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Manna From Heaven

Life is a test. We struggle to make a living, to 
raise our children, to build up our communities. 
Nothing comes easy, and our test is to deal with 
the hardships and frustrations in the best way 
possible.

But what if our livelihood were served up to us 
on a silver platter? How wonderful that would be!
No more worries about how to pay for the 
children’s tuition or the new roof. What if 
everything we needed came to us like manna 
from heaven? Would we consider this a test? 
Hardly. We would consider it a blessing. The 
Torah, however, seems to say otherwise.

No sooner had the Jewish people come forth 
from Egypt that they complained (Shemos 16:3),
“If only we had died by the hand of God in the 
land of Egypt when we were sitting beside the 

fleshpots, when we ate our fill of bread; now you
have brought us out into the desert to let the 
entire congregation starve to death.”

“Behold, I will rain down bread from the heavens
on you,” Hashem replied (ibid. 16:4). “The 
people shall go out to collect their daily portion 
every day, in order to test whether or not they 
will follow My Torah.”

The commentators wonder what kind of test this 
is. What could be better than having everything 
you need delivered to your doorstep every day? 
This is a test? This is a blessing!

Rashi explains that Hashem was referring to the 
laws that govern the manna. One could not store
away any manna for the next day. One had to 
collect a double portion on Friday. And so forth. 
This was the test. Would the Jewish people 
observe the laws of the manna scrupulously?

This test is also mentioned in Parashas Eikev, 
“The One Who feeds you manna in the desert . .
. in order to test you.” Sforno explains that the 
test is to see if the Jews would still follow the 
Torah when they do not have to worry about 
their livelihood.

Yes, there is a great test in “bread raining down 
from heaven.” Affluence without effort is a 
dangerous thing. It comes with a great amount 
of leisure time and freedom of action. What do 
we do with that leisure time and that freedom of 
action? Do we use our leisure time and freedom 
of action to taste the forbidden? This is the great
test of the manna.

We are all aware of the test of poverty. We are 
all aware of the trials and tribulations of being 
poor. However, says Sforno, affluence also 
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comes with great temptations. It puts a 
tremendous responsibility on a person. This is 
the test of the manna, and it is the test for many 
Jews in these affluent times.

The Chovos Halevavos writes in Shaar 
Habitachon, the Gate of Trust, that one of the 
reasons people, unlike birds and animals, must 
make a great effort to earn their livelihood is to 
control the yetzer hara. If we had too much time 
on our hands, we would be unable to resist the 
temptations he puts before us. As it is, we are 
either too busy or too tired most of the time. And
even then it is a struggle to resist temptation.

The Maggid of Mezritch once said that when 
people face troubles, sickness or mortal danger, 
Heaven forbid, they all become religious. They 
all come to shul. They pray fervently. They say 
Tehillim with tears streaming down their cheeks. 
They give charity generously. But when things 
are going well, when they are going wonderfully,
do they give much thought to the Almighty? This
is the test of the manna.

The Mezuzah: The Silent Witness
The mezuzah stands like sentinel at the door; 
we pass it whenever we enter or leave the room.
What are we to think as we look upon the 
mezuzah? What are we to contemplate when we
see the letter shin on the case and are reminded
of the holy scrolls within?

The Rambam, at the end of his presentation of 
the laws of mezuzah, tells us to think about the 
eternal nature of the Almighty. This will inspire 
us to awaken from our slumber and come to the 
realization that nothing in this world is 
permanent other than the Almighty, His Torah.

Why does the mezuzah remind us of these 
concepts?

Perhaps it is because the mezuzah is a silent 
witness to the ebb and flow of history and 
human events. Think about the mezuzah of an 
old shul or some other venerable edifice. It has 
been hanging there for decades if not centuries. 
It has seen infants brought into the shul to be 
circumcised, and it has seen these same people
grown old brought into the shul to be eulogized 
and buried. It has seen generations come and 
go. It has seen empires rise and fall. It has seen 
the birth of ideologies and their demise.

In the last century alone, our hypothetical 
mezuzah would have seen humanism, 
capitalism, materialism, existentialism, each 
embraced as life philosophies and then 
discredited. It would have seen the rise of the 
Soviet Union and Communism and their 
ignominious collapse. It would have seen the 
creation of the Third Reich, the Thousand-Year 
Reich, its perpetration of the Holocaust against 
the Jewish people and its ultimate defeat and 
destruction. It would have seen the birth of Israel
and it growth to maturity.

When the railroads were introduced in the 19th 
century, people thought the new technology was
so perfect that it would never change. The 
railroad companies sold corporate bonds for 
centuries in advance. And where are they all 
today? On the scrap heap, along with their 
rusting trains.

