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THE PERSON
 IN THE PARSHA

BY RABBI DR. TZVI HERSH WEINREB
OU Executive Vice President, Emeritus

And the 
Winner Is...

It was the first time that I announced 
a contest from the pulpit. It felt like a 
risky thing to do, and probably was. But 

it worked, and I tried it several times over 
the ensuing years.

It was on the occasion of this week’s Torah 
portion, Parshat Ki Tetzei, but it was many, 
many years ago. What prompted me to 
launch the contest with confidence was a 
discussion I had one Friday morning with 
a group of teenagers. They were frustrated 
by the fact that they could find little rele-
vance in many of the biblical passages that 
we were studying. So many of these pas-
sages seemed to be speaking of events and 
circumstances that were unrelated to those 
prevalent in the lives of these teens.

Instead of offering my own ideas about this 
issue, I told them that I would challenge the 
entire congregation to find relevance in 
some of the passages of that week’s parsha, 
which happened to have been Ki Tetzei. They 
felt excited to be in on what they viewed as 
a conspiracy, the planning of a sermon in 
which the rabbi would turn the table on the 
members of the congregation and require a 
response from them.

I stood up that Saturday morning and began 
by quoting the following verse: “If you see 
your fellow’s donkey or ox fallen on the road, 
do not ignore it; you must help him raise 
it.” (Deuteronomy 22:4) Rashi, following the 
explanation of the Talmud, understands this 
to mean that if the donkey’s pack falls off his 
back you must help your friend replace it 
there. This is the mitzvah known as te’inah, 
or uploading.

I challenged the audience with the follow-
ing question: “Of what possible relevance is 
placing a fallen burden back on a donkey to 
us in our daily lives? When is the last time 
you met a donkey or an ox on the road, with 
or without a sack on the ground beside it?”

I then asked the audience to take out their 
Chumashim, their Bibles, and turned back 
to a passage we had studied together during 
the previous winter in the Torah portion of 
Mishpatim. There we read, “When you see 
the donkey of your enemy lying under its 
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burden and would otherwise refrain from 
helping him, you must nevertheless help 
him.” (Exodus 23:5)

Rashi, again following the Talmud, sees 
this as the mitzvah of perikah, of helping to 
unload the donkey of its burden, and help-
ing even one’s enemy in the process. “Now I 
understand,” I argued to the audience, “that 
the lesson of helping one’s enemy may be a 
relevant, if unpopular, one. But unloading 
a donkey? When was the last time anyone 
here did that?”

Then I announced the contest. “I am not 
going to provide my own suggestions to 
answer these questions,” I said. “Rather, we 
are going to have a contest in which each 
of you can write your own answers to these 
questions.”

I had done some preliminary work before 
Shabbat and enlisted two well-respected 
members of the synagogue to serve along 
with me on a panel of judges to evaluate 
the submissions and to decide upon the top 
three responses.

I must confess to having been delighted 
by the number and quality of the answers 
that were handed in. It was by no means a 
simple task to decide upon the three most 
creative ideas.

As the second runner up; that is, the third 
of the top three, my two judicial cohorts 
and I chose the answer submitted by our 
shul’s resident yeshiva bachur, a young stu-
dent who found the answers to most of his 
questions in the Talmud. He reminded us of 
the passage in Tractate Bava Metzia which 
imagined a situation in which a person 

The Freedom of Mobility   
Even on Shabbat!

Ready to go in 10 seconds.  
Splits to fit any car. Flight approved!

Special offer for upcoming chagim: 
FREE Shabbat mechanism when you 
buy a SHABBATTO mobility scooter
To redeem the benefit, mention the coupon 

code  TORAH_10 when ordering

For a FREE DEMO Call

077-2306429

Meet the world’s best folding
mobility scooter – approved for Shabbat

use by the Zomet institute



14     TORAH TIDBITS 1433 / KI TEITZE

lighten the weight that they feel. That’s per-
ikah. And then there are those whom one 
must encourage to ‘upload’ the packs on 
their backs and to ‘keep on truckin,’ to get 
back on the road, and to get on with their 
lives. That’s te’inah.”

Our panel of judges was in for a surprise 
when it came to the contestant who won 
the grand prize. Of all the many members of 
the synagogue, it was the aging cantor who 
was clearly the winner. We all knew that 
his voice was far from what it once was and 
that he had trouble reaching the high notes 
as well as the lowest notes on the musical 
scale. But we kept him on, and indeed cher-
ished him, for his genuine piety and sincere 
humanity.

“Whenever I stand in front of the congrega-
tion,” he said, “and anticipate the difficulty I 
am about to have in reaching the high notes, 
I appreciate those of you who sing and chant 
along with me and help me achieve those 
high notes. You uplift me. When you do that, 
you fulfill the mitzvah of te’inah. And as I fal-
ter in trying to descend the musical ladder 
to those lower notes, and you, the congrega-
tion, come to my aid with your voices, you 
help lower my burden, and you perform the 
mitzvah of perikah.

We are told that there are seventy facets 
to the Torah. We had about seventy contri-
butions to our contest that Shabbat. I have 
shared only the top three with you, dear 
reader, and challenge you to come up with 
others on your own. 

would have to choose between the mitz-
vot of uploading and unloading, between 
te’inah and perikah.

The Talmud describes the dilemma of the 
person who encounters not one, but two, 
donkeys. One donkey has its fallen cargo on 
the ground next to it; the other is bent under 
its burden. You have time for only one don-
key. Which one do you attend to?

The Talmud answers that your priority is 
to unload the overburdened donkey. The 
Jewish value of tza’ar ba’alei chayim, sensi-
tivity to the suffering of animals, trumps the 
mitzvah of te’inah. “Surely teaching about 
the need to avoid cruelty to animals is a rel-
evant lesson,” argued the budding Talmudic 
scholar.

The runner up, number two in the contest, 
was our local psychologist. “Every day,” he 
asserted, “I help to unload peoples’ bur-
dens. I try to listen to them and to somehow 
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