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***YERUSHALAYIM ZMANIM***

***Ha’azinu/Shabbat Shuva***
Candles 6:05 PM
Havdala 7:17 PM
Rabbeinu Tam 7:57 PM

***Yom Kippur***
Candles 6:02 PM
Havdala 7:14 PM
Rabbeinu Tam 7:54 PM

***Sukkot/Shabbat***
Candles 5:56 PM
Havdala 7:07 PM
Rabbeinu Tam 7:47 PM

***Shmini Atzeret/Simchat Torah/Shabbat***
Candles 5:47 PM
Havdala 6:58 PM
Rabbeinu Tam 7:38 PM

__________________________________________________

***Dear Torah Tidbits Family***

Rabbi Avi Berman

Growing up, I had the tremendous zechut of having all four of my grandparents with me until I was already a father myself. That is something I do not take for granted. I was born in the 1970s, and because of the Holocaust, having all four grandparents was rare among my friends.

One of the things my siblings and I would discuss growing up was which grandparents’ house was more fun to visit: Grandma and Grandpa’s, or Bubby and Zaidy’s? Bubby and Zaidy used to buy us more toys, but Grandma and Grandpa had a bigger basement to play in. Bubby and Zaidy had sugary cereals, but Grandma and Grandpa always had much better cake, and they had a machine that made malted milkshakes.

We loved them dearly, and they always spoiled us.

That was a long time ago. My family made aliyah when I was nine, and that put a stop to the regular visits and comparisons, especially after Bubby and Zaidy themselves made aliyah in 1989.

But there was one thing that I will always remember from Grandma and Grandpa’s Shabbat table in America. Many people have the custom of having honey at the table for Rosh Hashanah. Some continue from Rosh Hashanah until Simchat Torah; everybody has their own custom. My grandfather had honey with his challah every Shabbat, whether it was the High Holiday season or not. He would show you how much he loved you by putting an ample amount of it on your challah.

It was always a very cute thing between us and Grandpa, getting that honey. While my family does not have honey every Shabbat, we do continue the custom from Rosh Hashanah until Simchat Torah. We do it so that the beginning of the year, all the way until we complete the reading of the Torah in shul, should be a sweet time, and that, b’ezrat Hashem, HaKadosh Baruch Hu should give us a year full of sweetness and good things.

This issue of Torah Tidbits takes us through Shabbat Shuva, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot. Preparing such a large issue in advance takes real effort, and the Torah Tidbits team is working around the clock to get it to the printers in time for the holidays, all while preparing themselves and their own families for the chagim. For myself, I struggle to write about themes that carry over so many different days. My wife quips that I need not worry about writing so far in advance, since we know the Beit HaMikdash will be built by the time Simchat Torah comes around, and then all of our writing will be out of date anyway.

Nevertheless, when I think about this time of year, my mind often goes to Grandpa’s honey and challah. There is something that connects Shabbat Shuva, Yom Kippur, and Sukkot, and there is a good reason why we refer to these few weeks together as “the chagim.”

It is not just because we continue to say “Le’David Hashem Ori ve’Yishi” (Tehillim 27) from Rosh Chodesh Elul all the way until Hoshana Rabbah. It is not just because of the tradition that while HaKadosh Baruch Hu seals the judgment of our fate on Yom Kippur, the letter is metaphorically “sent off” on Hoshana Rabbah. And it is not just because our love of Torah is so strong that we dance and sing on Simchat Torah upon completing the Torah. These are all beautiful connections, but I think there is something more.

This year, my team and I created a special Rosh Hashanah video message in which I wish everybody a shanah tovah. In the video, I am standing somewhere very special: in the beautiful yishuv of Tekoa. There is an agricultural area there where different families from the yishuv acquired pieces of land, away from their homes, to develop and cultivate.

Nina Broder, our Director of Social Media, took me to meet two wonderful Jews, Yehudah Honickman and Shmaya Dovid Honickman, who decided that on their land, in addition to growing beautiful fruit trees of the Seven Species, including pomegranates, olives, and figs, they would also keep bees and produce honey.

While this was not the first time I had seen how honey is made, it was the first time I had been so close to the bees without a window between us. I saw how the hive was organized, with the queen kept in the lower section and the worker bees moving through the hive, each carrying out its role. Some were gathering nectar and pollen, while others were working inside the hive, all contributing to the production of delicious honey.

It was especially meaningful to meet the two Honickman brothers because I remember their grandfather, Tzvi Honickman, from Shilo. He and his wife, may she live until 120 in good health, lived in Shilo at a time when there were not many Anglo families there. I had the privilege of spending time with Tzvi in the yeshiva in Shilo, when he used to come and learn with us. But more than that, he would constantly invite us for Shabbat meals and even Rosh Hashanah meals. I still remember those meals very fondly, the singing, the Torah, the warmth and the delicious food.

I was very saddened to hear that he had passed away about a year ago, but I was so happy to see his grandchildren working the land, living in Tekoa, and building their families in such a beautiful way in the Land of Israel.

While we were filming the video, I felt like I had Grandpa with me, along with the values he taught me. The bees and the honey brought back those memories. But more than that, Grandpa’s involvement in the Jewish community, and his dedication to helping build it, was what he was all about. He used to blow shofar on Rosh Hashanah at the Young Israel of Flatbush. He would walk from his house, which was not particularly close to the shul, in order to blow shofar, and he did it with great expertise.

Standing there in Tekoa, watching thousands of bees each doing their small part to create this delicious honey, produced in Eretz Yisrael, in the mountains of Yehudah, reminded me of something beautiful. It takes all of Klal Yisrael to create the sweetness that we have in this land.

Each and every one of us has our favorite mitzvah, our favorite tzedakah, our favorite way of doing hachnasat orchim. But what I saw in the honey-making process was that it cannot be accomplished by one bee alone. Every bee has its role, and together they create something that none of them could produce independently.

So too with Klal Yisrael. We are a nation in which each person takes upon themselves different mitzvot, different responsibilities, and different ways of contributing to the Jewish people.

I look at the OU Israel team, constantly working with so many different age groups and communities. Whether it is our Teen Centers working with teens at risk across the country, one teenager at a time, NCSY working with olim teenagers, programs helping English-speaking olim who have just made aliyah, mother-daughter programming for English speakers in Israel, our Women’s Division, Torah Initiatives, or Torah Tidbits, there is so much going on here.

We have a team of almost 500 staff members, each working tirelessly in their own area. Could any one of them say that all of this is happening because of them? No. But could they all say together, “Wow, look at what we are accomplishing as a team”? The answer is yes.

And that is the beauty of Klal Yisrael. We are all working hard, each in our own way, to bring Mashiach, to build the Beit HaMikdash, and to bring the Jewish people to a much sweeter place. Not every person has the same role, and not every contribution looks the same. But when we bring our efforts together, the result is something far greater than any one of us could accomplish alone.

That, to me, is the message of the honey. Sweetness does not come from one enormous act. It comes from thousands of small acts, each one contributing to something greater. One more mitzvah, one more act of chesed, one more person helped, one more moment of Torah, and together they create a sweetness that can be felt throughout Klal Yisrael.

B’ezrat Hashem, as we enter the new year, may we each find our own way to add to that sweetness. May we see Klal Yisrael blessed with a year full of endless miracles, endless achdut, endless Torah, endless peace, and endless health.

I want to take this opportunity to wish each and every one of our loyal Torah Tidbits readers all the berachot in the world, and to thank you for all of your support. We know that “teshuvah u’tefillah u’tzedakah ma’avirin et ro’a hagezerah, ” that repentance, prayer, and charity remove the evil of the decree.

I ask you to please help us by contributing to our valuable programs here in Israel, because we cannot do it without your support. Your generosity allows our staff to continue reaching teens who need guidance, helping olim build their lives in Israel, strengthening families, and bringing Torah and community to Jews across the country. Every contribution becomes part of something greater, and together, b’ezrat Hashem, we can continue making the Jewish people in the Land of Israel stronger and stronger every single day.

May the sweetness we bring to our own Shabbat and holiday tables extend far beyond our homes, into our communities and throughout Klal Yisrael.

Wishing you all an uplifting and inspiring Shabbat, a meaningful Yom Kippur, and a very, very happy and uplifting Sukkot,

Rabbi Avi Berman
Executive Director, OU Israel
aberman@ouisrael.org

__________________________________________________

***PARSHAT HA'AZINU / SHABBAT SHUVA SECTION***
__________________________________________________

***Aliya-by-Aliya Sedra Summary - Parshat Ha'azinu/Shabbat Shuva***

Rabbi Reuven Tradburks

Ha’azinu is the second to last parsha in the Torah. It is one chapter of 52 verses, making it one of the shortest parshiot in the Torah.

All but 8 verses consist of the song of Ha’azinu. The song is written in the Torah in the form of a poem with 2 parallel columns. The Torah itself calls it Hashira Hazot, this song; 5 times in last week’s parsha and one time again this week.

The poem of Ha’azinu was the song the Leviim sang in the Beit Hamikdash during the Mussaf offering on Shabbat. We know the Leviim sang a psalm from Tehilim as the Shir Shel Yom – the daily song, sung accompanying the morning daily offering. They also sang a song during Mussaf of Shabbat and that song is Ha’azinu.

But they did not sing the entire song each week. Ha’azinu was divided into 6 sections – exactly the way we divide the aliyot. One section was read per week, the entire song in 6 weeks. Perhaps it was spread out over 6 weeks to express its theme, Jewish history. Jewish history spans millennia, hence it is sung over 6 weeks in the Temple.

***1st Aliya (Devarim 32:1-6)***

Listen heavens, listen earth. G-d is Just, Faithful. I will call in the name of Hashem, ascribe greatness to our G-d. 

The song is a rhythmic poem of couplets, or at least begins that way. These 6 verses are the introduction. What we are saying in this song is cosmic – give ear, heavens and earth. He is Great and Just. We, his children, are twisted. 

***2nd Aliya (32:7-12)***

Remember those days. While nations were arranged, you, Jewish people became His lot. He found you, the apple of His eye. Spread His wings over you. He Himself cares for us.

These 6 verses introduce the dawn of Jewish history. These are tender, wistful remembrances. This capsule of Jewish history and how G-d relates to us must begin with tenderness. This aliya is a smile, a description of those carefree days of faithfulness. 

***3rd Aliya (32:13-18)***

He placed you in the heart of the Land, fed you honey, olive oil, butter, with livestock aplenty and wine. Yeshurun got fat and kicked. Left Him and sought others – demons, new powers and forgot Him.

The song is written in the Torah in 2 parallel columns. All the verses in the song are couplets; either one line of two phrases or 2 lines of 2 phrases. One couplet is in one column, the second in the second column. 

Hence every verse so far has ended at the end of the column. Except this verse. The verse of Yeshurun getting fat, verse 14. It has 5 phrases. Too many. It ends not at the end of the column but now in the middle of the column. 

Things start to go awry. The verses no longer end symmetrically, at the end of the second column. Now they begin to end in the first column, in the middle of the line, off balance. The song is off kilter now. The plenty in the land turned us fat. And rebellious. And off kilter. 

It is a beautiful poetic tool – the fat of the Land is a verse of 5 phrases (the only verse not of 2 or 4 phrases), too many phrases, too much consumption, too much good. 

Leave Him? Forget Him? Look to demons and other powers? This is not your forefather’s beliefs. 

***4th Aliya (32:19-28)***

I will hide my Face from them and see what happens then. They angered Me. I will send aggressors to anger them. My anger burns. I will take it out on the Land. I will scatter them, with no trace of their memory. They won’t even understand that I am behind this, for they lack all insight.

The rebellion against G-d is met with Divine anger. But the people don’t even get it, they can’t understand it. G-d’s Ways are beyond them.

And in another poetic flair, the song switches from Moshe’s voice to G-d’s voice. Moshe no longer describes Him. G-d speaks now in the first person. Moshe can’t describe G-d’s Ways, G-d hiding his Face, for no man can understand His ways; G-d needs to describe the hiding of His Face Himself. 

***5th Aliya (32:29-39)***

Oh, would the people understand the consequences. One could not pursue 1, 000 nor 2 pursue 10, 000 were it not for our G-d. The oppressors drink the bitter vintages of Sodom and Gemorrah. G-d will eventually relent of this abandonment of His people, while the nations have none to their rescue. I am the One who gives life and takes it; none escapes My hand.

The myopia of the people, their inability to see the Divine in their successes is frustrating and disappointing. 

The subject switches then from the Jewish people to the oppressors. While we have been disappointing, we have an end of reconciliation. But when it comes to the other nations and their evil and rebelliousness, Moshe cedes the floor back to G-d. It is not for us to speak of the justice due others. The oppressors have none to turn to.

***6th Aliya (32:40-43)***

Arrows of blood, a flesh consuming sword, the payment of the enemy. Sing nations of His people, for in the end there is retribution and the Land atones for His people.

3 verses are in the first person with G-d speaking of ultimate justice, vengeance against My enemies, those that hate Me. This aliya is not for the faint of heart. The oppressors get their due and it is not pretty. 

Divine justice, reward and yes, punishment is part of the order of the world. We don’t delight in His meting out justice. Though we acknowledge that justice, Divine justice is to be part of the end of days. 

But the song does not end with the retribution. It ends with all peoples singing – a universal end of days.

***7th Aliya (32:44-52)***

Moshe brings this song, together with Yehoshua to the people. He instructs them to take it to heart and to command it to their children. It is not empty words but rather it is your life. Then Moshe is told to ascend Har Navo where he is to die.

The emphasis on this song is crucial, something to take to heart, to command our children is curious. Why is a song about history, our future history, a history of rejection of G-d and exile, of Hiding His Face, why is this song Moshe’s sendoff? And why is it a song? A song celebrates or is expressive; why is history told as a song?

Perhaps this song is a foil. Moshe has emphasized one theme repeatedly. Our history is different. It is a history entangled with the covenant. When we are loyal, we are blessed by Him. When not loyal, we lose the right to that blessing. And even worse, exiled and oppressed.

Perhaps Moshe wants to temper that view of history with a foil. Please know, he says, that it is not as simple as that. The Divine managing of our history is complicated. Our history is like a poem. It is woven of strands, complex, mixtures of loyalty and rebellion. He Knows how He Manages it. But for us, it is like a poem that carries secrets, embedded secrets. Opaque, misty, obscure. Interpreting history in a definitive manner, with certainty, understanding G-d’s Ways definitively is folly. Not for Him. He Guides history. But with our eyes, clarity is elusive.

While our history has a Divine Hand, we should not be facile to think we can detect the moments of Divine Favour or Disfavour. We need suffice with the principles, ceding the full knowledge of His Ways to Him. Like a poem.

__________________________________________________

***The Person in the Parsha***
***Repression of the Sublime***

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersch Weinreb

It was advertised as one symposium at a major psychology conference. It was to be a discussion about memory and forgetfulness. But it turned out to be one of the most intense and instructive days that I have ever witnessed.

The first speaker began by insisting that the fact that we remember things is obvious. What requires explanation, he argued, is why we forget. We are hardwired to recall every event that occurs in our lives. The mechanisms of forgetfulness are a mystery and call for a program of scientific research.

The second speaker took a position diametrically opposed to the first. He believed that it is only natural that we forget. It is one of nature's wonders, he maintained, that we remember anything at all.

The third speaker took a middle of the road position. For him, the major challenge to the science of the psychology of memory was not why we remember. Or why we forget. Rather, it was why we remember certain things and forget others. And why we distort even those matters which we do remember, so that our memories are grossly inaccurate and unreliable.

It is the position of this third speaker that has kept my interest over the many years since that conference. And it was just recently, as we commemorated the tragic events of September 11, 2001, that my interest in this subject was revived.

Very many of my acquaintances were on or near the scene of the collapsed World Trade Center Towers on that fateful day. To this day, some have clear recollections of every moment of their experiences. Others claim that they only remember certain vivid episodes, fleeting ones, and can only draw a blank when it comes to the majority of the time they were exposed to the tragic scene.

Some have memories which are as accurate and as clear as the "flashbulb memories" that psychologists have studied as far back as World War II. For others, the memories have been partially, and sometimes substantially, repressed and can no longer be recalled. Their powerful and poignant emotional reactions have wrought havoc with the ability to accurately remember the events of that day.

Remembering and forgetting are major themes in our Jewish religious tradition. We are commanded, for example, to remember the Sabbath, to remember the lessons to be drawn from the life of Miriam, and not to forget the enmity of Amalek. In this week's Torah portion, Parshat Ha'azinu, there are at least two verses which relate to these themes. One reads, "Remember the days of yore, understand the years of generation after generation." (Deuteronomy 32:7) and the other states, "You ignored the Rock who gave birth to you, and forgot God who brought you forth." (Ibid. 32:18)

I have always been intrigued by the notion of forgetting God. Earlier in the book of Deuteronomy, we were admonished to be careful, lest "our hearts become haughty, and we forget the Lord our God." (Deuteronomy 8:14) I can understand agnostic disbelief, and I can empathize with those who have lost their faith, but I have always found it puzzling to contemplate forgetting God. Either one believes, or one does not believe, but how are we to understand forgetting Him?

Many years ago, I came across the writings of a psychologist named Robert Desoille, and it was in those writings that I've discovered a concept that helped me come to grips with the notion of forgetting God.