Human beings are always seeking immortality. 
This invention, this idea, this building, this book, 
this one will capture that elusive immortality, this
one will stand the test of time, this is one for the 
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ages, this one will make me immortal. But it 
doesn’t work.

The Torah tells us (Bamidbar 32:42), “And 
Novach went and captured Kenas and its 
suburbs, and he named it (lah) Novach in his 
name.” According to the rules of Hebrew 
grammar, the word lah should end with a mappik
heh, a mark of emphasis, but it doesn’t. It ends 
with a weak heh. The Midrash tells us that the 
weak heh lets us know that the city did not last. 
It was eventually destroyed.

Why does the Torah consider it important to let 
us know this information? It is meant to teach us
the futility of immortalization. Novach wanted to 
immortalize himself by creating something 
permanent — an entire city, no less! — and 
crowning it with his own name. But he failed. 
The city was destroyed, and his name would be 
forgotten if it were not mentioned in the Torah.

Everything constantly changes. Nothing is 
permanent. Only the Almighty and His Torah. 
The mezuzah can bear witness.

The Covenant and the Love

An interesting phrase appears at the end of last 
week’s parsha and at the beginning of this 
week’s, and they are the only places where it 
appears in the Torah. The phrase is ha-brit 
veha-chessed (Deuteronomy 7:9) or in this 

week’s parsha, et ha-brit ve-et ha-chessed 
(Deut. 7:12).

Know therefore that the Lord your 
God is God; He is the faithful God, 
keeping the brit and the chessed to a 
thousand generations of those who 
love Him and keep His 
commandments. (Deut. 7:9)

If you pay attention to these laws and 
are careful to follow them, then the 
Lord your God will keep the brit and 
the chessed with you, as He swore to 
your ancestors. (Deut. 7:12)

The phrase is strange. The relationship between
God and Israel is defined by brit, covenant. That,
essentially, is the content of the Torah. What 
then is added by the word chessed?

The translators have a problem with it. The 
Jewish Publication Society’s translation of the 
opening verse of our parsha is: “And if you do 
obey these rules and observe them carefully, the
Lord your God will maintain faithfully for you the 
covenant that He made on oath with your 
fathers.” This translates chessed as “faithfully” 
and takes it as a qualification of the verb 
“maintain” or “keep”. This is a very stretched 
translation.

A non-Jewish translation, the New International 
Version, translates ha-brit veha-chessed as 
“covenant of love.” This is a very Christian 
translation. The covenant entered into between 
the Is

raelites and God was a covenant of law, not just 
of love.
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Aryeh Kaplan, in The Living Torah, got it right 
when he translated it as “God your Lord will 
keep the covenant and love with which He made
an oath to your fathers.” Not “covenant of love” 
but “covenant and love.” But still: what is the 
covenant, and what is the love that is distinct 
from the covenant?

This might seem a minor matter were it not for 
the fact that this phrase, which is rare in Tanach,
makes an appearance at key moments of 
Jewish history. For example, it figures in King 
Solomon’s great prayer at the consecration of 
the Temple in Jerusalem:

“Lord, the God of Israel, there is no 
God like you in Heaven above or on 
Earth below – You who keep the 
covenant and love with Your servants
who continue wholeheartedly in your 
way.” (1 Kings 8:23)

When, after the Babylonian exile, the nation 
gathered around Ezra and Nehemiah in 
Jerusalem and renewed the covenant, they said:

“Now therefore, our God, the great 
God, mighty and awesome, who 
keeps His covenant and love, do not 
let all this hardship seem trifling in 
Your eyes – the hardship that has 
come on us, on our kings and 
leaders, on our Priests and Prophets, 
on our ancestors and all Your people,
from the days of the kings of Assyria 
until today. (Neh. 9:32)

At these critical moments, when Moses renewed
the covenant on the banks of the Jordan, when 
Solomon dedicated the Temple, and the people 
in Ezra and Nehemiah’s time rededicated 
themselves, they took care to define the 

relationship between God and the people as one
of brit and chessed, covenant and love. It seems
that both are necessary, or they would not have 
used this language on these three defining 
occasions many centuries apart.

What then is the meaning of chessed? 
Significantly, Maimonides dedicates the 
penultimate chapter of The Guide for the 
Perplexed to the analysis of three words: 
chessed, tzedakah and mishpat. On chessed he
says:

In our Commentary on Pirkei Avot 
(5:7) we have explained the 
expression chessed as denoting 
excess. It is especially used of 
extraordinary kindness. Loving-
kindness is practised in two ways: 
first, we show kindness to those who 
have no claim whatever upon us; 
secondly, we are kind to those to 
whom it is due, in a greater measure 
than is due to them … The very act of
creation is an act of God's loving-
kindness: “I have said, ‘The universe 
is built in loving-kindness’” (Ps. 89:3)
…1

The difference between the three terms is that I 
am legally entitled to mishpat. I am morally 
entitled to tzedakah. But to chessed, I am not 
entitled at all. When someone acts toward me in 
chessed, that is an act of pure grace. I have 
done nothing to deserve it.

