congregation, as he
declared: “Amen is the roshei teivos, acronym (head of the
words) of Aharon, Moshe, Nechemiah! Heaven is very
demanding of us for not adhering properly to answering
Amen. These two young men were taken from us as a
result of our dereliction in answering Amen. If we begin to
answer Amen with the proper kavanah, intention
(direction of the heart), we will merit the lifting of the g’zar
din, decree, from upon us.”
An American avreich, young man, who was
studying in kollel turned to Rav Avraham Kessler (who was
very close to Rav Aharon Leib Shteinman, zl) and asked
that he speak with the Rosh Yeshivah concerning the many
difficult challenges with which he was presently beset.
When the young man sent his list of troubles, it was
evident why he was so depressed. He had been married a
number of years to a wonderful woman, but they had yet
to be blessed with children. He was overwhelmed with
debt. He was so deep in the hole that he had no hope, no