Desoille coined the phrase "the repression of the sublime." He argued that we have long been familiar with the idea that we repress urges and memories that are uncomfortable or unpleasant. We repress memories of tragedy, we repress impulses which are shameful, or forbidden. It can even be argued that this power of repression is a beneficial one to individuals and society. If individuals would not be able to forget tragedy and loss, they could potentially be forever emotionally paralyzed and unable to move on with their lives. A society whose members act on every hostile impulse, rather than repressing them would be a society which could not endure for very long.

It was Desoille's insight that just as we repress negative memories, we also repress positive aspirations. We are afraid to excel. There is a pernicious aspect to us that fears superiority and avoids the full expression of our potential. This is especially true in the area of religion and spirituality, where we dare not express the full force of our faith and, in the process, limit our altruistic tendencies. Perhaps it is the dread of coming too close to the divine. Perhaps it is a false humility that prevents us from asserting our inner spirit. Or perhaps it is simply that we do not wish to appear "holier than thou" to our fellows.

However one understands the reasons for this phenomenon, for me, the concept of "repression of the sublime" explains the notion of forgetting God. It is as if we have faith in Him, do not have sufficient faith in ourselves to express our faith in him in our relationships and life circumstances. We repress our sublime potential.

This week, we do not only read the Torah portion of Ha'azinu. We also read, as the Haftarah, the words of the prophet (Hosea 14:2--10) which begin, "Shuva Yisrael... Return O Israel to the Lord your God for you have stumbled through your iniquity. Take words with you and return to God..." After all, it is the Sabbath between Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, and Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. What better theme for the day than the theme of shuva, of return?

There are many impediments to thorough personal change and self-improvement. Desoille demands that we consider an impediment that never before occurred to us: we are afraid to actualize the inner spiritual potential that we all possess. We are naturally complacent, satisfied with a limited expression of our religious urges. We repress the sublime within us.

As we approach the High Holidays and its truly sublime liturgy, it behooves us to allow our spiritual emotions full range. We must dare to express the religious feelings which well up within us during the moments of inspiration that we all will surely experience during this sacred season.

Now is the season during which our faith demands that we loosen the bonds of the repression which limits us, take the risks of more fully expressing our religious convictions, and thereby no longer be guilty of "forgetting the God who brought us forth."

May we be successful in our efforts to free the sublime within us, to act courageously upon our religious convictions, and thereby merit the blessings of the Almighty for a happy and sweet new year. 

__________________________________________________

***Covenant & Conversation***
***Let My Teaching Drop as Rain***

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt"l

In the glorious song with which Moses addresses the congregation, he invites the people to think of the Torah – their covenant with God – as if it were like the rain that waters the ground so that it brings forth its produce:

Let my teaching drop as rain,

Let my words fall like dew,

Like gentle rain on tender plants,

Like showers upon the grasses. (Deut. 32:2)

God’s word is like rain in a dry land. It brings life. It makes things grow. There is much we can do of our own accord: we can plough the earth and plant the seeds. But in the end our success depends on something beyond our control. If no rain falls, there will be no harvest, whatever preparations we make. So it is with Israel. It must never be tempted into the hubris of saying: 

“My power, the strength of my own hand, has brought me this great wealth.” (Deut. 8:17)

The Sages, however, sensed something more in the analogy. This is how Sifrei (a compendium of commentaries on Numbers and Deuteronomy dating back to the Mishnaic period) puts it:

Let my teaching drop as rain: Just as the rain is one thing, yet it falls on trees, enabling each to produce tasty fruit according to the kind of tree it is – the vine in its way, the olive tree in its way, and the date palm in its way – so the Torah is one, yet its words yield Scripture, Mishnah, laws, and lore. Like showers upon the grass: Just as showers fall upon plants and make them grow, some green, some red, some black, some white, so the words of Torah produce teachers, worthy individuals, Sages, the righteous, and the pious.[Footnote#1]

There is only one Torah, yet it has multiple effects. It gives rise to different kinds of teaching, different sorts of virtue. Torah is sometimes seen by its critics as overly prescriptive, as if it sought to make everyone the same. The Midrash argues otherwise. The Torah is compared to rain precisely to emphasise that its most important effect is to make each of us grow into what we could become. We are not all the same, nor does Torah seek uniformity. As a famous Mishnah puts it: 

“When a human being makes many coins from the same mint, they are all the same. God makes everyone in the same image – His image – yet none is the same as another.” (Mishnah Sanhedrin 4:5)

This emphasis on difference is a recurring theme in Judaism. For example, when Moses asks God to appoint his successor, he uses an unusual phrase: “May the Lord, God of the spirits of all humankind, appoint a man over the community” (Num. 27:16). On this, Rashi comments:

Why is this expression (“God of the spirits of all humankind”) used? [Moses] said to Him: Lord of the universe, You know each person’s character, and that no two people are alike. Therefore, appoint a leader for them who will bear with each person according to his or her disposition.

One of the fundamental requirements of a leader in Judaism is that he or she is able to respect the differences between human beings. This is a point emphasised by Maimonides in Guide for the Perplexed: 

Man is, as you know, the highest form in creation, and he therefore includes the largest number of constituent elements. This is why the human race contains so great a variety of individuals that we cannot discover two persons exactly alike in any moral quality or in external appearance... This great variety and the necessity of social life are essential elements in man’s nature. But the well-being of society demands that there should be a leader able to regulate the actions of man. He must complete every shortcoming, remove every excess, and prescribe for the conduct of all, so that the natural variety should be counterbalanced by the uniformity of legislation, so that social order may be well established.[Footnote#2]

The political problem as Maimonides sees it is how to regulate the affairs of human beings in such a way as to respect their individuality while not creating chaos. A similar point emerges from a surprising rabbinic teaching: 

“Our Rabbis taught: If one sees a crowd of Israelites, one says: Blessed be He who discerns secrets – because the mind of each is different from that of another, just as the face of each is different from another.” (Brachot 58a)

We would have expected a blessing over a crowd to emphasise its size, its mass: human beings in their collectivity.[Footnote#3] A crowd is a group large enough for the individuality of the faces to be lost. Yet the blessing stresses the opposite – that each member of a crowd is still an individual with distinctive thoughts, hopes, fears, and aspirations.

The same was true for the relationship between the Sages. A Mishnah states:

When Rabbi Meir died, the composers of fables ceased. When ben Azzai died, assiduous students ceased. When ben Zoma died, the expositors ceased… When Rabbi Akiva died, the honour of the Torah ceased. When Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa died, men of deed ceased. When Rabbi Yose Ketanta died, the pious men ceased... When Rabban Yochanan bar Zakai died, the lustre of wisdom ceased.... When Rabban Gamliel the Elder died, humility, purity, and the fear of sin ceased. (Mishnah Sotah 9:15)

There was no single template of the Sage. Each had his own distinctive merits, his unique contribution to the collective heritage. In this respect, the Sages were merely continuing the tradition of the Torah itself. There is no single role-model of the religious hero or heroine in Tanach. The patriarchs and matriarchs each had their own unmistakable character. Moses, Aaron, and Miriam each emerge as different personality types. Kings, priests, and prophets had different roles to play in Israelite society. Even among the prophets, “No two prophesy in the same style, ” said the Sages (Sanhedrin 89a). Elijah was zealous, Elisha gentle. Hosea spoke of love, Amos spoke of justice. Isaiah’s visions were simpler and less opaque than those of Ezekiel.

The same applies even to the Revelation at Sinai itself. Each individual heard, in the same words, a different inflection:

The voice of the Lord is with power (Ps. 29:4): that is, according to the power of each individual, the young, the old, and the very small ones, each according to their power [of understanding]. God said to Israel, “Do not believe that there are many gods in heaven because you heard many voices. Know that I alone am the Lord your God.”[Footnote#4]

According to Maharsha, there are 600, 000 interpretations of Torah. Each individual is theoretically capable of a unique insight into its meaning. The French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas commented:

The Revelation has a particular way of producing meaning, which lies in its calling upon the unique within me. It is as if a multiplicity of persons... were the condition for the plenitude of “absolute truth, ” as if each person, by virtue of his own uniqueness, were able to guarantee the revelation of one unique aspect of the truth, so that some of its facets would never have been revealed if certain people had been absent from mankind. (Emmanuel Levinas, “Revelation in the Jewish Tradition, ” in The Levinas Reader, ed. Sean Hand (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2001), pp. 190–210.)

Judaism, in short, emphasises the other side of the maxim E pluribus unum (“Out of the many, one”). For Judaism says: “Out of the One, many.”

The miracle of creation is that unity in heaven produces diversity on earth. Torah is the rain that feeds this diversity, allowing each of us to become what only we can be. 

1 . Sifrei, Ha’azinu 306.
2 . Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, II:40.
3 . See Elias Canetti, Crowds and Power (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973).
4 . Exodus Rabbah 29:1.

__________________________________________________

***Probing the Prophets***
***“Ad” or “Eid”?***

Rabbi Nachman Winkler

Ha’azinu hashamayim va’adabeira, v’tishma ha’aretz imrei fee”.

This week’s parasha begins with Moshe Rabbainu calling on heaven and earth to witness (and testify to) the truth of the words he will recite during this “Shirat Moshe”, ‘song’ of Moshe. These opening words echo that which Moshe said at the closing of the last parasha (perek 31), that this song will serve as a witness of the inevitable punishments that would befall them were they to abandon Hashem. Interestingly, at the end of parashat Nitzavim (perek 30), Moshe again calls upon heaven and earth to stand as witnesses to his plea to Israel to choose good and life over, ch”v, evil and death.

I chose to begin this explanation of the Shabbat Shuva haftarah by discussing the parasha because the pesiqta (a collection of midrashim on the Torah and the haftarot, composed around 845 CE), makes a puzzling comment about the opening pasuk of the haftarah. The pasuk from Sefer Hoshea states: “Shuva Yisra’el AD Hashem E’lokecha, ” that Israel should return to Hashem, while the P’siqta argues that the pasuk should properly be read as “Shuva Yisra’el EID Hashem E’lokecha, ” - that Hashem is a witness for Israel!! 

HaRav Soloveitchik, in one of his essays (found in “On Repentance”), sees this somewhat curious statement of the P’siqta as a support to the view of the Rambam. Maimonides declares (Hilchot Teshuva 2;2) that true repentance is achieved when the sinner resolves in his heart never again to repeat the sin, and He who knows all that is hidden can indeed testify that this person will never again repeat that sin. 

The Rav is quite troubled by this comment. Is it not a condition that the remorseful sinner will find almost impossible to fulfill? How can this be the demand of G-d on one who sincerely desires to do teshuva? And, if Hashem will testify that the sinner will never again sin-then what happens to the person’s freedom to choose how to act?

Rav Soloveitchik, therefore, turns to the Lechem Mishneh’s explanation of the Rambam’s words. The term “ya’id” that is used does not mean that G-d will testify that the sinner will never again sin throughout his life. Rather, the word ya’id can also be understood to mean to designate one as a witness, something Moshe Rabbeinu himself does at the end of the last parasha when he calls upon heaven and earth to be witnesses, to testify for Israel in the future. The Rambam’s meaning, therefore, is that the sinner himself designated Hashem to witness how sincere and whole-hearted is his intention to repent and not to sin.

During this time of year, we stand before Hashem hoping to be granted a positive and successful future. Indeed, we did the same last year, as well. And yet, for many of us - and perhaps for most of the Jewish world - this past year was not what we had wished it would be. And, as a result, we approach the unknown future hardly knowing what prayers might be most effective and how to G-d to best reach out to Hashem. 

For this reason. I would suggest that we heed the opening words of our haftarah and realize that… “Shuva Yisra’el….EID”, our tefillot should be based upon the knowledge that Hashem is listening and witnessing how sincere our prayers are. We must understand that WHAT we pray for is less important than HOW we pray. A sincere tefilla becomes an impactive experience that reaches the heavenly throne, and, equally important, affects our very behavior throughout the year. 

And so, do not worry if we forget to pray for a specific something or someone. We simply need to pray deeply to Hashem and allow Him to “fill in the blanks” for us all. 

After all, when He witnesses that kind of tefilla how can He fail to respond?

__________________________________________________

***Haftorah Insights***
***Drop by Drop***

Rebbetzin Dr. Adina Shmidman

What does real change require? During the Aseret Yemei Teshuvah, we often imagine teshuvah as something dramatic—a sweeping resolution, a promise that this year everything will be different.

Yet in the haftorah of Shabbos Shuvah, Hoshea offers a quieter image: אֶהְיֶה כַטַּל 
לְיִשְׂרָאֵל, יִפְרַח כַּשּׁוֹשַׁנָּה; וְיַךְ שָׁרָשָׁיו כַּלְּבָנוֹן — “I will be like dew to Israel; he will blossom like the lily and strike his roots like Lebanon.” Rain announces its arrival. Dew forms almost imperceptibly, drop by drop, yet it provides the moisture that allows life to grow.

The Radak explains that Hoshea compares Hashem’s blessing to dew because dew is constant: ואמר טל לפי שאינו נפסק, כן טוב הק־ל לא יהיה נפסק מהם — “He said ‘dew’ because it does not cease; so, too, Hashem’s goodness will not cease from them.” Even when we feel spiritually dry or distant, Hashem’s goodness remains. His invitation to return is always open.

But dew alone is not enough. Hoshea continues: וְיַךְ שָׁרָשָׁיו כַּלְּבָנוֹן — “He will strike his roots like Lebanon.” Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch develops this idea in his commentary on the words in Ha’azinu, תִּזַּל כַּטַּל אִמְרָתִי — “May My words flow like dew.” He explains that just as dew causes everything rooted in the earth to grow and blossom, so Hashem’s words act upon our hearts. Dew falls everywhere, but it nourishes that which is rooted.

Perhaps this is the challenge of Shabbos Shuvah. Hashem provides the dew—the constant nourishment, love, and possibility of renewal. Our responsibility is to establish roots. A root is more than a passing inspiration. It is one commitment anchored deeply enough to remain after the emotion of the moment has faded: one tefillah approached with greater attention, one relationship treated with more care, one regular time for Torah learning, or one pattern of speech we resolve to change.

We sometimes dismiss a commitment because it seems too small. We want our teshuvah to feel like a downpour. But one small commitment that takes root can transform us more deeply than a sweeping resolution that cannot be sustained.

Perhaps the question of Shabbos Shuvah is not only, How much am I prepared to change? It is also, Where am I prepared to put down roots? Hashem provides the dew. Our task is to become rooted enough to receive it. And then, quietly and steadily, growth can begin.

__________________________________________________

***Erev Shabbat with Rav Kook and His Students***

Rabbi Aaron Goldscheider

In one of the beautiful teachings in his classic work on teshuva, Orot HaTeshuva, Rav Kook identifies a unique time each week for reflection and repentance: Erev Shabbat. As we prepare to enter Shabbat, we have a special opportunity to look back on the week that has passed and clear away whatever may stand between us and the holiness of the day:

“On the eve of Shabbat one must do teshuva for all that transpired in the course of the week, in order to welcome the Shabbat without any impediments of sin or wrongdoing.” (Orot HaTeshuva 14:33)

Rav Kook’s teaching invites us to consider not only how we observe Shabbat, but how we enter it. The twenty-four hours of Shabbat can be profoundly shaped by the thoughts, emotions, and practices we cultivate in the hours immediately preceding it. Erev Shabbat is not merely a race to finish the week; it is the gateway through which we enter a different spiritual reality.

***Not Opening the Mail***

This sensitivity to the way we prepare for Shabbat was beautifully expressed by Rav Kook’s beloved friend and student, Rav Aryeh Levin, who maintained a remarkable practice: he did not read his mail on Friday afternoon.

Rav Aryeh regularly received letters and notes describing heartbreaking situations from people seeking his guidance or financial assistance. As the tzaddik of Yerushalayim, he somehow seemed never to turn anyone away. Yet he was careful not to allow the sorrow and anguish contained in those letters to accompany him into Shabbat.

He wanted to preserve the unique character of the day - to enter Shabbat with a sense of joy, serenity, and honor, giving the holiness of Shabbat its rightful place. (Derech Avot, Sternberg, p. 168)

His practice teaches a powerful lesson: sometimes preparing for Shabbat means deciding what not to bring into it.

***Rav Charlop Entering Shabbat***

Another practice among the students and disciples of Rav Kook that enriched the experience of welcoming Shabbat was the recitation of Shir HaShirim during the hour preceding Shabbat.

A young student at the famed Etz Chaim Yeshiva near the Shuk in Jerusalem once accompanied a friend to the Shaarei Chesed neighborhood, where the eminent Rav Yaakov Moshe Charlop served as rabbi. He wanted to witness how Rav Charlop prepared himself for Shabbat.

He later recalled:

“I made a special effort to come early before the beginning of Shabbat and saw Rav Charlop reciting Shir Hashirim in his home. His recital of Shir Hashirim, after he had immersed in the mikvah, as he wore his elegant white Shabbat garments, was for me like seeing the angels singing before God’s throne in heaven. Rav Charlop recited the words with a full voice and in deep concentration. When he recited certain verses tears ran down his cheeks.” (Shirat HaYam, Yair Charlop, pp. 205–206)

For Rav Charlop, Shabbat did not simply arrive. He entered it - with preparation, anticipation, purity, and profound emotion.