Maimonides notes, citing the phrase from 
Psalms that “The universe is built in 
lovingkindness,” that creation was an act of pure
chessed. No one ever creates something 
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because it deserves to be created. Creations do 
not exist before they are created.

We can define this in human terms more 
precisely. The book of Ruth is known as the 
work, par excellence, of chessed: “Rabbi Zeira 
said, ‘This book does not have anything in it 
concerned with impurity or purity, forbidden or 
permitted. Why then was it written? To teach us 
the greatness of the reward for acts of 

chessed.”2

There are two key scenes in the book. The first 
occurs when Naomi, bereaved of her husband 
and two sons, decides to return to Israel. She 
says to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back, 
each of you, to your mother’s home. May the 
Lord show you kindness, as you have shown 
kindness to your dead husbands and to me…” 
She was telling them that they had no further 
obligations toward her. They had been married 
to her sons, but now they are widows. Naomi 
has no other sons. Being Moabite women, they 
will be strangers in Israel: they have no reason 
to go there. You owe me nothing, she is saying. 
You have been kind, you have been good 
daughters-in-law, but now we must go our 
separate ways.

The second speech occurs when Ruth has gone
to gather grain in the field of Boaz, who treats 
her with great care and consideration. She asks 
him: “Why have I found such recognition in your 
eyes that you notice me – a foreigner?” The two 
key words here are “recognition” and “foreigner.”
“Recognition” means that you have behaved 
toward me as if you had obligations to me. But “I
am a foreigner.” The word used here is not 
“stranger,” i.e. a resident alien to whom certain 

duties are owed. It means, a complete outsider. 
Ruth is saying to Boaz, you do not owe me 
anything.

That is what makes Ruth the supreme book of 
chessed, that is, of good done to another who 
has no claim whatsoever upon you. What Ruth 
does for Naomi, and what Boaz does for Ruth, 
are not mishpat or tzedakah. They are pure 
chessed.

Now let us return to the question with which we 
began. Why did Moses, and Solomon, and 
Nehemiah define the relationship between the 
Jewish people and God not in terms of a single 
concept, covenant, but added to it a second 
idea, namely chessed, meaning an act of love.

Covenant is essentially reciprocal. Two people 
or entities pledge themselves to one another, 
each committing to a responsibility. This is how 
it was defined by God at Mount Sinai: “Now if 
you obey me fully and keep My covenant, then 
out of all nations you will be My treasured 
possession, for all the earth is Mine” (Exodus 
19:5). If you are My people, I will be your God. If 
you serve me, I will bless you. Every covenant 
has an if-then quality to it. Therefore, every 
covenant is inherently vulnerable. That is what 
Moses emphasised throughout Devarim. Don’t 
take the land or its blessings for granted. If you 
do well, things will go well, but if you do badly, 
great dangers lie in store.

That is covenant. Chessed, in contrast, has no 
if-then quality. It is given out of the goodness of 
the giver, regardless of the worth of the 
recipient. When Moses, Solomon and Nehemiah
referred to chessed in addition to the covenant, 
they were making an implicit request of God of 
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the most fundamental significance. Even if we 
fail to honour the covenant, please God be 
gracious to us, for You are good even when we 
are not, and You do good even when we do not 
deserve it, when we have no claim on You 
whatsoever – ki le-olam chasdo, for His chessed
is eternal.

The verses in our parsha sound conditional: “If 
you pay attention to these laws … then the Lord 
your God will keep the brit and the chessed …” 
This suggests that we will be shown chessed if 
we deserve it, but if not, not. But it isn’t so. At 
the end of the curses in Bechukotai, God says: 
“Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of 
their enemies, I will not reject them or abhor 
them so as to destroy them completely, breaking
my covenant with them: I am the Lord their 
God.”

God will never break the covenant, even if we 
do, because of His chessed. Tanach describes 
the relationship between God and Israel in two 
primary ways: like a husband and wife, and like 
a parent and a child. Between husband and wife
there can be a divorce. Between parent and 
child there cannot be. They may be estranged, 
but the parent is still their parent and the child is 
still their child. Marriage is a covenant; 
parenthood is not. Do not forsake us, we say to 
God, because whatever we have done, You are 
our parent and we are Your children. Chessed is
the kind of love a parent has for a child, whether 
they deserve it or not. Chessed is unconditional 
grace.