***Reading Together: Rav Chaim Berlin and Rav Aryeh Levin***

Former Chief Rabbi of Israel, Rabbi David Lau, shlita, is fond of relating a story about two great rabbis who would spend Friday afternoons together in Jerusalem nearly a century ago.

“Two tzadikim, an elder rabbi and a young rabbi. They were Rabbi Chaim Berlin, the son of the Netziv, who sat every Friday afternoon with a young Rabbi Aryeh Levin. They said together the Shir HaShirim, which Rabbi Akiva said was the Kodesh HaKodashim of songs.”

Rav Chaim Berlin would weep when they reached the words, “Your eyes are like doves” (Shir HaShirim 4:1). Out of respect, Rav Aryeh did not ask him why. After several weeks, however, his mentor revealed the reason, recalling an episode from his years as Chief Rabbi of Moscow during the Russian Empire.

“I was a mohel. I knew that one day I would pay for it, ” he said. “I heard a knock on my door. It was a soldier, a big officer.”

The officer ordered Rabbi Berlin to pack and accompany him the following morning, instructing him to bring his brit milah instruments.

“I took my knife, tefillin, and siddur. I said goodbye, and I did not know for how long.”

The officer brought him to a house deep in a forest, where a woman was holding a newborn baby. Rabbi Berlin performed the brit milah. Two nights later, the officer thanked him and offered to pay.

Assuming that the officer was not Jewish, Rabbi Berlin asked why he had been summoned to perform a brit milah. The officer replied, “My parents and the parents of my wife are Jews. I’m a child of the Tsar.” Yet despite his loyalty to the despot, he added, “Maybe one day he’ll ask himself where he came from.”

Rav Chaim Berlin explained that a pure eye instinctively searches for the good in another person. This is the deeper meaning of the verse, “Your eyes are like doves.” The Midrash teaches that one must learn to see the beauty, faith, and commitment of the Jewish people even when their righteousness is not immediately apparent. (Shir HaShirim Rabbah 4:1; Queens Jewish Link, Kadinsky, “Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of Israel Visits West Hempstead”)

Perhaps this is why those words moved Rav Chaim Berlin to tears. When one learns to look at another Jew with the eyes of a yonah, one begins to see what may be hidden beneath the surface - the Jewish soul, its potential, and its enduring connection to Hashem.

***Closeness with the Creator***

The stories of Rav Charlop, Rav Chaim Berlin, and Rav Aryeh Levin bring Rav Kook’s teaching to life. Each of these great figures understood that the spiritual experience of Shabbat begins before Shabbat begins.

They did not simply wait for Shabbat to arrive. They prepared themselves to receive it.

For Rav Aryeh Levin, that meant setting aside painful letters and refusing to carry the burdens of the week into the holy day. For Rav Charlop, it meant immersing himself in the mikvah, donning his Shabbat garments, and reciting Shir HaShirim with such intensity that tears streamed down his face. For Rav Chaim Berlin and Rav Aryeh Levin, it meant spending the final moments before Shabbat together contemplating the deepest love and holiness expressed in Shir HaShirim.

We often find ourselves rushing through the final moments of the week, trying to finish one last task before Shabbat arrives. But these spiritual masters, who brought their extraordinary light to Yerushalayim only a generation or two ago, offer us another model. They teach us that the quality of our Shabbat can be transformed by the way we prepare for it.

A few quiet moments of reflection. A conscious decision about what to leave behind. A chapter of Shir HaShirim. A moment to put on Shabbat clothes with anticipation. A decision to enter the day with joy rather than anxiety. These seemingly small acts can become a doorway to something much greater. And when we enter it with intention, purity, joy, and longing, we create the space to experience what Rav Kook understood so deeply: that the preparation for Shabbat itself can become a path toward greater closeness with the Creator.

__________________________________________________

***YOM KIPPUR SECTION***
__________________________________________________


***Aliya-by-Aliya Sedra Summary - Yom Kippur***

Rabbi Reuven Tradburks

The Torah reading for Yom Kippur is the description in Chapter 16 of Vayikra of the entire service in the Mikdash for Yom Kippur. The Kohen Gadol himself read this exact Torah reading as part of the service. We are reading what he read. 

***1st Aliya (Vayikra 16:1-6)***

One may enter the Holy of Holies with the following elaborate procedure. For I, G-d, appear there in a cloud. Aharon is to bring a bull for a sin offering, along with a ram. The Jewish people bring 2 goats for sin offerings and a ram. Aharon wears 4 unique white garments for this service.

The Holy of Holies is where the Aron is housed, with the ten commandments. No one is ever to enter there. “For I, G-d, appear there in a cloud”. One may enter only through this elaborate ceremony.

Where else have we seen the appearance of G-d, a thick cloud, an area where no man may approach and the ten commandments?

Mt. Sinai. A thick cloud over the mountain. G-d descends. No man may approach the mountain. He utters the ten commandments.

The Holy of Holies is a miniature re-enactment of Mt. Sinai. There, He descended to us. With a thick cloud. To tell us the ten commandments 

Here, the ten commandments are housed. At Sinai He approached us; on Yom Kippur, the Kohen Gadol approaches Him. And like Sinai where the cloud descended on the mountain, here the Kohen Gadol comes with incense to create the cloud.

At Sinai the people said “we can’t hear your voice or we will die”. Man cannot withstand G-d’s Presence. So too here, G-d says, no man may enter the Holy of Holies, for he cannot withstand My presence.

But once a year, on Yom Kippur, I make an exception and allow, with an elaborate ceremony, only one man to enter that place. And that man shall make a cloud. 

Yom Kippur is the intimate encounter of man with the Divine Presence in the Holy of Holies. As if He Says: The pinnacle moment of Yom Kippur is just you and Me, in My most private place, the Holy of Holies. You, Aharon, as the representative of My people. And Me, in the cloud. 

And this re-enactment of Sinai comes one week after Rosh Hashana, the day of the shofar. For at Sinai, besides the cloud and besides man not being allowed to approach, there was the sound of the shofar. At Sinai, He sounded the shofar. On Rosh Hashana, we sound the shofar.

The Sinai moment is the closest, most intimate encounter of man and G-d on this earth. The Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur re-enactment is man’s desire to renew that intimate encounter, but on our initiative. Shofar. And Holy of Holies.

***2nd Aliya (16:7-11)***

Take the 2 goats of the people. Through lots, identify one as an offering and the other to send to the desert for atonement. Aharon offers the offering for himself and his household.

In this moment of intimate contact of the Divine and us, we achieve atonement through pageantry. The pageantry of the 2 goats is rich; identical in appearance, their roles achieved through lots, their fate radically different. One will be an offering to G-d. The other will be sent to the barren desert. 

***3rd Aliya (16:12-17)***

Aharon is to take a pan of coals and of incense into the Holy of Holies, with the smoke of the incense enveloping the covering of the Aron. Aharon takes the blood of his sin offering and sprinkles it 1 + 7 times in the Holy of Holies and 1 + 7 times in front of the curtain, outside of the Holy of Holies. He repeats this with the blood of the people’s sin offering, the goat. 

Aharon brings incense into the Holy of Holies to create smoke. But the Torah does not say that the smoke from the incense fills the Holy of Holies. It says it covers the Aron. 

The emphasis on the Aron is to be reminiscent of Mt. Sinai, where the thick cloud covered the mountain when G-d spoke these ten commandments, housed in the Aron. 

And perhaps the smoke and the cloud accompanying this intimate encounter is deliberate. For the closer the encounter with the Divine, the more hidden, obscure, mysterious, enigmatic. Cloudy. Obscured. Intimacy and mystery.

***4th Aliya (16:18-24)***

He then takes the blood of his bull and the goat of the people and both places it on the incense altar and sprinkles it 1 + 7 times, purifying it. He thus completes the atonement of the holiest places. Aharon then places his hands upon the head of the other goat of the people, confessing all their sins, placing them on the head of the goat. The goat, bearing the sins of the people, is led out to the desert. Aharon now changes from the special white garments to his regular ones and offers the more conventional offerings for himself and the people. 

Two goats. One offered. One taken to the desert after the sins are confessed upon it.

Rav Soloveitchik captured this drama as a metaphor. This goat in the desert is pushed over a cliff, falling to its death. 

The fall, the pull of gravity is a metaphor for the push and pull of our nature, but with no exercise of will. Man can choose to assert his will. Or choose to be subject to the whims and forces of his nature, like the goat unable to break his fall. 

In a word, when man allows himself to be pulled down by his nature, failing to assert his will, gravity pulls him down to his demise. Such is the sinful one, allowing forces to dominate, failing to assert his will.

***5th Aliya (16:25-30)***

The one who led the goat to the desert need be purified upon his return as do the ones who burn the sin offerings of Aharon and the people outside of the camp. All of this is to be done every year on Yom Kippur accompanied by fasting. For on this day, He provides you with atonement and purity; you become purified before G-d.

While the drama of this day was punctured by the destruction of the Temple, the atonement persists through the day of Yom Kippur itself. The Talmud took the verse literally. On this day you achieve atonement. The day itself, even without the elaborate Temple service, but the day itself, the power of Yom Kippur atones. 

***6th Aliya (16:31-34)***

This procedure atoning for the Holy of Holies, the outer area, the altar, the Kohanim and the people shall be done once a year.

This atonement and purification are humbling, overwhelming, ennobling. For the Holy One reaches for mankind, descends in a cloud as it were to the Holy of Holies, granting atonement. It is His reach for man; His kindness, generosity, and love. 

Yom Kippur is a gift, an affirmation of man, a chance to begin anew, a smile from the Holy One, appreciating our desire and passion, even if we err. Yom Kippur is the faith of the Holy One in us, giving us a yearly clean slate. That is a gift.

__________________________________________________

***Halachot for Yom Kippur***

Rabbi Elyada Goldvicht

***EREV YOM KIPPUR***

***I. Tefillah***

תחנון and למנצח are omitted at Shacharis of Erev-Yom Kippur (YK).[Footnote#1] Ashkenazim also omit מזמור לתודה and אבינו מלכנו, while Sephardim recite both.[Footnote#2]

***II. Teshuva***

כִּי בַּיּוֹם הַזֶּה יְכַפֵּר עֲלֵיכֶם לְטַהֵר אֶתְכֶם מִכָּל חַטֹּאתֵיכֶם לִפְנֵי ה' תִּטְהָרוּ – “For on this day, He shall effect atonement for you to purify you; from all your sins, before Hashem, you shall be purified.” Although Yom Kippur is the day of forgiveness, it only atones for sins between a person and Hashem, but not for interpersonal sins, until the wrongdoer seeks forgiveness from the person he wronged. Therefore, it is customary to ask forgiveness from one another on Erev-YK.[Footnote#3] If the offender asks and is not forgiven, he must return at least three times, each time with three others accompanying him. If forgiveness is still withheld, he is no longer obligated to ask, unless the wronged party is his rebbe, in which case he must continue seeking forgiveness.[Footnote#4] If the person who was wronged has passed away, the offender must go to the grave with a minyan of ten people and ask forgiveness there.[Footnote#5]

The wronged should be compassionate and forgive the individual asking for forgiveness,[Footnote#6] for those who forgive others are forgiven by Hashem.[Footnote#7]

One must be especially careful to repay all debts, including tzedakah commitments, and return anything not rightfully his, for the sin of theft blocks the pathway to teshuvah.[Footnote#8]

***III. Mincha and Viduy***

There is a biblical obligation[Footnote#9] for both men and women[Footnote#10] to verbally[Footnote#11] confess (viduy) their sins, as the Torah teaches: אִישׁ אוֹ אִשָּׁה כִּי יַעֲשׂוּ … וְהִתְוַדּוּ אֶת חַטָּאתָם. While confession is required whenever one performs teshuvah, Yom Kippur is a particularly auspicious time for both individuals and the community to repent, such that everyone is obligated to confess on this day.[Footnote#12]

One is also obligated to recite the viduy at Mincha on erev-YK, lest he choke or become inebriated at the seudah ha’mafsekes, preventing him from properly confessing.[Footnote#13] Some posskim rule that one is obligated to recite viduy again after the se’udah before nightfall. Many fulfill this opinion by reciting Tefillah Zakah before[Footnote#14] Kol Nidrei since it contains an element of viduy in it. However, the חיי אדם and Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach passkin that it should be said after Kol Nidrei.[Footnote#15]

Viduy must be recited while standing, without leaning on anything that would cause one to fall if it were removed.[Footnote#16] When reciting viduy, it is best to bend forward slightly, similar to the posture taken during Modim.[Footnote#17][Footnote#18]When reciting the word “shechatanu, ” lightly strike the heart with the right fist.[Footnote#19] Older or weaker individuals who have trouble standing alone may lean on a table or shtender if necessary.[Footnote#20]

***IV. Kaparos***

There is a custom among both Ashkenazim and Sephardim[Footnote#21] to perform kaparos with a white rooster or chicken on erev YK.[Footnote#22] Men use a rooster and women use a chicken.[Footnote#23][Footnote#24]One raises and rotates the chicken above his head three times[Footnote#25] while saying זה חלפתי, זה תמורתי, זה כפרתי, וכו, which has the rashei teivos of חת״ך, the name of the angel responsible for life.[Footnote#26] The chicken is then shechted and given to the needy. The point of kaporos is to arouse the individual to perform teshuva when he sees the chicken shechted and imagines that it is taking his place. Furthermore, the chicken is given to tzedakah since tzedakah atones.[Footnote#27] 

One may also use money as kaparos.[Footnote#28] The amount of money used should equal the price of a chicken.[Footnote#29] Some say[Footnote#30] that one kaparos may be performed on behalf of many individuals, while others say that it is best to perform separate kaparos for every living member in the house, even fetuses.[Footnote#31] All agree that if a chicken or money was already used on one individual, it should not be used on another.[Footnote#32][Footnote#33]

***V. Eating and Drinking on Erev YK***

There is a mitzvah to eat, drink,[Footnote#34] and have larger meals than usual during the daytime[Footnote#35][Footnote#36]of erev YK[Footnote#37] so that it will be easier to fast the following day.[Footnote#38] Nevertheless, even a sick individual who is not fasting is obligated to eat and have a larger meal on erev YK.[Footnote#39] Some have the custom to use Lechem Mishneh in the seudah ha’mafsekes[Footnote#40] and to dip the challah in honey.[Footnote#41] Although there is no obligation to eat meat, many customarily eat chicken.[Footnote#42] 

There is also a custom to eat kreplach (meat covered with dough) because erev YK is considered a Yom Tov, on which many hold one should ideally eat meat. However, since melacha is still permitted, it is not considered a full-fledged Yom Tov, which we express by covering the meat with dough.[Footnote#43] (For this reason, there is a custom to eat kreplach on Hoshana Rabbah and Purim as well.)

Ideally, if one intends to continue eating after the seudah ha’mafsekes, he may do so, though it is preferable to verbalize this intention before bentching.[Footnote#44]

There is a biblical requirement to accept upon oneself the sanctity of Yom Kippur slightly earlier than sunset.[Footnote#45] It is preferable to make this acceptance verbally,[Footnote#46] and some posskim[Footnote#47] hold that doing so even two minutes before Yom Kippur is sufficient.

***VI. Other Customs***

Some have a custom to daven at the cemetery and to increase tzedakah giving.[Footnote#48]

There is a custom to go to the mikvah on erev-YK, and even some women have the minhag to go,[Footnote#49] but single women should not go.[Footnote#50][Footnote#51]The commonly accepted custom today is that even married women do not go.[Footnote#52] One should try to make sure there is no chatzitzah on the body and that fingernails and toe nails are properly cut.[Footnote#53] If one cannot go to the mikvah, he may take a shower instead.[Footnote#54] The shower should be long enough for 9 kav of water to be poured on one’s head (12 or 16 liters, or 4-5 minutes).[Footnote#55]

There is a custom to receive malkos on erev YK to arouse one to do teshuva.[Footnote#56] The one giving the malkos softly[Footnote#57] hits the other’s back using a leather strap while saying והוא רחום וכו three times. The recipient crouches down with his head facing north[Footnote#58] and recites אשמנו 
בגדנו וכו three times.[Footnote#59] However, there are many who do not have the custom to receive malkos.[Footnote#60]

***VII. Candle Lighting***

It is customary for married women (as well as single men/women when living alone)[Footnote#61][Footnote#62]to light candles for Yom Kippur similar to Shabbos and Yom Tov and recite the bracha of להדליק נר של יום הכיפורים.[Footnote#63] Sephardim do not accept the sanctity of Yom Kippur at the time of lighting candles, but only afterward. Therefore, they should first recite the bracha and then light, and they should not recite שהחיינו (through which they accept the sanctity of YK)[Footnote#64] until after completing the candle lighting, and removing leather shoes.[Footnote#65][Footnote#66]Alternatively, if they plan to be in shul, they can recite it there with the tzibur. Ashkenazi women accept the sanctity and laws of Yom Kippur when lighting candles. Therefore, they should first light the candles and then recite the bracha.[Footnote#67] Those Ashkenazim who have the custom to recite שהחיינו should make sure do so after finishing to light all the candles (because reciting the bracha before lighting causes them to accept the sanctity of the day), [Footnote#68] but they should not repeat it again during davening.[Footnote#69]

In pressing situations, such as if she needs to drive to shul afterward for Kol Nidrei and it is too far to walk both ways, if an Ashkenazi woman does not want to accept the sanctity of YK when lighting, she may stipulate so before lighting and she should make sure not to recite ״שהחיינו״.[Footnote#70] However, she should make sure to accept Yom Kippur at least a few minutes before sunset to fulfill the mitzvah of adding to Yom Kippur, as discussed above, and she should recite שהחיינו in shul with the congregation.

Candles should also be lit in the bedroom with enough wax to burn throughout the night to prevent intercourse on Yom Kippur, as cohabitation in lit rooms is always forbidden.[Footnote#71] Today, one may also keep on an electric light (even a small one) in the bedroom.[Footnote#72] Some posskim hold that the custom is no longer to leave a candle or light in the bedroom, especially if it will prevent falling asleep easily.[Footnote#73]

A candle should remain lit throughout Yom Kippur, to be used after YK for lighting the Havdalah candle.[Footnote#74] Many also light a yahrtzeit candle for departed relatives for which they recite yizkor, and some also light a ner bari for every living married male member of the household.[Footnote#75] Married women may also light a ner bari should they choose.[Footnote#76]

***VIII. Setting the Table and Proper Attire for YK***

Since Yom Kippur is referred to in the Torah as שבת שבתון, a clean, festive tablecloth should remain spread on the table throughout the entire day[Footnote#77] and the beds should be made.[Footnote#78]

There is a custom to wear white on Yom Kippur for two reasons: first, to symbolize that on this day we resemble angels, and second, to remind us of the shrouds in which the deceased are buried, inspiring us to do teshuva.[Footnote#79] Married men have a custom to wear a kittel (some do not wear it during their shana rishona, first year of marriage).[Footnote#80] Since the kittel is a garment that is designated for davening, it may not be taken into the restroom.[Footnote#81][Footnote#82]Women should not wear jewelry normally worn on Shabbos or Yom Tov on Yom Kippur, [Footnote#83] but jewelry worn during the week, such as a regular bracelet or necklace, is permitted. It is customary for both men and women to refrain from wearing gold.[Footnote#84]

Men who normally wear a tallis daily should don a tallis before sunset and recite the bracha.[Footnote#85] If donned after sunset, the bracha is not recited.[Footnote#86]

***YOM KIPPUR NIGHT AND DAY***

The Torah[Footnote#87] teaches בַּחֹדֶשׁ הַשְּׁבִיעִי בֶּעָשׂוֹר 
לַחֹדֶשׁ תְּעַנּוּ אֶת נַפְשֹׁתֵיכֶם – “In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall afflict yourself.” The Gemara[Footnote#88] explains that this “affliction” refers to abstaining from food and drink. Additionally, the Gemara[Footnote#89] infers from other verses that four other pleasures are prohibited on Yom Kippur: washing, anointing, wearing leather shoes, and marital relations. Furthermore, all activities that are prohibited on Shabbat are also forbidden on YK.[Footnote#90]

***I. Prohibition to Eat and Drink***

Eating or drinking even a small amount of food is biblically prohibited on YK.[Footnote#91] However, the punishment of כרת for eating applies only if one eats the size of a date (about 2/3 of an egg( within the time it takes to eat a פרס (4 eggs),[Footnote#92] which is normally determined to be between 4-7 minutes,[Footnote#93] but most posskim are stringent for YK to follow the opinion of 9 minutes.[Footnote#94] Similarly, the punishment of כרת for drinking applies only if one drinks a cheekful within the time it takes to drink a revi’is (a few seconds), which equals about 3 kezeisim[Footnote#95] (86 ml).[Footnote#96] Some posskim are more stringent and hold that one is liable even if it is consumed within the time it takes to eat a פרס (9 minutes, as above), and this is the opinion that is followed.[Footnote#97]

In a life-threatening situation, one should eat or drink immediately. A sick person, a woman who is pregnant, or a nursing mother should consult a Rav and a doctor to determine whether they can fast safely, and if the fast must be broken, to clarify how much may be consumed. Those who are ill and permitted to eat small quantities may consume up to 30cc[Footnote#98] of food (the size of a date) and[Footnote#99] up to their own[Footnote#100] cheekful of beverages once every 9 minutes.[Footnote#101] Eating such small amounts over an extended period of time is still considered “afflicting” oneself.[Footnote#102] When eating less than a kezayis or drinking less than a revi’is, one recites a bracha rishona but not a bracha acharona.[Footnote#103] If one continues eating after the time of achilas pras, a new bracha is not required, provided one had in mind to continue eating.[Footnote#104]

Children and sick individuals who are allowed to eat full meals on YK do not recite kiddush[Footnote#105] and do not require Lechem Mishneh,[Footnote#106] but they should wash their hands up to their wrist before eating bread.[Footnote#107] When bentching, they should add יעלה ויבוא, though if they forgot, they do not need to repeat bentching.[Footnote#108] If they ate mezonos or fruit from the shivas ha’minim, they should also mention Yom Kippur when reciting the bracha m’ein shalosh.[Footnote#109]

***II. Prohibition to Wash***

It is forbidden to wash any part of the body for pleasure, even a single finger, whether with hot or cold water.[Footnote#110] However, washing to remove dirt is permitted, though one should have in mind not to benefit from the washing and take caution to only wash the dirty areas.[Footnote#111]

In the morning when waking up and any time after using the bathroom, one may wash one’s hands up to the knuckles.[Footnote#112] Those who wash each hand three or four times in the morning may do so on Yom Kippur as well (up to the knuckles),[Footnote#113] provided they intend not to benefit from the washing. One may wash the crust from one’s eyes but should be careful not to wet any other part of the eye.[Footnote#114]

Kohanim who are going up to duchen wash their hands up to the wrist, since this washing is not for benefit.[Footnote#115] Similarly, a sick individual or a child who is washing for bread should wash up to the wrist, while intending not to benefit from the washing.[Footnote#116] Some Sephardi kohanim only wash until their knuckles,[Footnote#117] though Rav Ovadya passkins to wash to the wrist.[Footnote#118]

It is forbidden to brush teeth or use mouthwash on YK.[Footnote#119]

It is forbidden for both men and women to go to the mikvah on YK.[Footnote#120]

***III. Prohibition to Anoint***

It is forbidden to anoint any part of the body, even if your intention is to remove dirt.[Footnote#121] Applying makeup, lipstick,[Footnote#122] or perfume[Footnote#123] is included in the prohibition of anointing on Yom Kippur. Medicated creams are not subject to the prohibition of anointing,[Footnote#124] though they still may be forbidden due to Shabbos restrictions. Stick or spray deodorant should not be applied on Yom Kippur.[Footnote#125]

***IV. Prohibition to Wear Leather Shoes***

It is forbidden to wear leather shoes on Yom Kippur.[Footnote#126] It is best to avoid wearing non-leather sneakers or other shoes that one would wear year-round,[Footnote#127] but non-leather slippers or Crocs are allowed.[Footnote#128]

Moskt posskim require one to recite the bracha of שעשה לי כל צרכי on YK.[Footnote#129]

***V. Marital Relations***

Marital relations are prohibited on Yom Kippur, and married women have the halachic status of a niddah on this day.[Footnote#130] Therefore, one may not touch his wife, sleep in the same bed, sit on the same couch, or engage in any other restrictions that apply to a niddah.[Footnote#131]

***MOTZAEI YOM KIPPUR***

One should extend YK for a couple of minutes after tzeis.[Footnote#132] Maariv is recited with אתה חוננתנו and without the additions for עשרת ימי תשובה. If one forgot to recite אתה חוננתנו or accidentally recited המלך הקודש or המלך המשפט,[Footnote#133] one does not repeat the Amida. 

Havdalah is recited over a cup of wine or grape juice without besamim, using a candle that was lit from a fire burning from before Yom Kippur.[Footnote#134]

Motzaei YK is considered a minor Yom Tov, on which there is a mitzvah to eat and drink.[Footnote#135][Footnote#136]For this reason, Kiddush Levana is recited on Motzaei YK, as it should be said in a joyous mood.[Footnote#137] According to most opinions, it may be recited even before Havdalah and even while wearing YK shoes.[Footnote#138]

Ideally, one should begin building the sukkah on Motzaei YK and complete it the following day.[Footnote#139] 
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***Geulas Yisrael***
***Yom Kippur: Believe in Teshuva and Believe in Jews***

Rabbi Moshe Taragin

Western civilization generally views history as open-ended and evolutionary. The future is unknown, shaped by human choices and unfolding events. Judaism views history very differently. History follows a predetermined arc and, in a deeper sense, is cyclical. It moves steadily toward a conclusion that echoes its beginning: a perfected world in which Hashem’s presence is fully recognized and no longer contested by Man. Our world is never static. History is always coursing toward its destination, toward what we call redemption, or geulah.

Yet an intriguing position cited in the Gemara in Sanhedrin (97b) calls this inevitability into question. Rabbi Eliezer claims that our final geulah depends upon teshuvah. If we perform teshuvah, we will be redeemed; if we refuse to do so, redemption will not come.

***A Conditional Redemption?***

This position stems from a simple reading of the end of Sefer Devarim. The tochachah of Ki Tavo, which is generally understood as describing our final galut, does not conclude with an unconditional redemption or return from exile. Instead, the resolution appears only in Parshat Nitzavim, which describes a broad national teshuvah:

וְשַׁבְתָּ עַד ה׳ אֱלֹקֶיךָ וְשָׁמַעְתָּ בְקֹלוֹ... וְשָׁב ה׳ אֱלֹקֶיךָ אֶת שְׁבוּתְךָ וְרִחֲמֶךָ וְשָׁב וְקִבֶּצְךָ מִכָּל הָעַמִּים אֲשֶׁר הֱפִיצְךָ ה׳ אֱלֹקֶיךָ שָׁמָּה.

“You will return to Hashem your God and listen to His voice... and Hashem your God will restore your fortunes and have mercy upon you, and He will return and gather you from all the nations among which Hashem your God has dispersed you.”

Rabbi Eliezer reads this sequence literally. If we succeed in performing teshuvah, we will be redeemed. If we do not, we will remain in exile. This represents a dramatic departure from our assumption that geulah is the inevitable terminus of Jewish history.

***Teshuvah as Prophecy***

Astonishingly, the Rambam adopts Rabbi Eliezer’s position that final geulah depends upon prior teshuvah. Yet he understands that position very differently. He reads the pasuk not merely as a condition for redemption but as a prophecy that this condition will eventually be fulfilled. In the seventh perek of Hilchot Teshuvah, the Rambam asserts:

וכבר הבטיחה תורה שסוף ישראל לעשות תשובה בסוף גלותן ומיד הן נגאלין.

“The Torah has already promised that at the end of their exile, Israel will ultimately perform teshuvah, and immediately they will be redeemed.”

Structurally and logically, the Rambam agrees with Rabbi Eliezer. Final geulah must be preceded by teshuvah. But the Rambam adds that this national teshuvah has already been promised and will certainly occur. If the teshuvah is assured, then the geulah that follows it is assured as well.

By describing this verse not as a narrative about a possible teshuvah that might lead to geulah, but as a prophecy that this teshuvah will certainly occur, the Rambam strengthens a conviction essential to teshuvah: our faith that teshuva is actually possible. Additionally this Rambam reshapes how we view the Jewish people and their future.

***The Leap of Faith***

Teshuvah is not obvious. It requires a leap of faith. Will HaKadosh Baruch Hu really forgive even the most grievous sins? The Midrash describes Adam meeting his son Kayin after Kayin had murdered his brother Hevel. Adam asks what became of his punishment, and Kayin responds that he performed teshuvah and that his sentence was mitigated. Adam is stunned. He had never imagined the possibility of teshuvah. He had simply accepted his own fate and left Gan Eden. It never occurred to him that he could repent and recover from his sin. Teshuvah was never self-evident to mankind. What happened had happened, and there was little reason to believe that a person could turn back the clock and somehow rewrite his story.

Dovid HaMelech confronted this skepticism about tehsuva in a remarkably personal way. Confronting his own failures, he opened his heart and, with painful candor, exposed the inner landscape of his teshuvah, as mortifying as that disclosure must have been. He understood his role as teaching us that teshuvah is possible and thereby strengthened our faith in its power.

That faith was not always easy to summon. The prophets of the First Beit HaMikdash repeatedly pleaded with us to return. Some were stubborn, refusing to acknowledge that they had sinned and rejecting any criticism of their behavior. Others recognized their failures but despaired of the possibility of return. They could imagine sin, but they could not imagine recovery. Teshuvah demands faith that Hashem has granted us this extraordinary gift: that failure need not be final and that even after we have fallen, a path back remains open.

***Faith in Ourselves***

Teshuvah demands faith not only in Hashem, but in ourselves. Have we fallen too far to recover? Perhaps our sins have poisoned us so much that we are no longer capable of returning. It takes great faith in the inner virtue and nobility of man to believe that no matter how deeply we have fallen, recovery remains possible.

The Gemara in Chagigah (15a) tells of Elisha ben Avuyah, known as Acher, the great scholar who abandoned his faith and descended into apostasy. He heard a heavenly voice, a Bat Kol, proclaiming: שובו בנים שובבים חוץ מאחר — “Return, wayward children, except for Acher.” He understood the Bat Kol as declaring that everyone was invited to perform teshuvah except for him.

Rabbi Soloveitchik explained that the Bat Kol could not actually have excluded Elisha ben Avuyah. That would contradict the very premise of free will and teshuvah: every person, no matter how far he has fallen, retains the capacity to return. Even Yonah, buried in the depths of the sea inside the belly of the fish, still possessed a direct path back to Hashem. The Bat Kol called everyone to return. It was Elisha’s own despair that added the words חוץ מאחר — “except for Acher.” He was so convinced that he had fallen beyond recovery that he actually heard himself being excluded from an invitation that was addressed to everyone.

He had fallen so far that he could no longer believe in his own capacity for teshuvah. Teshuvah therefore requires faith not only that Hashem will accept us, but that something within us remains intact enough to return.

***Built Into History***

The Rambam’s prophecy strengthens both forms of faith: faith in Hashem’s willingness to accept our teshuva and faith in our own capacity to achieve it. The very concept of a prophecy about teshuva is surprising. Teshuva is an expression of free will, while nevu'ah realities that are destined to unfold. How can a freely chosen act be guaranteed in advance?

The message that emerges from the Rambam is that these two ideas can somehow coexist. Each individual retains complete freedom to choose whether to perform teshuva. Yet on the national level, the Jewish people are destined to return. National teshuva is somehow woven into the course of Jewish history without eliminating the freedom of any individual Jew.

That prophecy should strengthen our own faith in teshuva. If teshuva is destined to emerge from the Jewish people, then the capacity for teshuva must already lie within us. Teshuva is not an alien possibility that we somehow have to manufacture. It draws upon a deep human capacity for renewal that Hashem has planted within us.

***Believe in Jews***

But the prophecy of the Rambam speaks not only about teshuvah. It also reveals a crucial truth about the people destined to perform it. At certain moments in history, the prospect of national return may seem remote, even implausible. Yet the endpoint has already been foretold. Something will awaken the Jewish heart, whether an internal stirring, an external jolt, or some combination of the two, and turn it back toward HaKadosh Baruch Hu.

If our return is guaranteed, then prolonged estrangement can never extinguish our capacity to return. Something within us survives distance and alienation and remains capable of awakening. Believe in Jews, the Rambam teaches us. Our return is not merely a hope, but a part of the prophetic trajectory of Jewish history.

***Faith in a Divided Nation***

Today, our faith in the Jewish people is being challenged on a different front. We are living through a deeply divided moment in our history. We are immersed in sharp and painful ideological debates, and the coming election season will likely deepen our polarization and harden our positions. Our nation faces questions that appear almost irreconcilable, while comprehensive solutions remain elusive. Where are we headed as a people?

This Rambam does not promise that every national disagreement will somehow disappear or that every political and social question will find an easy resolution. But he does teach us something profound about how we are meant to view the Jewish people. We must not judge our future solely by our present condition. If we are asked to believe in the seemingly improbable prospect of a great national teshuvah, we should also believe that our people can find a path through the divisions that currently overwhelm us.

A people whose eventual spiritual return is guaranteed possesses depths that are not always visible at a particular moment in history. We may not yet see how our divisions will be resolved or where a common path will emerge. But the Rambam asks us to maintain faith in the people who must eventually find it.

During this season of emunah, the Rambam calls upon us to believe. Believe in teshuvah. Believe in the Jewish people. Believe in me. Believe in you.

__________________________________________________

בס"ד

***Sounding the Shofar of Prophecy***

Mrs. Leah Feinberg

In exploring Yirmiyahu’s inaugural prophecy, the midrash draws a comparison between Yirmiyahu and Moshe Rabbeinu. Both initially resisted their appointment as prophet, claiming inability to perform the task being assigned to them. The midrash continues that they were alike not only in their initial response to their missions, but in other ways as well - both prophesied for forty years, both prophesied to the entire nation, not just one of the two divided kingdoms, both were persecuted by members of their own tribe (Moshe by Korach and Yirmiyahu by the people of Anatot), Moshe was thrown into the river and Yirmiyahu into a pit, both were saved and both offered words of rebuke.[Footnote#1]

Yirmiyahu is compared by the midrash to two other Neviim as well. The Mechilta teaches that three prophets, Yirmiyahu, Eliyahu and Yonah, each adopted a different stance with regard to their missions. Eliyahu demanded the honor of the Father and not of the son - he zealously defended the honor of Hashem and could not tolerate the sinfulness of the people, and was therefore stripped of his mission, and instructed to hand responsibility over to his student, Elisha. 