I believe that chessed is the highest 
achievement of the moral life. It is what Ruth did 
for Naomi, and Boaz for Ruth, and from that 
kindness came David, Israel’s greatest king. 

Reciprocal altruism – I do this for you, and you 
do this for me – is universal among social 
animals. Chessed is not. In chessed God 
created the universe. In chessed we create 
moments of moral beauty that bring joy and 
hope where there was darkness and despair.

Shabbat Shalom

NOTES

1. The Guide for the Perplexed, III:53. 
2. Ruth Rabbah 2:14. 

Parenting and Control

Devarim, 11:19: “And you will teach 
them to your children to speak about 
them, in your sitting in your homes, 
and in your going on the way, and in 
your lying down and in your getting 
up.”

Twice a day we are commanded to say the 
paragraphs of the Shema. The Torah instructs 
us to teach our children about the mitzvot of the 
Torah so that our children will speak in them, 
and then it adds a few other situations where 
this applies – while we are sitting in our homes, 
while we are travelling, while we are lying down, 

and while we are getting up. The Ksav Sofer1 
points out the seemingly unnecessarily lengthy 
language of the Torah, when the Torah could 

- 6 -



have simply said that we should teach our 
children so that they will talk about the Torah.

He answers that the Torah is coming to tell us 
that it is not enough that our children will learn 
Torah and keep the mitzvot while we are at 
home with them to encourage them to learn, but 
even when we are not home with them, and we 
are out of the house, they should be educated to
the extent that they will learn and keep Torah 
even without being prompted by us. Hence, the 
Torah stresses that our children will learn even 
when we are not with them at home, and when 
they are in circumstances where they will need 
to be proactive in their Divine Service without 
being prompted by their parents or others.

With this idea, the Ksav Sofer is identifying an 
important, but not so well-known, principle in 
parenting (chinuch) in the words of the Torah 
itself. It is relatively easy to be able to influence 
our children to act the way that we want them to,
when we are present, because we are more 
powerful than them, and at least at a young age,
they hopefully, generally realize that they need 
to listen to us. However, when we are not 
present, and of course when they grow up and 
they are not in our vicinity, we need to be 
assured that they continue to follow the Torah 
way. He adds that this is the meaning of the 
verse in Proverbs, "Educate the youth according
to his way, so also when he gets older, he will 

not turn away from it”2.

The obvious question is how to do this? The 
Ksav Sofer briefly addresses this – he writes 
that the way to ensure that the children continue 
in Torah throughout their lives, is to instill in 
them Emunah and the awareness that the 

purpose of life is Divine Service and keeping the
mitzvot. If they internalize that, then they are 
assured to follow the correct path when they 
grow up.

The renowned chinuch expert, Rabbi Yechiel 

Yaakovson3 expresses this idea by dividing our 
role in bringing up our children into two main 
parts, which he calls chinuch and ‘haphaala’, 
which is translated into English as control. 
Firstly, he notes that the word ‘chinuch’ is 
commonly used as a general term for anything 
related to childrearing, but he explains that the 
most accurate definition of the word ‘chinuch’ is 
initiation, as is demonstrated by the context 
where the word chinuch is used, such as 
‘Chanukat habayit’ where one initiates the use of
the house in a way that he hopes to continue. 
So too, chinuch is about instilling the values and 
approach that will provide a sound foundation for
the child so that when he grows up, he will want 
to continue in his Divine Service. In contrast, the
role of ‘control’ is to get the child to do what the 
parent wants him to do now, which may involve 
asserting one’s authority to cause him to this. 
Control is also a necessary part of bringing up of
our children, because it causes them to develop 
good habits, in terms of Mitzva observance, and 

to develop positive character traits4. However, if 
one uses control without chinuch, then there is a
serious risk that although the immediate goal of 
getting the child to act in a certain way may be 
fulfilled, in the future, the child may turn away 
from such behavior because he only ever did it 
out of habit and necessity. This is expressed by 
the Vilna Gaon in his commentary of the 
aforementioned verse in Proverbs: “…train him 
to do mitzvot, so that when he grows old, he will 
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not depart from them, but if you force him 
against his nature, he will obey you now since 
he fears you, but afterwards – once he is free of 

your control – he will depart from it5.”

This idea is dramatically expressed in the 

following story described by Rabbi Yaakovson6: 
He was discussing an instance involving a boy 
who had rejected religion. When the father was 
told that the boy did not even pray, the father 
expressed his astonishment: “I put so much into 
my son’s praying…I was always careful that he 
should come with me to minyan and sit next to 
me. During the prayers I didn’t even allow myself
the luxury of concentrating on my own prayers, 
for I kept my eye constantly on my son. I made 
sure that he was following the place in his siddur
and if he would start day-dreaming I would 
immediately step in to make sure that he would 
get right back to praying.”