Yonah demanded the honor of the son but not of the Father - he tried to escape his prophecy, willing even to die at sea rather than fulfill his mission to Nineveh. If Yonah were to succeed in his mission, bringing the capital of the Assyrian empire to the point of repentance, they would then be eligible to serve as Hashem’s instrument of punishment for Israel. Yonah preferred to forfeit his relationship with Hashem, even his life if it came to it, rather than endanger his beloved people.

 Yonah was punished by the loss of his prophetic ability; Hashem no longer spoke to him. Yirmiyahu, on the other hand, achieved the perfect balance between his love for both Hashem and the people of Israel. He admitted the people’s sinfulness, yet found ways to advocate for them. For this his prophetic ability was strengthened. In this respect, the midrash puts Yirmiyahu on the same plane as Moshe Rabbeinu and David HaMelech, who were similarly able to balance rebuke with love and advocacy.[Footnote#2]

While the first midrash compares Yirmiyahu to Moshe Rabbeinu in terms of the circumstances they endured, the second is a more profound reflection upon a personal outlook. Yirmiyahu is one of the few prophets to allow us more than a glimpse into his feelings toward his mission. We are privy to his struggles and to his hopes, his love for his G-d, his people and for Yerushalayim and the Mikdash.

Rav Moshe Lichtenstein views the comparison of the midrash differently. He argues that while it’s true that Moshe and Yirmiyahu both initially resisted their appointments, Yirmiyahu was easily appeased by Hashem’s promise of reinforcement, while Moshe continued to argue. He suggests that the mission of each was essentially different from the other - Moshe was a prophet-leader, while Yirmiyahu was to serve as Hashem’s “shofar” - a mouthpiece to relay the word of Hashem to the people. He was not sent to effect change, rather to inform, to warn and to prepare. This served to intensify Yirmiyahu’s inner struggle. His loyalty to Hashem’s word was in constant conflict with his desire to advocate for Yisrael and Yerushalayim.[Footnote#3]

 It is significant that Yirmiyahu’s opening prophecy concludes with words of comfort that still resound in our ears, as they appear in Tefillat Musaf of Rosh HaShanah. In the bracha of Zichronot, we ask Hashem to remember, as He promised Yirmiyahu he would, the kindness of our youth and the love of our betrothal and commitment to Him as we willingly followed Him into the desert without a thought as to how we would survive there. Only on the basis of this promise, the promise of ultimate redemption, suggests Rav Lichtenstein, was Yirmiyahu able to fulfill his mission of rebuke. May we merit to listen to the sound of the shofar during these auspicious days, and hear the echo of the words of the Neviim through Hashem’s “loudspeaker”, begging us to return to Him with full hearts so that He may forgive our sins and fulfill His promise of redemption. 

1 . ילקוט שמעוני פרשת שופטים רמז תתקיט
2 . מכילתא דר’ ישמעאל פרשת בא א
3 . בית המדרש הוירטואלי VBM שליד ישיבת הר עציון, הפטרת פרשת פינחס

__________________________________________________

***The Magic of Yom Kippur***

Jen Airley

As I listened to the ba’al tefillah’s beautiful niggunim during the repetition of Mussaf on Rosh Hashana, I found myself dreaming.

Dreaming of Yom Kippur in the Beit HaMikdash.

The Seder HaAvodah has been one of my favorite Yom Tov experiences ever since I first learned about it in high school. There is something almost magical about watching the Kohen Gadol move through that extraordinary day: the precision and alacrity required of him, the enormous responsibility resting on his shoulders, the changing of his elaborate and holy, simple linen clothings, the daily services and korbanot alongside the special Yom Kippur offerings. 

Yom Kippur has always been my favorite day of the year.

For one day, we spend our time intimately with Hashem. We dress in white. We become angelic. The distractions of the physical world recede. Nothing else matters.

And at the end of it all, we have the possibility of coming out beautifully clean. 

The red thread turned white!

Atoned and Purified. What an extraordinary gift.

We have been forgiven. לפני ה׳ תטהרו! 

A fresh slate.

And then the Kohen Gadol emerges from the Kodesh HaKodashim—alive!

His face is glowing.

Our prayer captures the moment in the unforgettable words of מראה כהן:

”אמת מה נהדר היה כהן גדול בצאתו מבית קדשי הקדשים בשלום בלי פגע“—

“How magnificent was the Kohen Gadol when he emerged from the Holy of Holies in peace, unharmed.”

The piyut goes on to describe him with images of light and the celestial: ככוכב הנוגה בגבול מזרח… כברקים היוצאים מזיו החיות. Like a shining star on the eastern horizon, like flashes of lightning emerging from the radiance of the heavenly beings. 

I could almost see him.

The excitement. The joy. The relief. The radiance.

Forget all the scientific and psychological terminology of manifestation and visualization. There is something deeply Jewish about simply envisioning the end goal.

This was a pivotal mussaf for me. The moment of transformation, really. 

Erev Rosh Hashana morning began with a very different, heavy feeling.

What will this year bring? More war and loss? Sickness or health? Will it be the year of Eternal joy and Peace? What awaits us? Will it be a year of life and goodness?

Shortly thereafter, word came of the passing of my dear friend, Shira Schijveschuuder. 

We went to her funeral at noon on Erev Rosh Hashana. For an hour and a half, hundreds of us listened to a mussar shmuess (in the form of hespedim) more powerful than anything even the greatest rabbi could have prepared.

Through brain surgeries, chemotherapy, radiation, hospitalizations and unimaginable challenges, Shira had trained herself to see the beauty. To focus on the gifts. On kindness. On gratitude. She literally cloaked herself in gratitude—with love and laughter and genuine concern for others. 

I left feeling that we had gained another powerhouse defender in Shamayim ahead of Judgement Day. 

From that funeral, our entire immediate family went to Har Herzl to spend time with Binyamin, including our newest few week old granddaughter, Hodaya Liora. (Yes, named to thank Hashem for His kindnesses and blessings)

We prayed. We cried. We sang.

And we were not alone. Other families were also at the cemetery visiting their loved ones a couple of hours ahead of Yom HaDin.

I felt a little more prepared. A little more confident. 

Then came the Zichronot section of Mussaf. 

And as I read those words, I found myself almost “reminding” Hashem.

Hashem, remember the sacrifices families have made for Am Yisrael.

Remember the plethora of unbelievable chessed initiatives that have emerged from these difficult years. 

Remember the people who are volunteering to live with discomfort and danger on farms in order to protect the people and the Land.

Remember Shira’s husband and children, who came to shul for Rosh Hashana tefillot barely 24 hours after her passing.

Look at how many people are sick, pained, troubled, and grieving and still placing their faith in You, Hashem. 

Hashem, do I need to “remind” You how incredible Your children are??

And that’s when I started dreaming of Yom Kippur and the Seder haAvodah. 

Elul, Selichot and Rosh Hashana were only the beginning of this process. 

The stage has been set.

The parameters have been established.

Now comes the intimate part.

The mending and improving of my personal relationship.

That is this week.

And then comes Yom Kippur—the precious, holiest day.

Our own journey into the Kodesh HaKodashim.

We can imagine what it feels like for our sins to be transformed, for our slate to be wiped clean, for the Kohen Gadol to emerge radiant and for the entire nation to breathe again.

And perhaps that is part of the magic of Yom Kippur.

We are given permission to dream of the ending.

To believe that forgiveness is possible.

To believe that transformation is within reach.

To believe that after everything we have carried into this year, we can walk out lighter.

Cleaner. Closer.

לא נפלאת היא ממך ולא רחוקה היא.

 It is not beyond us. It is not too far away.

The Kodesh HaKodashim is closer than we think.

__________________________________________________

***A Return in Uman***

Shoshana Judelman

On Rosh Chodesh Av, I was in Uman with my husband.

We had traveled to Ukraine to daven at the Kivrei Tzadikim. It had been an intense year, and both of us felt the need for a journey to nourish our souls and give us strength for the year ahead.

I think I also needed to wash myself free of the accumulated weight of a year of treatments, anxiety, and all the ways illness can wear on the soul.

It was six in the morning. I had just finished davening and opened my Tehillim when, suddenly, a wave of emotion rose up in me.

The whole year came rushing back. The uncertainty. The fear. The sadness. The questions. The thoughts I had carried quietly for months.

And the floodgates opened.

I ran to the Tziyun and collapsed against it, crying. Not graceful tears. Sloppy tears. Heaving sobs.

I poured everything out.

To Rebbe Nachman.

Because he had invited me to.

Rebbe Nachman’s Torah makes space for coming to Hashem exactly as we are: broken, frightened, angry, ashamed, carrying thoughts and feelings we wish we didn’t have.

It’s the deepest kindness, to know that we do not have to clean ourselves up before we come. We can bring it all. The dark. The painful. The parts of ourselves we do not understand.

Rebbe Nachman teaches again and again that there is always a way back.

אין שום יאוש בעולם כלל

There is no despair in the world.

Not because there isn’t pain, but because that isn’t the end of the story.

Rebbe Nachman’s Torah has often felt to me like a life-saving net—something that catches you when you fall and gives you the strength to stand again. 

So, I cried.

And I let myself believe that I could be held.

Slowly, the tears quieted. My breathing changed. I returned to my seat and wiped my face.

I felt emptied out in the best possible way. Cleansed.

As though I had finally been able to put down something I had been carrying for far too long.

And with that came a new understanding of the pasuk:

סור מרע ועשה טוב

We often hear these words as instructions for how to behave. But sitting there in Uman, they felt like an invitation into a process.

First, make space.

First, let go.

First, allow what is weighing you down to leave.

And then there can be room for the tov.

I opened my Tehillim again.

Dovid HaMelech’s heartbreakingly beautiful words filled the space my tears had cleared. They soothed me.

I sat there in wonder at how much better I felt. I had not solved anything. And yet something inside me had shifted.

About an hour later, a cleaning lady entered the ohel.

I watched as she sprayed cleanser onto the plastic covering the kever and, section by section, wiped it clean.

And something inside me smiled.

In that moment, with my heart still raw and newly opened, it felt like something more. 

As if, section by section, she was wiping my slate clean. 

I felt as though Hashem was accepting my tears as a teshuva offering. A sense of calm came over me.

Teshuva does not mean pretending the past year was easy. It does not mean convincing myself that I had no fears and no questions.

It means bringing all of that to Hashem and believing that He will hold it. 

Coming back to Him again and again. And believing that the dark parts don’t define us.

Coming back with everything we have been carrying.

And trusting that when we finally place it down, Hashem is there.

Wiping the slate clean, and making room for us to begin again.

__________________________________________________

***SUKKOT/SHABBAT SECTION***
__________________________________________________

***Halachot of Dwelling in the Sukkah***

Rabbi Eli Ozarowski

***Introduction***

One of the most central mitzvot of Sukkot is the mitzvah to dwell in the sukkah. The Torah states that one should dwell in sukkot for seven days (Vayikra 23:42), and Chazal understand that our dwelling in the sukkah commemorates either Hashem’s protecting us with the Clouds of Glory or the actual sukkot that Hashem provided for us in the wilderness after leaving Egypt (Sukkah 11b; see Shulchan Aruch [S.A.], Orach Chaim [O.C.] 625:1). In the rest of this article, we will summarize many of the key halachot concerning the proper fulfillment of this precious mitzvah. Readers are also welcome to contact the author at ozarowsk@gmail.com with questions. 

***Before Sukkot***

Some are particular to begin building the sukkah on Motzai Yom Kippur (Rema, O.C. 624:5), i.e., Monday night this year. Ideally, one should try to build the sukkah on the day after Yom Kippur (Mishnah Berurah [M.B.] 625:2). By Erev Sukkot, one should ensure the sukkah is complete and kosher (Piskei Teshuvot 651:1). 

In order to have an appetite to fulfill the mitzvah of sukkah properly on the first night of Sukkot, one should not eat bread or other grain products after the tenth halachic hour (approximately 3:30 pm in Israel this year), similar to Erev Pesach (M.B. 639:27; Chazon Ovadia, Sukkot p.121). According to many poskim, one may eat small amounts of bread or grain products after this time (R. Asher Weiss, cited by R. Moshe Harari, Mikraei Kodesh, Sukkot, 9:77 and n.237). Some Sephardim are strict from halachic midday (Ben Ish Chai, Ha’azinu 3). Other foods may be eaten, but one should not become overly full (M.B. 471:3). 

***First Night of Sukkot***

Before the meal begins on Friday night, the first night of Sukkot, it is customary to invite the “Ushpizin” (holy guests, beginning with Avraham) before Kiddush. The same is done on each subsequent night of Sukkot (Zohar, Emor; Piskei Teshuvot 643:1). Many have the custom to recite Shalom Aleichem and Eishet Chayil, like on every other Shabbat. Kiddush for Yom Tov is then recited, including Vayechulu and the references for Shabbat in the second beracha. This is followed by the beracha of leishev basukkah and then Shehechiyanu (S.A. 643:1). 

We will discuss below that men are obligated in the mitzvah of sukkah, while women are exempt because it is a timebound mitzvah. On the first night, there is an obligation for men to eat in the sukkah, while on the rest of Sukkot, there is no independent obligation to enter the sukkah if one is not eating there. Therefore, men, to whom the obligation applies, must eat at least a k’zayit of bread on the first night (approximately 28 cc, though some require more, as by matzah on Pesach), and preferably a k’beitza (approximately 55-60 cc), in the sukkah (S.A. 639:3; M.B. 639:22). The k’zayit should ideally be eaten within four minutes (Piskei Teshuvot 639:13; Mikraei Kodesh 9:67), though some permit eating continuously at any pace, even lechatchila (R. Yaakov Ariel, cited in Oholei Halacha, Sukkot, p.115; Peninei Halacha, Sukkot 3:3). 

Before eating on the first night, one should have in mind to fulfill the mitzvah of dwelling in the sukkah and that it recalls how Hashem sheltered Israel in the wilderness with clouds of glory (M.B. 625:1).

***The Parameters of the Mitzvah of Sukkah***

The mitzvah of sukkah is expressed primarily through making the sukkah one’s dwelling during Sukkot. Chazal explain that when the Torah says, “you shall dwell [teshvu] in sukkot for seven days, it means that one should live in the sukkah in the manner that he normally lives in his home (Sukkah 26a). Thus, the mitzvah applies to the activities that are considered part of normal dwelling, particularly eating and sleeping. Men are obligated in the mitzvah, while women are exempt because it is a time-bound mitzvah, though women may choose to fulfill the mitzvah as well. When they do so, Sephardic women generally do not recite a beracha, while Ashkenazic women do, like men (S.A. 640:1; M.B. 640:1; Chazon Ovadia, p. 149).

The obligation to eat in the sukkah applies when eating more than a k’beitza (approximately 55-60 cc) of bread (S.A. 639:2), which is often calculated between one-half to two-thirds of an average slice of bread (V’zot Haberachah, Berurim 1). Many poskim apply the same rule to mezonot foods made from the five grains. 

There is, however, a difference regarding the circumstances in which a beracha of leishev basukkah is recited. Sephardim generally recite the beracha on mezonot only when eating an amount of approximately 200 to 230 grams, which is considered a fixed meal (Ohr L’tzion 4:29). Ashkenazim, on the other hand, generally recite the beracha when eating more than a k’beitza of mezonot and remaining in the sukkah afterward; therefore, Ashkenazim should ideally remain in the sukkah for some time after eating to avoid uncertainty regarding the beracha (M.B. 639:16). As noted above, the same rules concerning the beracha apply to Ashkenazic women who eat mezonot in the sukkah.

Foods requiring ha’eitz, ha’adama, or shehakol do not ordinarily require one to eat them in the sukkah. Nevertheless, it is proper to eat such foods in the sukkah when they are part of a meal, though without reciting a beracha on the sukkah (S.A. 639:2; M.B. 639:13, 15). Some poskim go further and maintain that when a person is making a meal without bread, he should not eat it outside of the sukkah even when it consists primarily of foods such as chicken, fish, and potatoes (Oholei Halacha, p. 93; Teshuvot V’hanhagot 1:371). 

One who drinks wine outside of a meal is generally not required to do so in the sukkah. If, however, he establishes a fixed session for drinking, he should do so in the sukkah, although he does not recite leishev basukkah (S.A. 639:13). When reciting Havdalah, one should do so in the sukkah. Most poskim maintain that one does not recite leishev basukkah in this case unless he plans to eat bread or a large amount of mezonot afterward, though some disagree (M.B. 639:30; Piskei Teshuvot 639:10).

With regard to the order of the berachot, the beracha of leishev basukkah is recited after the beracha on the food but before eating (Rema 643:2). Some Sephardim stand, recite leishev basukkah, sit, recite the beracha on the food, and then eat (S.A. 643:2–3; Yechaveh Da’at 5:47). On Shabbat day, opinions differ as to whether leishev basukkah should be recited after Kiddush or after hamotzi (M.B. 643:9). One who forgot to say leishev basukkah can do so while still in the middle of the meal, and Ashkenazim may even do so after Birkat Hamazon if one remains in the sukkah (M.B. 639:28; Chazon Ovadia, p.178).

Men are obligated to sleep in the sukkah, even for a short nap (S.A. 639:2), though according to most later poskim, one does not recite a berachah on sleeping or other activities alone without eating in the manner discussed above (S.A. and Rema 639:8 and M.B. there). For this reason, it is preferable to avoid dozing off in other locations on Sukkot to avoid this problem. Some, however, maintain that one need not wake someone who has fallen asleep outside the sukkah in some cases (see Bikurei Yaakov 639:34; Sefer HaSukkah, Miluim to ch.18). 

One who recited a berachah in the sukkah and then leaves the sukkah for more than approximately an hour should recite another berachah when returning to the sukkah according to the guidelines given above for eating (M.B. 639:47; Shevet Halevi 10:2). 

***Cases When One Is Exempt from the Sukkah***

Although the sukkah should ideally be a person’s primary dwelling during Sukkot, there are circumstances in which a person is exempt from eating or sleeping there. These exemptions are based on the principle known as teshvu k’ein taduru – the Torah requires a person to dwell in the sukkah in a manner similar to the way he normally lives in his home. Just as a person does not remain at home under circumstances in which he would normally leave, there are situations in which he is not required to remain in the sukkah.

One such exemption from the mitzvah of sukkah is granted to a person who is mitzta’er, meaning that he is suffering significant discomfort in the sukkah. The basic principle is that if the conditions would cause a person to leave his home under similar circumstances, he is not required to remain in the sukkah (S.A. 640:4; Rema 639:5). Examples can include significant rain, extreme cold, strong winds, unpleasant odors, or insects that make it genuinely difficult to remain in the sukkah. In the Diaspora, where Sukkot often falls during colder weather, this exemption is one of the reasons for the widespread custom not to sleep in the sukkah (see Rema 639:2).

Minor inconveniences do not exempt a person from the mitzvah. In addition, if one can easily remove the inconvenience, such as by using a fly trap, wearing a sweater, or bringing a blanket to sleep when the weather is a bit chilly, one would not be exempt (Ohr L’tzion 4:30; Piskei Teshuvot 639:17). One should also try to construct one’s sukkah in a place where he expects to be comfortable (S.A. 640:4). In addition, if the same discomfort exists outside the sukkah, one remains obligated to stay in the sukkah (Rema 640:4). For example, a person who is uncomfortable because of the weather but would be equally uncomfortable inside his home would still be obligated in the mitzvah. 

On the first night, the Rema holds that men are obligated to eat at least a k’zayit of bread in the sukkah, even when it is raining. Therefore, even in inclement weather, such as a strong rainstorm, one should try to recite Kiddush and eat at least a k’zayit in the sukkah (Rema 639:5; Kaf HaChaim 639:73). However, the Shulchan Aruch maintains that one is exempt from eating in the sukkah when it is raining, and many Sephardim adopt this position (Chazon Ovadia, p.125). In such cases, no beracha on sukkah is recited according to all opinions (Ibid.; M.B. 639:35). 

Another exemption from the mitzvah pertains to a person who is traveling during Sukkot. Such a person is exempt while in transit but should try to find a sukkah to use when lodging overnight somewhere, if possible. If no sukkah is available, a traveler may continue rather than interrupting his journey in order to find one (S.A. and Rema 640:7-8; M.B. 640:40–42). Some exempt even one traveling a short distance outside of the city during the day, if no sukkah is available nearby (M.B. 640:40; Ashrei Ha’ish 26:31). Many poskim do allow one to rest while traveling, such as on a bus or train, as is common during the year (Piskei Teshuvot 639:6).

The application of this exemption to recreational travel is more complicated. Some distinguish between someone traveling for business and someone traveling for pleasure and rule that one should not deliberately plan a pleasure trip to a place where there will be no sukkah (Igrot Moshe, O.C. 3:93). Other poskim are more lenient regarding recreational outings and trips, particularly when touring in Eretz Yisrael (see R. Asher Weiss and R. Dov Lior, cited in Mikraei Kodesh, Nispach 11; Oholei Halacha, p. 127). Ideally, trips should be arranged so that meals can be eaten in a sukkah when reasonably possible or in a manner that the men can eat only snacks and foods that do not require a sukkah. Nevertheless, there is a basis for leniency for those who eat normally on such trips. 

A third exemption applies to those who are involved in the performance of a mitzvah. If such a person cannot sit in the sukkah while performing the mitzvah, they are exempt. However, if they can do so without any difficulty, they should do so (S.A. 640:7; M.B. 640:38). Likewise, soldiers, police officers, or other security personnel are exempt from the mitzvah while they are on duty, though if a sukkah is nearby and eating there does not detract from their ability to perform their responsibilities, they should try to fulfill the mitzvah (Chazon Ovadia, p.196; Oholei Halacha, p.128).

***Sanctity of the Sukkah***

We will conclude our discussion by noting that since the sukkah has a degree of sanctity, one must treat it accordingly. Thus, trash or other undignified items, such as dirty clothing, a toolkit, and the like should not be kept in the sukkah (Rema 639:1), and washing dishes and changing children’s diapers should not be done there (M.B. 639:9; Chazon Ovadia, p.129). Likewise, speech and behavior should be conducted with respect for its sanctity (M.B. 639:2). May we merit to keep our sukkah as a sanctified location and thereby elevate our Sukkot experience. 

__________________________________________________

***Aliya-by-Aliya Sedra Summary - Sukkot - Vayikra 22:26-23:44***

Rabbi Reuven Tradburks

***1st Aliya (Vayikra 22:26-33)***

An offering may not be brought in the first 7 days of the animal’s life. An animal and her offspring may not be killed on the same day. A thanksgiving offering must be eaten within one day. Do not profane My Holy Name, rather sanctify My Name, the One who brought you out of Egypt to be Your G-d.

The Torah reading for the first day of Sukkot is the whole of Chapter 23 in Vayikra, which lists the entire yearly cycle of holidays. Curiously, we begin 8 verses before that chapter with a paragraph describing various rules concerning offerings. 

But it is the last line that is the connection to Yom Tov. Sanctify My Name because I brought you out of Egypt to be Your G-d. That is a perfect intro to the holidays. While each holiday has its own meaning, they all share an overarching meaning; connecting with our G-d.

***2nd Aliya (23:1-3)***

Here are the holy days: Shabbat is a holy day to G-d.

Shabbat differs from the other holidays in that it is not a once-a-year occurrence as the others are. However, it shares the broader theme as a holy day of connecting with G-d.

***3rd Aliya (23:4-8)***

Pesach is on the 14th of the 1st month. For seven days consume Matza. Day 1 and Day 7 are holy, no work is to be done. 

The holidays are all called “mikra’ei kodesh”, holy gatherings. The Ramban understands this to mean that we endow the day with holiness by gathering. In shul. For tefilla and for Hallel. 

Attending services on Yom Tov is not merely public prayer; it is a mitzvah of the Torah, accomplishing “mikra’ei Kodesh”, gathering for holiness. 

***4th Aliya (23:9-14)***

On the day after the Yom Tov, bring a measure of the first harvest of barley as an Omer offering, accompanied by a sacrifice. The new grain may not be consumed until this Omer is offered.

The description of the Omer offering seems out of place; it isn’t a holiday in its own right, it is brought on the second day of Pesach. Though each holiday has an offering, the emphasis of this section is not offerings but holidays, chagim. The day the Omer is brought is not a yom tov. 

But, similar to the holidays, it has a specific calendar date. Hence this section would more accurately be called, not a list of chagim, or holidays, but a list of special national events that occur on a specific day in the calendar; calendric events. 

***5th Aliya (23:15-22)***

Count 7 full weeks from this offering and on the next day, the 50th bring 2 baked breads of chametz accompanied by sacrifices. The Kohen shall wave these 2 bikkurim breads. That day is a yom tov, no work is to be done. When harvesting your fields leave the corners and gleanings for the poor and foreigner.

The 2 breads brought on Shavuot are the bookends of the Omer. The Omer was barley, brought the 2nd day of Pesach and matza, as most grain offerings. The 2 breads on Shavuot are wheat, chometz bread, the first wheat offering of the new crop. 

The Omer matza offering on Pesach allowed consumers to now be able to use the newly harvested grains. But in the Temple, the new grain cannot be used until 7 weeks later, with the offerings of the 2 chometz breads on Shavuot. 

The contrast of the matza that is offered on Pesach and the chametz of this bread offering on Shavuot invites our curiosity. Why matza and why chametz? 

Perhaps, it matza and chometz express 2 different qualities of service of G-d but that need to be in their proper time. 

Pesach is the holiday of history. In history you need to move, move fast. Don’t let the dough rise. Seize the moment; don’t miss it. Speed. 

But on Shavuot, in the context of holy offerings, patience is king. Wait. 7 weeks. Patience. Let the dough rise, become chometz. Wait. While history demands speed, holiness inheres in restraint.

***6th Aliya (23:23-32)***

The first day of the 7th month is a day of Teruah, a yom tov. But the 10th day of the month is Yom Hakippurim. Afflict yourself for it is a day of atonements. It is a holy day; no work may be done. Afflict yourself from the 9th in the evening, evening to evening.

Rav Soloveitchik pointed out that in spite of the fasting on Yom Kippur, there is still a mitzvah of simcha. How can one feel simcha when the Torah itself says we are to afflict ourselves? 

True simcha is a deep feeling of the soul, not fleeting moments of pleasure of the body. Simcha is the profound sense of meaning, of standing before G-d. Our greatest joy is the knowledge that G-d reaches for us and infuses our life with ultimate meaning. And that is the atonement of Yom Kippur.

***7th Aliya (23:33-44)***

The 15th of the 7th month is Sukkot for 7 days. The first day is a yom tov as is the 8th day. Take a lulav and etrog and rejoice for 7 days before G-d. Dwell in Sukkot for 7 days so you will know that G-d had your ancestors dwell in Sukkot when leaving Egypt.

Sukkot rounds out the year of chagim. It is the end of the cycle of holidays that began with Pesach. 

As such, it is a celebration not only of itself but a celebration of the completion of the chagim of the year. This notion that Sukkot is the end of the cycle of chagim is expressed through linking the cycle of Torah reading with the conclusion of Sukkot. End of the chagim; end of the Torah readings.

__________________________________________________

***The Rhythm of the Chagim***

Rabbi Baruch Taub

The major holy days are divided into two very different themes. 

Firstly we have the ימים נוראים - The Days of Awe, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. Rosh Hashanah as we know is the day of Judgement, in fact the entire world is judged on Rosh Hashanah. (The Chofetz Chayim once remarked that if the nations of the world would realize this, everyone would purchase a Machzor!)

Following Rosh Hashanah there is a period of reflection and ideally transition. 

Yom Kippur is a day of Teshuvah and forgiveness. Our hope is that Hashem will adjust our Din based upon our Teshuvah. It is not coincidental that Yom Kippur was the day we received the Torah again on Har Sinai. Yom Kippur is a new beginning. 

Secondly we have the שלוש רגלים , Pesach, Shavuot and Succot. The Torah describes these holy days with agriculture references. Pesach, חג האסיף , the springtime festival, is the time of זריעה - planting. The beginning of the agrarian process.

Shavout חג הקציר , the season of reaping the harvest which has arrived. 

Succot is חג האסיף , the festival of in gathering. We bring our produce home. 

There certainly was a time at the beginning of the history of Am Yisrael that a significant majority of our people were farmers but this was not meant to be the sole occupation of the people. Clearly this is a metaphor best described by the Maharal (ספר גבורות : מ׳ו). These festivals speak to the spiritual destiny of our people. 

Pesach, the Exodus from Egypt was the birth of a nation. The spiritual seeds were planted. 

Shavuot, when Hashem gave us the Torah and we received it. We reaped our spirit harvest. 

Sukkot, we brought the harvest home and began to nourish ourselves with the fruit of Torah and Mitzvot. The in gathering process taking us eventually to the סוכת שלם, the Beit Hamikdash in Eretz Yisrael. 

Rav Hutner presents a majestic idea based on a strange Midrash (ויקרא רבא י׳ג) that links Yom Kippur to Sukkoth. To paraphrase, the Midrash compares the Jewish people holding their lulav high to a victorious soldier holding his sword returning victoriously from the battle of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. 

Unlike Pesach and Shavuot which occur at independent times of the year, Sukkot immediately follows Yom Kippur. The two seemingly disparate sets of holy days are now actually blended together into one unit. Sukkot is the “closer!” For both and makes them into one unified spiritual journey. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the mitzvah of simchat Yom Tov applies to all three of the שלוש רגלים, Sukkot alone is called זמן שמחתנו, the Festival of Simcha, the festival of ingathering. We all come home. Those with less, those with more all exit their material surroundings and enter the Sukkah. A level playing field representing the reality that we have successfully travelled the journey of Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot. 

We have come home to embrace real life, the glorious life imbued with Torah and mitzvot. 

The ultimate simcha. 

חג שמח

__________________________________________________

***A Joyful Symphony***

Rebbetzin Shira Smiles

It is a widely accepted custom to read the book of Kohelet on Shabbat Chol Hamoed Sukkot. (This year, when there is no Shabbat Chol Hamoed, we will read Kohelet in Eretz Yisrael on the first day of Sukkot, and in Chutz La’aretz on Shemini Atzeret.) It is curious since Kohelet speaks of the vanities of this world and has a somewhat depressing tone, while Sukkot is a time of joy and celebration. Why was it chosen to be read at this time? 

In Sukkos: A Symphony of Joy, Rabbi Immanuel Bernstein cites the Avudraham, who relates that Shlomo Hamelech would deliver numerous discourses to the people on Sukkot, which were then compiled into the book of Kohelet. Indeed, the word “Kohelet” derives from the root word kahal—assembly. The Ramban notes that many people from among the nations of the world gathered to hear these speeches, hence, the universal tone of the sefer. The Netziv points out that gentiles would specifically come at this time to Yerushalayim since Sukkot was when special offerings were brought in the Beit Hamikdash on behalf of the seventy nations. The Netziv further notes that this is one of the reasons Shlomo Hamelech exclusively employs the name Elokim throughout the sefer as it is a universal name of Hashem and the audience came from many diverse places. 

The Gemara understands Kohelet’s theme to be that all pleasures found “under the sun, ” meaning in the temporal realm, are of limited value. However, pleasures found “above the sun, ” those of spiritual value, have meaning and joy. This is truly in sync with the succah’s message; we leave our secure, physical structures to remind us of life’s transience. We enter the sukkah, like a mini-Beit Hamikdash, to experience the joy of closeness to Hashem. 

 Halachically, a kosher sukkah must have at least 2 full walls plus part of a third wall. The Arizal teaches that this symbolizes a “hug from Hashem, ” embracing us and elevating us to a higher sphere. The special atmosphere of the sukkah invites the Usphizin to join us, underscoring the primacy of spiritual values in our lives. “Sof davar hakol nishma et ha’Elokim yira ve’et mitzvotav shemor ki zeh kol ha’adam—The end of the matter, everything having been heard, fear God and keep His commandments, for this is the entire man.” Kohelet 12:13) 

The Netivot Shalom describes the goal of Sukkot; channel your love toward Hashem and distance yourself from love of the material because it will create a barrier to achieving this goal. He quotes the Rebbe of Kobrin zy”a, who teaches that the world is filled with light and sweetness, available to those who are not immersed within it. This same world will feel dark and bitter to those who are consumed with its physicality. 

Reading Kohelet guides us to shift our focus and pursue true simchah, the joy and light found in the context of authentic avodat Hashem.

__________________________________________________

***Sheltering Together In Divine Presence***

Rabbi Judah Mischel 

As the Baal Shem Tov haKadosh sat in his sukkah, a great tumult raged outside.

In the early days of the Chasidic movement, some of its revolutionary practices, as well as the spiritual awakening of the followers of the Baal Shem Tov, drew prejudice, strife and legal controversy. While detractors and opponents were always on the lookout for an opportunity to attack the tzadik and undermine the fledgling movement, this time it seemed there was good reason to make their claims.

The Ba’al Shem Tov had constructed what looked to be a highly questionable sukkah, stitching together a patchwork of materials that seemed to barely pass even the minimal halachic requirements. The rickety looking hut relied on so many kulahs in Jewish Law and all the loopholes detailed in masechet Sukkah, it was barely recognizable to the rabbis who were now gathering at the Sukkah, ready for a confrontation, and to accuse him of blatant laxity in halacha. 

A debate ensued between the scandalized scholars and the tzaddik. They summoned a variety of sources and opinions denouncing the sukkah, while the Baal Shem Tov calmly defended it on each count. Finally, the rabbonim of Brodt bluntly declared it to be pasul and a spiritual danger to the community.

Seeing that his explanations had fallen on deaf ears, the Ba’al Shem Tov closed his eyes, entered a meditative state and began to pray. The rabbonim were unsure how to react. At that moment, a piece of paper fell from the s’chach, a note signed by no less than an angel from heaven, Matat Sar haPanim, attesting to the validity of the sukkah: “The sukkah of the Baal Shem Tov is kosher!”