When the boy was asked about his rejection of 
prayer he answered: “There’s nothing that I hate
so much as praying. I’ve waited years for the 
day when I would be old enough to be able to 
stop praying. Just walking into the shul building 
gives me a bad feeling. I think it’s because my 
father was so hard on me about praying that it 
became such an unbearable burden…”

This father was able to force his child to pray at 
a young age, but instead of giving the child a 
positive attitude towards prayer, all he managed 
to do was to create such a resentment in the boy
that when he was old enough, he immediately 
broke away from his father’s coercion. Had he 
focused less on coercing his son to pray, and 
more focused on making it a positive experience
for him.

It is also important to note that the concept of 
control does not only refer to coercing through 
negative means such as punishments or threats.
It also includes giving positive incentives such 
as prizes, to get the child to do what the parent 
wants. With regard to mitzvot, this can perhaps 
be a fulfillment of the idea of loh lishma boh 
lishma – that a child should start doing mitzvot 
for the wrong reason so that he will ultimately do
them for pure reasons. However, Rav Chaim of 

Volozhin7 points out that this dictum only applies
if the person’s ultimate goal is to reach the point 
at which he does the mitzvot for pure motives, 
for without this purpose, he will continue to do 
Mitzvos in order to attain ‘prizes’. Thus, giving 
prizes to encourage positive behavior can also 
be done in a detrimental way if it is not 
accompanied by chinuch aimed at teaching the 
correct values so that the child will ultimately 
want to do mitzvot for the right reason.

The following story, also from Rav Yaakovson, 

demonstrates this point8. A Rebbe and his wife 
ran separate groups for children that would say 
Psalms together (Tehillim). The Rebbe once 
asked each boy in his class what they would say
if they were trying to persuade a friend to join 
the group. Of the twenty-one boys in the class, 
only one boy named the Mitzva as the first 
reason. Most of the others didn’t mention it at all,
and the few that did, put it at the end of the list, 
after the ‘main’ reason. For most of the students,
the main reasons were: “We get cards and 
treats” and, “Nothing interesting is going on 
then, anyway”.

The Rebbe’s wife conducted the same survey 
with her students. She got shockingly different 
results. Almost all of the girls said that the main 
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reason they came was that “saying Tehillim 
makes us better”. In addition, they spoke of the 
great Mitzva, and how it helps all kinds of people
with all kinds of problems. Five girls out of 
eighteen made no mention of the prize at all. 
The Rebbe was shocked at the contrast, but 
after investigation, it became apparent that the 
difference lay in the divergent approaches of the
leaders of the two groups. The leader of the 
boy’s group would make a very big deal about 
the prize. He would go on about how worthwhile 
it made it for the boys to come and how 
otherwise there’s nothing to do on Shabbos 
afternoon. He would distribute the prizes with a 
lot of pomp and ceremony. In contrast, the 
leader of the girl’s group had a totally different 
approach. Every week, she would talk to the 
girls about how great and special they were for 
saying Tehillim, and how happy it makes God. 
She would tell stories about girls whose families 
were helped because of the Tehillim they said. 
As the girls prepared to leave, she would tell 
them, “I want all of you to go home with your 
heads held high. You should each feel that you 
are a little bit better than when you came in. The
Tehillim you just said does so much for you, for 
your family, for the Jewish people, and it makes 
God so proud. Aren’t we lucky!” She would then 
hand them the bag of treats, adding that this is 
to make sure the yetser hara wouldn’t stop them
from coming!

That is the difference between control with 
chinuch and control without chinuch. The leader 
of the boys’ group focused so much on getting 
them to say Tehillim because of the prizes, that 
the boys got the message that the point of 
saying Tehillim is to get prizes. Whereas, the 

leader of the girl’s group educated them about 
the true reasons for doing the Mitzva, and 
deemphasized the ‘loh lishma’ reward of the 
prizes. The obvious outcome of this was that 
when these boys would grow up, they would be 
more likely to only be motivated to do mitzvot if 
the prizes were worth it – thus, the Mitzva was at
risk of becoming the ‘means’ to the ‘end’ of the 
prizes instead of the other way round. This is an 
example of the pitfall that the Vilna Gaon pointed
out, and it can even be manifest through 
‘positive’ consequences like prizes, as well as 
‘negative’ consequences such as punishments 
and threats. The girls were being inculcated with
an attitude that would encourage them to do 
mitzvot because of their intrinsic value, even 
without being prompted by others.

May we all merit to attain the level of chinuch 
that the Torah espouses.

NOTES

1. Ksav Sofer Al Hatorah, Devarim, 11:19, 
Dh: velimadtem. 

2. Mishlei, 22:6. 
3. The ideas discussed here are found in his

excellent book, ‘Al techatu b’yeled’ 
translated into English, as ‘Spare the 
Child’. Needless to say, only a very small 
part of the book is touched upon here, 
and for a full understanding of his 
approach, it is necessary to read the 
whole book. 

4. Rav Yaakovson also speaks at length 
about the idea that control must precede 
chinuch, and if it does not, the 
consequences can be very negative. For 
the full discussion, see Chapter 6. 

5. Gra al Mishlei, 22:6. 
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6. Cited in Chinuch in Turbulent Times, 
Rabbi Dov Brezak, p.42. 

7. Ruach Chaim, Avos, 1:13. 
8. Ibid.pp.148-149. The story has been 

shortened for space purposes. 

The Laws of Reason

It will be that if you hearken to my 
commandments that I command you 
today, to love the Lord your God and 
to serve Him with all your heart and 
all your soul, then I shall provide rain 
for your land in its proper time ... 
Beware for yourselves, lest your heart
be seduced and you turn astray and 
serve the gods of others and 
prostrate yourselves to them. Then 
the wrath of God will blaze against 
you. He will restrain the heavens so 
there will be no rain ... (Deut. 11:13-
21)

This paragraph is the second paragraph of the 
Shema that we are commanded to recite twice 
daily. The first paragraph is known as accepting 
the "yoke of the kingdom of heaven," and this 
paragraph is known as accepting the "yoke of 
the commandments." (Talmud, Brochot, 14b)

In saying it we accept upon ourselves the belief 
that the success of our worldly affairs will 
depend on the level of our dedication to Divine 
service. Diligence, hard work and good 

husbandry will not bring about worldly success 
in the absence of dedication to serving God. On 
the other hand, total dedication to God will 
assure prosperity. The converse is also true. No 
matter how hard we work or how wisely we plan,
if we turn away from God and allow ourselves to 
be seduced by other ideologies, we insure for 
ourselves the failure of our efforts and bring 
financial rule and exile upon ourselves.

Thus all our efforts involving our material welfare
are regarded as hishtadlut, meaning "striving" or
"effort." It was Adam's curse that he should 
procure his food by the sweat of his brow; we 
were also included in that curse, and therefore 
we must toil. But our toil is not the factor that 
produces results; any positive benefit that 
results is Divinely ordained and has no cause 
and effect relationship with the effort invested. 
This is the yoke of the commandments 
contained in the second paragraph of the 
Shema.

PUZZLING COMMANDMENT

At first glance this yoke seems to be empty of all
content. It does not absolve the observant from 
the requirements of good husbandry. As we 
know, the rule in Judaism is that we do not wait 
for miracles. Thus the Jewish farmer referred to 
in the paragraph has to plow and weed and 
prune and harvest just like any other farmer. 
What is more, if he does not, he will not have a 
good crop no matter on what level his state of 
observance might be, as there are no miracles. 
He must make a proper hishtadlut.

Nor does this paragraph impose the obligation of
observing the commandments faithfully. We 
already assumed that on Mount Sinai; indeed 
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that is really the subject of the first paragraph of 
the Shema, the acceptance of the yoke of the 
kingdom of heaven. As presumably all 
obligations have consequences, even without 
this new yoke of the commandments, there 
would be reward and punishment -- reward for 
good deeds, which could just as well come in 
the form of good crops, and punishment for 
transgressions, which could just as well appear 
in the lack of rainfall.

As all obligations have 
consequences, reward and 
punishment is assumed for all 
commandments.

Exactly what is this yoke of the commandments?

To appreciate the revolutionary view of the world
it establishes, let us look at the commandment 
to fear God, one of the six commandments that 
are obligatory at all times and which is 
incidentally a dominant theme of this week's 
Torah portion.

Now, O Israel, what does the Lord 
your God ask of you? Only to fear the
Lord your God, to go in all His ways 
and to love Him ...(Deut. 10:12)

The early commentators asked a famous 
question that goes something like this: How can 
there be a commandment to fear God? To 
address such a commandment to a person who 
believes in God is unnecessary. To believe in 
God is automatically to fear Him. On the other 
hand, to address such a commandment to one 
who does not believe in God is futile. He does 
not accept the fact of God's existence at all, and 
thus can hardly be instructed to fear Him.

The answer: It is one thing to believe in God but 
quite another to live with the belief in God.