Opening his eyes, the Baal Shem Tov then began an instructional shiur, explaining the intricate laws of constructing a sukkah, listing the various ‘leniencies’ that he had relied on, such as dofen akumah, gud achis mechitztah, gud asik, lavud, avir, and others. He also detailed how each particular halacha and its structural application related to a different spiritual state and level of observance.

“There are many different types of Jews in Klal Yisrael of varying levels of education, knowledge and observance. The sukkah is kosher, ” concluded the Baal Shem Tov, “and so are the Yidden.”

------

בַּסֻּכֹּת תֵּשְׁבוּ שִׁבְעַת יָמִים כּל־הָאֶזְרָח בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל יֵשְׁבוּ בַּסֻּכֹּת׃

“For seven days... all who belong to the people of Israel will live in sukkos” (Vayikra, 23:42)

.ללמד שכל ישראל ראויין לישב בסוכה אחת 

…This teaches that it is fitting for all of Israel to sit in one sukkah. (Sukkah, 27b)

“One ought to bind themselves and be focused on being part of the entire klal…and strive to fill their home with great love and shalom, so that their love shine outward and spread forth; In that way, it will be considered as if all of Israel dwells together in one sukkah.” (Reb Nosson of Breslov, zy’a) 

------

Zeman simchaseinu, the simcha of the Festival of Sukkos, flows forth from the Yamim Noraim. Our exuberant joy is framed by the gravity and achrayus of our committed relationship with the Ribbono Shel Olam. The celebration of Sukkos is an invitation for us to actualize our declarations and intent. It is a call to Divine intimacy, welcoming us into the ineffable embrace and union between Am Yisrael and Hashem Yisborach. 

Knesses Yisrael, Hashem’s beloved Kallah, is summoned to enter: 

הביאני המלך חדריו נגילה ונשמחה בך 

“The King has brought me into His chambers, we will be joyful and happy together.” (Shir haShirim, 1:4) 

Beneath the stars and sky, under a canopy held up by poles and prayers, and the ‘chuppah’ of s’chach hovering over us, we are a royal bride and Groom entering into a covenant of Kidushin, sanctity and exclusive commitment. As a bride and groom fast in preparation for their new beginning, we fast on Yom Kippur. Just as they celebrate a week of ‘sheva brachos’, we celebrate seven days in the sukkah, rejoicing in our new state of union. At each of the seven festive meals we welcome panim chadashos, ‘new faces’: the Ushpizin Kadishin, different holy guests each night, who join us in celebrating our wedding.

The Navi describes the ananei ha-kavod as a chuppah that covers us from above and envelopes us in Divine love:

 וּבָרָא ה׳ עַל כּל־מְכוֹן הַר־צִיּוֹן וְעַל־מִקְרָאֶהָ עָנָן יוֹמָם וְעָשָׁן וְנֹגַהּ אֵשׁ לֶהָבָה לָיְלָה כִּי עַל־כּל־כָּבוֹד חֻפָּה… וְסֻכָּה תִּֽהְיֶה לְצֵל־יוֹמָם מֵחֹרֶב וּלְמַחְסֶה וּלְמִסְתּוֹר מִזֶּרֶם וּמִמָּטָר׃

“Hashem will create a cloud by day and smoke with a glow of flaming fire by night hovering over the shrine and meeting place of Har Zion; Indeed, over all the glory shall hang a canopy, and it shall serve as a sukkah for shade from heat by day and as a shelter for protection against drenching rain.” (Yeshayah, 4:5)

The Baal haTurim (Vayikra, 23:42) invokes the specific term chuppah, and suggests an additional aspect to the ananei haKavod. They imply intimacy and loving connectivity, the manifestation of a marital bond in which two individuals become one. Sheltering together in Hashem’s Presence, we are bonded together, and become one in the sukkah. 

------

In the tradition of the Baal Shem Tov, the day after Yom Kippur is referred to as Gott’s Numen, ‘God’s Name’. Having spent Aseres Yemei Teshuvah addressing the Ribbono Shel Olam with the honorific haMelech haKadosh, we begin to use the more intimate and familiar name, haKeil haKadosh. These four days between Yom Kippur and Sukkos are days of closeness, corresponding to the four letters of our Beloved One’s name, שם הוי׳׳ה, the Tetragrammaton. And perhaps this is the source for Rebbe Pinchas of Koretz’s statement that the days between Yom Kippur and Sukkos are a particularly auspicious time for a wedding (Imrei Pinchas, 7:91). We are Hashem’s pure, radiant kallah, walking toward the chuppah, where we will circle Him with hakafos of joy, remove our veil and see each other face to face.

There is much we can learn from the Ba’al Shem Tov’s sukkah. In cultivating and creating yichud, in building a shared dwelling place together, we are called to focus on the tov, the good that is there, not what is lacking. Yiddishkeit provides the tools to construct a life of holiness and joy and a home that is suffused with love, firm on the foundations of ayin tovah, inclusivity and Ahavas Yisrael. Such a home is surrounded by ananei haKavod all year ‘round, and filled with mutual respect and peace. 

It is indeed “fitting for all of Israel to sit in one sukkah”; there is nothing more beautiful — and precious to Hashem — than individuals uniting, coming together in love and friendship. May we all merit to celebrate together during these auspicious days, to give ourselves over to the purity of Yom Kippur and the intimacy of the sukkah. May all be blessed to build homes filled with  אהבה ואחוה, שלום ורעות.

------

Excerpt from newly released Baderech: Along the Path of the Torah, (Mosaica Press, Elul 5786)

__________________________________________________

***Simchat Shmuel***

Rabbi Sam Shor

One of the most beautiful customs associated with the yom tov of Sukkot, is welcoming the Ushpizin (special guests) to our Sukkah each night. Of course these seven Ushpizin represent the early generations and greatest lights of the Jewish People. Each night we welcome a new guest to our Sukkah, to join the other special guests who have gathered in our Sukkah as the yom tov has progressed. We welcome Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov, Moshe, Aharon, Yosef, and David. Aside from the great symbolism of surrounding ourselves metaphysically with the presence and great ruchniyut of our ancestors, what is the significance of this beautiful custom of welcoming these Ushpizin into our Sukkah?

There is an interesting midrash in Breisheet Rabbah, which introduces us to the meaning behind the mitzvah of yeshiva b'sukkah, and sheds some light on the significance of the practice to welcome the Ushpizin.

The midrash points to the verse, where Avraham Avinu, greets the melachim who have come to visit him and share the tidings that Sara will finally be blessed with a child. Avraham Avinu invites the melachim to rest in the shade, under the branches of the trees. So too, our sages taught, Avraham's descendants will merit to sit in the shade of Divine Protection, under the branches which cover the roof of the Sukkah, and to welcome guests to join them! Just as our ancestors engaged in acts of chesed, the ushpizin continue to remind us of the special opportunity that the yom tov of Sukkot offers each of us to welcome guests and engage in chesed.

The Iturei Torah points out that many sefarim suggest that Sukkot is called Zman Simchateinu- literally the time of our joy, and that the word zman-time, is connected to the words zimun- to invite, and hazmana- invitation! The very essence of the yom tov of Sukkot is to extend hospitality to others, even as we leave the comfort of our home's regular dining room, and enter the temporary dwelling of our sukkah.

The Netivot Shalom, the Slonimer Rebbe zy'a, offers another beautiful insight related to Sukkot as Zman Simchateinu. The Rebbe likens the experience of the Yom Tov of Sukkot, to the experience of a marriage, in this case between Am Yisrael and HaKadosh Baruch Hu. The Sukkah itself, represents the chupa, standing underneath the canopy of Divine protection. The seven days of Sukkot, explains the Rebbe, correspond to the seven celebratory days , beginning with the wedding, where family and friends gather together to rejoice and offer the special sheva brachot to gladden the chatan and kallah.

Perhaps this beautiful insight of the Netivot Shalom, can also help us to understand the significance of the custom to welcome the Ushpizin as well. One of the criteria for hosting a celebratory Sheva brachot meal, is that each time the family and friends assemble to celebrate with the chatan and kallah, we invite Panim Chadashot, new faces, new guests who have not yet had the zechut or opportunity to fulfill the mitzvah of rejoicing before and gladdening the chatan and kallah. Perhaps if the entire Yom Tov of Sukkot is indeed meant to parallel those seven days of celebration for the bride and groom, then perhaps our Ushpizin, our honored guests serve as our proverbial Panim Chadashot for each day of celebration.

As we welcome the ushpizin to our Sukkah this year, may we indeed be blessed to feel as if we have entered into the security of standing under the canopy of Divine protection that the Sukkah represents; to feel the joy and excitement of celebrating with a new special guest each night, and may we be blessed to experience these days with complete and utter simcha!

Chag Sameach!

__________________________________________________

***Eretz Hemdah - As the Rabbi Service***
***Are the Four Minim Muktzeh on Shabbat?***

Rabbi Daniel Mann

Question: If someone forgot to find a good place for his four minim before Sukkot, which starts this year on Shabbat, can he move them on Shabbat? 

Answer: Since it is forbidden to do the mitzva of the four minim on Shabbat (Sukka 42b), the lulav is purposeless and muktzeh (Rama, Orach Chayim 658:2). The Rama calls it “like wood.” In other words, unlike a shofar, which is a kli shemelachto l’issur (Rama, OC 588:5), which can be moved if it is getting in the way, a lulav (and aravot) has no usage other than a mitzva that does not exist on Shabbat. As muktzeh machmat gufo, it cannot be moved to use it or to get it out of the way. (The Taz 658:3 is a minority opinion that a lulav too is a kli shemelachto l’issur.) 

However, the Rama (OC 658:2) rules that an etrog is not muktzeh on Shabbat because it can be used for smell. The gemara (Sukka 37b) interestingly asserts that although objects used for mitzva become forbidden to use for other things, only the main non-mitzva usage is forbidden. For hadasim, muktzeh l’mitzvato forbids smell; for etrog, it forbids eating, but smell remains permitted. The usage for smell keeps an etrog non-muktzeh. (See Magen Avraham 268:1 for explanations of how we avoid the problem that we generally should not make a beracha on smelling an etrog on Sukkot.)

In contemporary times, several poskim view the Rama’s leniency as functionally inapplicable. Shemirat Shabbat K’hilchata (22:(55)) cites Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, and Dirshu (658:5) cites Rav Elyashiv, as holding that modern owners are uniquely meticulous with their etrogim. Consequently, the etrog becomes muktzeh machamat chisaron kis—a severe type of muktzeh. The Aruch HaShulchan (OC 308:17) already implies a similar viewpoint. This presents a conceptual difficulty: while this assessment seems to accurately reflect contemporary reality, it is hard to assume that historical etrogim, which were far scarcer and relatively more valuable, were handled less sparingly. Rather than dismissing the applicability of earlier precedent based on modern assumptions, some suggest deferring to the Rama’s lenient assessment of the etrog’s status (see Be’er Moshe 8:73). On the other hand, it is somewhat difficult for poskim to defer to a lenient assumption which they do not see as accurate in their own times.

It is actually not fully clear to what extent Shabbat changes the overall muktzeh status of the four minim. The Yerushalmi (Sukka 3:11) says that even on a regular Yom Tov, once one has finished doing the mitzva and has put down the lulav, he can no longer pick it up. Many poskim, including the Rama (Darchei Moshe, OC 652:1), assume we do not follow the Yerushalmi, based on the concept of “there is no muktzeh for half of Shabbat” (Beitza 26b) or the fact that if one wanted to, there may be value in extra holding of the four minim (see discussion in Mishneh Halachot VIII:242 about the minhag in Yerushalayim of carrying the lulav around throughout the day (Sukka 41b)). One way or the other, halacha l’ma’aseh we assume that only on Shabbat are they muktzeh. (The fascinating discussion – see Teshuvot V’hanhagot V:212 – about why it would not be a problem to move the lulav before daybreak (the beginning of the mitzva) is beyond our scope.)

In most ways, there is not a difference in this regard whether the first day is on Shabbat or any other day. However, it is possible that being on the first day could make the matter more lenient. At least part of the muktzeh problem stems from the fact that the minim are set aside for the mitzva and the mitzva does not exist on Shabbat. However, until the mitzva has been carried out once, the mitzva preparations are called “hazmana” and are not halachically impactful (see Rama, OC 638:1). Although lulav and aravot are anyway not unusable, since hadasim can be used for smell, they are very possibly not muktzeh on Shabbat this year (Shoneh Halachot 568:3).

__________________________________________________

***NCSY - Torah 4 Teens by Teens***
***Message from NCSY Israel Leadership - Becoming More: From Inspiration to Action***

***By Rabbi Michael Kahn, Executive Director, NCSY Israel and Rabbi Yosef Ginsberg, Regional Director, NCSY Israel***

As Yom Kippur comes to a close, we naturally think about teshuvah: what we want to change, what we can improve, and who we hope to become in the year ahead. But perhaps teshuvah is about something even bigger. Chazal teach that teshuvah was created before the world itself (פסחים נד). Rav Yerucham Levovitz (1875–1936), the famed Mashgiach of the Mir Yeshiva, asks: If teshuvah exists only to repair sin, why was it created before there were people capable of sinning? His answer changes our understanding of teshuvah. Teshuvah is not merely about fixing the past. It is a fundamental capacity Hashem placed within us: the ability to grow, to return to ourselves, and to become closer to the people we are capable of being.

The Torah tells us: כי קרוב אליך הדבר מאד, בפיך ובלבבך לעשותו (דברים ל, יד). The progression is powerful: בפיך - what we say; בלבבך - what we feel; but ultimately לעשותו - what we do.

Yom Kippur gives us a day filled with thoughts, words, reflection, and emotion. But then comes Sukkot. We leave the Beit Knesset, pick up the Arba Minim, build a Sukkah, eat in it, celebrate in it, and bring our renewed commitments into everyday life. The transition from Yom Kippur to Sukkot reminds us that inspiration is only the beginning. Growth becomes real when it becomes action.

That message feels especially meaningful as we reflect on a year of growth at NCSY Israel. In 5786, more than 750 unique teens participated in NCSY Israel and Chai programming, a 34% increase over the previous year. We welcomed 405 first-time participants and recorded more than 3, 000 attendances across 170 programs and events. But behind every number is a teen who showed up, connected, learned, questioned, led, or took another step forward. You can see more of our 5786 Year in Review in this week’s Torah Tidbits.

Now, as we launch 5787, our challenge is not simply to do more, but to become more. And becoming more happens through action. Choose one new commitment to Torah or tefillah. Work on one middah. Reach out to someone who needs a friend. Take responsibility when it would be easier to wait for someone else. Step into a leadership role. Turn an idea you believe in into something you actually do.

As we move from Yom Kippur into Sukkot and begin a new year of NCSY Israel, may 5787 be a year in which the thoughts of our minds and the aspirations of our hearts become the actions of our lives. May Hashem give our entire community the courage to keep growing, to keep acting, and ultimately to become more of who we were created to be.

גמר חתימה טובה וחג שמח!

***By Yigal Marcus - Board Chair, NCSY Israel Friends***

A few years ago, before October 7, I met a teenager at an NCSY Israel Shabbaton whom I will call “Moshe.” As we discussed his future, he told me that he hoped to fulfill his national service through one of Israel’s sports programs rather than enlist in a traditional IDF role.

I remember thinking about his remarkable potential. Moshe was charismatic, influential, and naturally gifted at connecting with others. With the right encouragement, he could use those qualities to serve his country and strengthen those around him.

When I saw Moshe again recently, he was wearing an IDF uniform. He had set aside his athletic plans and chosen to join a combat unit.

What changed? What inspires a young person to embrace a greater responsibility?

Before making aliyah, I spent 21 years coaching the championship-winning Mock Trial Team at Torah Academy of Bergen County in Teaneck, New Jersey. That experience taught me that our young people possess extraordinary, often untapped potential.

The best coaching does not simply tell teenagers what they can accomplish. It creates a culture of self-discovery, inspiration, and high expectations in which they recognize that potential for themselves—and choose to pursue something worthy of it.

That is what NCSY Israel did for Moshe. Through meaningful relationships and dedicated mentors, it helped him understand that he had a unique contribution to make to Klal Yisrael.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks taught: “Leaders are not born; they are made, and they are made when people have the opportunity and the responsibility to lead.”

Our young people are searching for meaning, belonging, and a purpose larger than themselves. NCSY Israel gives them the tools, encouragement, and opportunities to discover that they need not wait for adulthood to lead. They can begin serving and shaping the Jewish future today.

Please join us in cultivating the next generation of Jewish leaders.

Wishing you and your family a Shana Tova-a year of peace, health, success, and abundant nachat.

__________________________________________________

***SHMINI ATZERET/SIMCHAT TORAH/SHABBAT SECTION***
__________________________________________________

***Aliya-by-Aliya Sedra Summary - Shmini Atzeret/Simchat Torah***

Rabbi Reuven Tradburks

We read the parsha of V’zot Habracha, a short parsha of 41 verses. And the beginning of Breishit which itself is 34 verses.

Moshe is about to die, to take leave of the people before they enter the Land of Israel. In his last words to his people, Moshe blesses all 12 tribes of the Jewish people. He ascribes to each tribe a different quality, pointing out the qualities that a rich and varied society in the impending nation of Israel will need. Leadership, consistency, legislature, judges, business, agriculture, warriors, minerals. In this Moshe speaks mostly to G-d, not to the people, illustrating to Him the greatness of the people he is to take leave of.