PROPER INTERPRETATION

Let us illustrate the difference with the help of a 
simple illustration.

A devout believer's son contracts a serious 
disease. He immediately begins to pray and do 
acts of charity for he is a devout believer and he 
knows with certainty that he needs God's help to
get his son better. However, as we are not 
allowed to wait for miracles and have an 
obligation to make a hishtadlut, he begins to 
look in to doctors. His research leads him to the 
conclusion that the best doctor to consult for this
particular type of problem is Dr. X, who works at 
Hadassah Hospital. There is another man Dr. Y, 
who works at Cedars Hospital who is also a 
good man, but he doesn't have the same degree
of experience or the magic touch that Dr. X 
seems to have.

He calls Dr. X's office to make an appointment, 
only to discover that he is booked solid for the 
next two months. Dr. Y is available. That night 
he meets a friend in the synagogue who tells 
him that if you slip a couple of hundred dollars to
Dr. X's nurse, he will put you at the top of the list
and you can probably get an appointment with 
him the very next day. Our devout believer, 
knowing that we are not supposed to wait for 
miracles decides that God would want him to 
spend the extra money. He duly pays the nurse 
and takes his son to Dr. X. He is the best doctor 
and seeing him is the best hishtadlut.

This devout believer is not living with his belief in
God. He is transgressing against his 
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commandment to fear God and he is profaning 
God's name. He should have gone to Dr. Y.

Let us analyze the situation once again. A 
believer knows that it is not the doctor who 
heals, it is God. He goes to the doctor only 
because one is not allowed to wait for miracles; 
God wants him to make a hishtadlut. But does it 
make sense to think that God wants him to push
some other Jew out of the way who is waiting to 
see Dr. X in order to make his hishtadlut?

A believer knows that it is not the 
doctor who heals, it is God.

First of all why should his blood be more 
precious than any other Jew's, but more 
importantly, since the entire exercise is only a 
hishtadlut done to avoid relying on obvious 
miracles, it doesn't make any real difference 
anyway which doctor he goes to anyway. You 
only have to go to the best one because that 
would be the course suggested by good 
husbandry and, therefore, constitutes the best 
hishtadlut, but you do not have to push other 
people out of the way.

What is more, he is profaning God's Holy Name.
The doctor's staff say to themselves, look at how
unethically this observant Jew behaves. Is this 
the type of behavior he learned by studying his 
sacred Torah? But how could a devout believer 
fall into such trap? How could he end up doing 
exactly the opposite of what belief in God 
demands?

The answer to this question is the content of the 
yoke of the commandments. The burden of this 
yoke is to always assume that as the world was 

created by God and is managed by Him, it must 
always make sense.

SACRIFICING SHABBAT

Assume you are an immigrant Jew who arrives 
in America as over two million of them did 
between 1800 and the 1930's. You are a 
Shabbat observer and it is anathema to you to 
work on the Shabbat. But everyone tells you that
unless you work on Shabbat your family will 
starve. You don't jump to accept this statement. 
You find a job and simply don't show up on 
Shabbat. The boss comes over to you on 
Monday and asks you where you were. Being 
accustomed to tell the truth, you tell him that you
are an observant Jew and your religion forbids 
you to work on the Shabbat. He tells you that he 
has enormous respect for you for being so 
strong in your beliefs, but he isn't in business for 
charity and he will have to let you go.

After this happens to you a couple of times, you 
tell God, "Look, I tried to keep Shabbat, but You 
Yourself wrote in Your Torah, that human life 
takes precedence over Shabbat observance." 
You surrender and go to work on Shabbat. Why 
is this wrong?

God told you to keep Shabbat. It does
not make sense that He wants you to 
violate one of His own 
commandments?

The answer is that going to work is only 
hishtadlut, livelihood comes from God, not work. 
God created the world and runs it and told you 
to keep Shabbat. Does it make sense to think 
that He wants you to make a hishtadlut that 
violates one of His own commandments?
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This is how many Jewish immigrants lost their 
religion. Had they been correct, if working on 
Shabbat would have been permitted because it 
preserved life, they would not have lost their 
faith. You do not lose your faith by doing God's 
will, even if it demands you to temporarily 
abandon the commandments. Their downfall 
was their lack of acceptance of the yoke of the 
commandments.

But let us look at a more prosaic situation. Look 
at the observant Jewish entrepreneur who is 
working at his business 12 to 14 hours a day. He
has no time to attend the synagogue regularly 
on weekdays, he has no time for structured 
Torah learning, he is never free to spend quality 
time with his children. Why is he doing all this? 
Because he must provide for his family. If he 
spent any less time on his business, he knows 
that it would fail. Is he correct?

Not according to the Shema and the yoke of the 
commandments. If he would really have to do all
this to make a living, that means God sent him 
to the world He manages, told him to pray, to 
learn, to educate his children, told him that these
are the only meaningful activities in his life, and 
yet put him into a type of life where he cannot do
any of this because he has no time. Does such a
world make sense? Of course not. If so, can 
working 12 hours a day be a proper hishtadlut 
for an observant Jew? If he accepts the yoke of 
the commandments he will leave such a life fully
knowing that it could not possibly hurt his level 
of income. The income comes from God, all he 
is doing is hishtadlut, and he is obviously doing 
the wrong hishtadlut.

DEEPER IMPLICATIONS

But bearing the yoke of the commandments has 
even deeper implications. Every Jew has the 
benefit of hashgacha pratit, or Divine 
Providence. As Nachmanides states (Exodus 
13:16):

The object of the mighty, well 
publicized miracles of the Exodus is 
that they induce one to acknowledge 
the hidden miracles are the 
foundation of Torah, because no one 
has a portion in the Torah of Moses 
our teacher unless he accepts that 
whatever he has and whatever 
happens to him is miraculous and 
bears no relation to any natural 
cause, whether it is a matter that 
affects the public, or whether it is in 
the province of the individual Jew.

But hashgacha Pratit is only a possible policy 
toward someone who accepts the yoke of the 
commandments. Let us imagine that a Jew 
invests money that he has earned carrying out 
the Torah's commandments to the best of his 
abilities in the stock market. Let us further 
assume that it was a sound investment fully in 
line with the demands of good husbandry. The 
stock falls and he loses the money. If he does 
not accept the yoke of the commandments he 
will say to himself, "Well, things like that happen.
Sometimes the market falls. Maybe I should 
change my broker." But if he accepts the yoke of
the commandments, he will ask himself, "Why is 
God sending me this message? What is he 
trying to tell me? Maybe I am putting too much 
time into thinking about stocks?"

Now let's look at the situation from God's point 
of view. God wants to send a person a message
in order to fine tune the person's life. God cannot
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send a message to a person who does not 
accept the yoke of the commandments. When 
the market falls he thinks the economy is bad. 
When he gets sick, he thinks it is because he is 
overweight and not getting enough exercise. 
When he loses his job, he thinks his boss did 
him in. There is no communicating with such a 
person. And if that is the way he is bound to 
read anything that happens, there is no reason 
for natural law not to apply to him. That is what 
he thinks is happening to him anyway, so it may 
as well just be allowed to happen as he sees it.

THE YOKE OF AN OBSERVANT JEW

But for someone who accepts the yoke of the 
commandments, the situation is entirely 
different. Every Jew is commanded to give 10% 
of his income to charity. Someone asked Rabbi 
Chaim of Voloz'hin if he can deduct from this 
sum the money he spent to support the grown 
up members of his household towards whom he 
bears no legal obligation of support. Rabbi 
Chaim answered him that he had the same 
question after his teacher, the Gaon of Vilna, 
passed away. As he did not know who to go to 
for a ruling he decided for himself that such 
moneys were deductible.

Immediately thereafter Rabbi Chaim 
noticed that all his business ventures 
started to fail.

Immediately thereafter he noticed that all his 
business ventures started to fail. So he sat down
and figured out how much money he owed 
charity on the assumption that he was incorrect 
and should not have deducted the money, and 
he began to pay that money back to charity. His 
business immediately began to recover and was

fully recovered when he finished paying the 
money back.

The same goes for prayer. People pray to God 
and complain that their prayers are not 
answered. But that is impossible. God hears and
responds to every prayer. If the situation 
nevertheless doesn't change that is a response. 
God answered in the negative. The next step is 
for the person to interpret this message. He 
should say to himself, "if I was God who wanted 
to do only good and desired nothing more than 
to be able to grant every request why would I 
refuse this one?" Anyone who adopts this 
approach will be fascinated to see how it totally 
transforms his entire existence.

It is not a coincidence that the rabbis derive the 
obligation to pray from this paragraph of the 
Shema which contains the yoke of the 
commandments.

It will be that if you hearken to My 
commandments that I command you 
today, to love the Lord your God, and 
to serve Him with all your heart and 
all your soul. What is the service of 
the heart? Prayer! (Mechilta 23,25)
(Maimonedes, Laws of Prayer, 1,1)

The universe was designed by God as a 
sensitive communications device that can 
transmit messages between man and God 
instantaneously. Man prays, God responds, man
responds to God's response, God responds to 
man's response to His response, and so on. But 
like any other device, it only works if you plug it 
in and turn it on. Accepting the yoke of the 
commandments is the switch.
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