***1st Aliya (Dvarim 33:1-7)***

Moshe blesses the people before his death. G-d approached us at Sinai, although He has all nations; we were the ones who received His utterances. He is the King over Israel. Reuven endures as does his progeny. Yehuda, G-d hears his voice, he is powerful, and be his help.

Moshe does not bless the tribes in a way that we think of blessing. A blessing would be: may you have success or may you have peace. Rather, Moshe describes the unique quality of each of the tribes. Perhaps the blessing is: use the qualities you have been endowed with to serve our great nation in our Land. 

Reuven is the consistent one. Enduring. Always at the ready. Yehuda is power and leadership, the eventual monarch.

***2nd Aliya (33:8-12)***

Levi, He is Your pious one, withstanding trials by listening to Your covenant. They will teach Your Torah and serve You. Bless him and gird him in the face of adversaries. Binyamin, the beloved of G-d, He protects him, while he dwells on His chest.

The Jewish people need religious leaders and that is Levi. Binyamin is the seat of the Mikdash, the physical partner to Levi’s religious service.

***3rd Aliya (33:13-17)***

Yosef, his land is blessed, from the sweet of the land, mountains and hills. He has power through both Ephraim and Menashe.

Yosef is agricultural bounty, strength in economy and strength in numbers.

***4th Aliya (33:18-21)***

Zevulun is pleasing in his journeys, Yissachar in his dwellings. People gather at the mountain, enjoying the bounty of the sea and of the earth. Gad is blessed, dwelling as a lion. His portion is legislation, leadership, righteousness and justice.

Zevulun is the merchant marine, Yissachar the philosopher prince. Gad is the backbone of national institutions, of justice and the rule of law.

***5th Aliya (33:21-29)***

Dan is a lion cub, enjoying the Bashan. Naftali, satisfied, full of blessing, the sea and the south. Asher, blessed more than children, beloved by brothers, feet of oil, shoes of iron and copper. None is like G-d, riding the heavens in your aid, splendorous. 

Dan protects the northern border, while Naftali the west and the south. Asher is the peace maker, with “soft oiled feet but shoes of iron”, a metaphor for stepping softly but with principles when needed. The peace maker.

***Chatan Torah (34:1-12)***

G-d of ages surveys, under Him strength, repelling enemies. The Jewish people dwell safely, wheat and wine, oil like dew. Fortunate are you Israel to have such a Protector. Moshe ascended Har Navo, looking out over the Land. G-d told him, this is the Land I promised to you, though you will not enter it. Moshe died, buried, though his burial spot is not known. His strength was with him to the end. The people mourned for 30 days. Yehoshua was filled with Divine spirit, though none will ever be as Moshe, knowing G-d, face to face, performing all the wonders which he did in front of all Israel.

Moshe’s life comes to an end. Perhaps a tinge of tragedy, failing to enter the Land he worked toward his whole life. But, in mentioning Yehoshua, and in following his poetic description of the spectrum of talent the Jewish people display, he leaves the world satisfied. His goal was not to enter the Land; his goal was to successfully lead his people to enter the Land. He leaves the world satisfied that all that is needed for success is right there in front of them. His life’s mission was accomplished.

***Chatan Torah, Breishit (1:1-2:3)***

So as to continue the lifelong learning of our Torah, following the conclusion of the Torah we jump right in and continue with the beginning of the Torah, reading the story of Creation from day 1 through Shabbat.

__________________________________________________

***A Short Vort***

Rabbi Chanoch Yeres

"And the time of weeping and mourning was over." (34:8)

ויתמו ימי בכי אבל משה (לד:ח) 

By the case of Moshe Rabbeinu's demise, we are told that the days of weeping and mourning "came to an end". 

The Oznayim LaTorah (Rabbi Zalman Sorotzkin 1881-1966 Lithuania-Jerusalem) asks why by the death of Yaakov Avinu there is no mention of when the weeping came to an end?

Rabbi Sorotzkin answers that when Moshe passed away, even though full of anguish and sadness, nevertheless they were encouraged by the forthcoming embarking into the land of Eretz Yisrael. This jubilant occasion was able to galvanize their feelings. However, with the death of Yaakov was the impending danger of enslavement and exile. For this reason, the Torah omits any reference to weeping or mourning "coming to an end."

Shabbat Shalom

__________________________________________________

***Shemini Atzeret – Separation Anxiety***

Rabbi Shalom Rosner

ביום השמיני עצרת תהיה לכם כל מלאכת עבדה לא תעשו.

“The eighth day shall be an atzeret for you; you shall perform no work of labor.” (Bamidbar 29:35)

The day following the seven-day holiday of Succot is called Atzeret. What does this term mean? Rashi explains that Atzeret means “restriction”, on that day, one is restricted from performing work. But if so, why isn’t every day of Yom Tov called an Atzeret? Why is the eighth day singled out solely as Atzeret?

Rashi on this pasuk offers a second explanation: atzru milatzeit - “They were restrained from leaving.” This refers to the halacha of ta’un lina, which mandates that when one offers a sacrifice, they must remain near the Beit HaMikdash for an additional night.

Rashi then presents a third explanation from the Midrash Aggada: 

ומדרשו באגדה, לפי שכל ימות הרגל הקריבו כנגד ע’ אומות, וכשבאין ללכת, אמר להם המקום, בבקשה מכם עשו לי סעודה קטנה כדי שאהנה מכם.	

“During the days of the holiday, the nation sacrificed on behalf of the seventy nations, and when they were ready to leave, the Almighty said: ‘Please make me one additional meal so I can rejoice with you.’”

Throughout Succot, Bnei Yisrael offered seventy sacrifices on behalf of all the non-Jewish nations. Hashem requested that Bnei Yisrael stay one more day, so they could rejoice together — alone. Rashi explains Atzeret as a term of endearment, akin to a father who holds back his children from leaving, saying: “Your departure pains me.” After the intense celebrations of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Succot in the Beit HaMikdash, Hashem finds it hard to let us go.

The ba’alei mussar ask: How does one more day help? Doesn’t it just prolong the pain? Any kindergarten teacher will tell you that when dropping a child off, the best approach is a quick departure; lingering only makes the separation harder. So why does Hashem prolong it?

***Celebrating Torah***

Rav Yitzhak Mirsky[Footnote#1] suggests that Hashem’s reluctance to see us leave is because He does not want us to forsake the spiritual level attained over the holidays. The Yamim Noraim are a time of intense spiritual elevation. How does an extra day strengthen our bond and commitment to Torah?

Shemini Atzeret is combined with Simchat Torah (in Israel, they are on the same day). Through celebrating Torah, we affirm its central role in our lives. This ensures that we never truly “depart” or separate from Hashem as long as we continue learning and living by the Torah’s precepts.

On Simchat Torah, we dance and encircle the bima. Why not just dance in a circle? Rabbi Yitzhak Isaac Schorr (cited by Rav Mirsky) explains that dancing around the bima symbolizes the Jewish people’s connection to Torah study. We don’t just revere the Torah scrolls locked away in the Aron. The Torah’s place is on the bima, the site of active learning and engagement. Torah without learning does not connect us to HaKadosh Baruch Hu. We carry Torah with us, celebrating study as a living bond.

Hashem requests one more day, a day without the shofar, lulav, or succah. A day devoted solely to celebrating Torah, the glue that binds us to Him throughout the year.

***A Unified Nation***

Another explanation, offered by some Hasidic masters, focuses on the phrase “kasheh alai predatchem” - “Your departure is difficult for Me.” While the simple meaning refers to God’s sadness at Bnei Yisrael leaving Jerusalem to return home, the word predatchem (“your departure”) can also mean “your separation.” This hints not at separation from God (which would have been depicted by “predateinu)” , but separation from one another.[Footnote#2]

Hashem grieves when He sees us part after experiencing our national unity during the holidays. Therefore, He asks for one more day to witness all his people celebrate together. He does not want us to return to our homes divided; instead, we come together to dance around the Torah, acknowledging that despite differences, the Torah unites us as one nation.

***Heart on the Left***

Man was created with his heart on the left side of his body. Usually, the right side is viewed as stronger and more important. Why, then, is such a vital organ placed on the left?

One suggestion is that when we face another person, their heart aligns with our right side. Our hearts are designed to focus on and connect with others — whose hearts are on our right.

***Conclusion***

Shemini Atzeret teaches us that with Hashem, there is never truly a “goodbye.” The Yamim Noraim and Succot may end, but Hashem draws us close one more time to remind us that the bond of Torah and the unity of Am Yisrael are not seasonal experiences, they are eternal.

On this day we learn that our connection to God is not found in dramatic rituals alone - not in the shofar, not in the lulav, not even in the succah, but in the daily embrace of Torah, which accompanies us everywhere. We also learn that our hearts were fashioned to beat in rhythm with one another. To feel the cry of another Jew, to rejoice in each other’s joy, to dance together around the Torah that belongs to us all.

May we live with that awareness that the Torah is our anchor, that every Jew is our family, and that Hashem is always holding us close, until the ultimate day when all of Am Yisrael will dance together in Yerushalayim, in everlasting joy. 

1 . Rav Yitzhak Mirsky, Hegyononei Halacha vol 3 p78
2 . Predateinu would refer to a separation between Hsahem and Am Yisrael.

__________________________________________________

***Towards Meaningful Shabbos***
***Birchot HaShachar: A Daily Reminder of Hashem’s Gifts***

Rebbetzin Zemira Ozarowski

After beginning our davening by thanking Hashem for our neshamot (Modeh Ani and Elokai Neshama), and for our bodies (Asher Yatzar), and then preparing ourselves properly for the day ahead through Birchot HaTorah, we now begin Birchot HaShachar.

Birchot HaShachar is a series of 16 brachot in which we praise and thank Hashem for many of the basic blessings and functions of our daily lives - for giving us clothing, sight, strength, freedom, and more. The Mishna Berura explains that the reason we recite these brachot is based on the famous statement in Gemara Brachot 35a that one is not permitted to benefit from this world without first making a bracha. Just as this is true for every food we eat, it is also true for the many pleasures and benefits we experience throughout our lives. We need to stop and appreciate what Hashem has given us each and every day.

The Gemara in Brachot describes how, as a person prepares for the day, he should make a bracha at each step along the way. For example, when he opens his eyes, he says Poke’ach Ivrim—“Who opens the eyes of the blind.” When he gets dressed, he says Malbish Arumim—“Who clothes the naked.” This process helps us visualize all of the blessings Hashem has placed in our lives and develop a greater appreciation for them. Nowadays, we recite the entire list together as part of our set tefillah, but the underlying idea remains the same - to pause and recognize just how much Hashem gives us every single day.

In this article, we will focus on the first three brachot.

בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה’ אֱלֹקֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, אֲשֶׁר נָתַן לַשֶּׁכְוִי בִינָה לְהַבְחִין בֵּין יוֹם וּבֵין לָיְלָה:

We praise and thank Hashem for giving the “שכוי” the ability to distinguish between day and night. שֶׁכְוִי can refer both to a rooster and to the heart.

As we hear the rooster’s “cock-a-doodle-doo, ” announcing the arrival of a new day, we are reminded that we, too, (like the rooster) have been granted a special ability to distinguish. From a young age, we learn to differentiate between good and evil, safe and dangerous, hot and cold, and right and wrong.

This innate ability is something we often take for granted, but it is essential to our daily functioning. More specifically, our ability to distinguish between day and night and to recognize the passage of time gives our lives structure and meaning. When the days begin to blur together and time loses its significance, life can begin to feel less meaningful and consequential. We thank Hashem for giving us the gift of time - the opportunity to wake up each morning with new goals and ambitions, and to recognize the uniqueness and potential of each new day.

בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה’ אֱלֹקֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁלֹּא עָשַׂנִי גּוֹי

We thank Hashem for having created us as Jews. The Midrash relates that Moshe Rabbeinu was so overcome with emotion at Matan Torah, as he received the Torah and mitzvot, that he cried out with this bracha (Midrash Abachir). When we recite this bracha, we should take a moment to focus on the incredible gift we have been given - the privilege of belonging to Klal Yisrael, of recognizing and serving HaKadosh Baruch Hu, and of having the opportunity to learn His Torah and fulfill His mitzvot.

Try picturing for a moment what our lives would be like without the Torah to guide us. When we truly stop to think about this, we can be overcome with gratitude and happiness that our hearts are, as the Yesod V’Shoresh HaAvodah describes it, “on fire” with appreciation.

בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה’ אֱלֹקֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁלֹּא עָשַׂנִי עָבֶד

We thank Hashem for having created us as free people. Rabbi Ephraim Oshry, who recorded and answered halachic she’eilot during the Holocaust in his sefer ממעמקים, was asked a powerful question: How could Jews continue to recite the bracha שלא עשני עבד when they were literally being enslaved in the most brutal circumstances?

Based on the Avudraham, he explains that the bracha must be recited even by someone who is, in fact, a slave. The bracha is not referring only to physical freedom, but also to spiritual freedom. A person may be physically enslaved, but he can still retain the ability to serve Hashem. And even when that ability is taken away by oppressors, we know that such a situation is only temporary. We are still given bechirah chofshit (free choice), the ability to choose how we respond, how we behave, and how we conduct ourselves.

We saw a powerful expression of this in recent years, when some of the hostages, despite being physically imprisoned and enduring unimaginable circumstances, chose to begin keeping Shabbat and other religious practices. Even when their physical freedom was taken from them, they found ways to exercise their spiritual freedom and strengthen their connection to Hashem.

This is an important reminder for all of us. No matter what difficult circumstances we may face, there is always an inner freedom that cannot be taken away: the freedom to choose our response and the person we want to be.

בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה’ אֱלֹקֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁלֹּא עָשַׂנִי אִשָּׁה

בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה’ אֱלֹקֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁעָשַׂנִי כִּרְצוֹנוֹ

Men thank Hashem for having given them the ability to focus on their Avodat Hashem, to be able to spend hours studying Torah and to be devoted to all of the Mitzvot, without some of the additional responsibilities that were granted to women, and to therefore be fully obligated in all of the Mitzvot. This bracha should be a reminder every day to commit oneself to this special responsibility and privilege.

Women here acknowledge that they were created as Hashem willed. Hashem created man and woman together as one being and then separated them into two distinct beings, with separate roles and identities (Bnei Yissaschar). This was Hashem’s will, and we thank Him for giving us our unique role and responsibilities, including the privilege of balancing building a family with our own Avodat Hashem.

Next week, iyH, we will continue our exploration of Birchot HaShachar.

__________________________________________________

***Shagririm Balev - Everyone Can Make A Match***
***Torah Values or Torah Tests?***

Aleeza Ben Shalom

Yechiel asks:

My candidate is very frum and connected to Torah, and it's important for him to build a relationship based on Torah. Every first date he tries to assess the match according to how they can discuss Torah values and topics, but he ends up giving a "Shmus" and scaring away the girls. It's not easy to find someone as frum as he's looking for, and till I do he runs them through tests... What can I do?

Aleeza answers:

I actually think your candidate has a beautiful goal. He doesn’t just want someone who is frum on paper. He wants a relationship where Torah is alive, where they can talk about values, hashkafa, growth, and build a home together around something meaningful.

The problem isn’t what he wants. It’s how he’s testing for it.

Right now, it sounds like he’s walking into a first date thinking, “Let me see if she can have the kind of Torah conversation I want in a marriage.” So he brings up a topic, starts sharing his thoughts…and before he knows it, she’s sitting through a “shmus” she never signed up for.

He may walk away thinking, “She wasn’t interested in Torah.” She may walk away thinking, “He wasn’t interested in me.”

Those are two very different things.

Here are five things I’d coach him to do differently:

1. Listen before asking to be listened to.

Before you find out whether she can engage with your world, engage with hers. What lights her up? What does she care about? What kind of Torah does she connect to? Which leads us to…

2. Cater the Torah to the person.

If she loves family, talk about something connected to building a Jewish home. If she’s passionate about her career, ask about balancing ambition and values. If she’s deep, maybe she’ll love discussing emunah. Torah is enormous. Find the doorway that interests her.

3. Set the stage, and then stop talking.

You don’t need a ten-minute introduction to make a Torah point. Give her the idea in a minute or two and ask, “What do you think?” “Does that resonate with you?” “How do you see that?” 

4. Check that she’s still with you.

Halfway through, pause. Is she engaged? Asking questions? Adding thoughts? Great. Keep going. Is she smiling politely while you’re delivering part three of a five-part shiur? Change course. A date is not a shiur.

5. Look for compatibility, not identicality.

He doesn’t necessarily need someone who talks about Torah exactly as he does. He needs someone who respects how important Torah is to him and wants it to be central to the home they build. Those are not always the same thing.

Most importantly, remind him: don’t test for marriage before you’ve built communication. First dates are for discovering a person, and developing the connection.

He wants a wife he can talk Torah with. The “with” is just as important as the Torah.

May you help him find a woman who shares his Torah values, appreciates his passion, and turns all those future “shmusim” into beautiful conversations. 

Blessings, 

Aleeza

__________________________________________________


Shabbat Shalom, Gmar Chatima Tova & Chag Sameach!

