A tale is related that, over the years, has
achieved legendary status concerning Rav Yosef Chaim
and his personal penchant for clean clothes. One night he
dreamt of three numbers which were the winning
numbers for the lottery. He could have purchased a lottery
ticket the very next day, but a ticket cost seven kroitzer
and that was all he possessed. He was not about to give up
the certain opportunity of having clean clothes for the bais
hamedrash on the outside chance that he might win the
lottery. He felt that there was no substance to dreams.
Thus, he had his clothes washed instead. By the way, those
three numbers were the winning numbers! It never
bothered him. Everyone has his values in life. For Rav
Yosef Chaim, entering the bais hamedrash improperly
attired was a denigration of the sanctuary and an insult to
Hashem.
The kedushas bais ha’knesses, sanctity of the
synagogue, should weigh heavily on everyone. Proper
decorum must be observed at all times. The laws of tznius,
modesty, must be upheld, and those who hold forth to
address the congregation must represent Torah dictate
and speak only on such topics that are shul-appropriate. It,
therefore, goes without saying that when the Torah is
removed from the Ark and placed upon the bimah, lectern,
to be read, proper respect mandates that mundane
conversation is prohibited.
In a perfect world, that is the way things should
be. Regrettably, our world is far from perfect. The Chief
Rabbi of Panama, Horav Bentzion Levi, zl, was a Rav who
demanded that his congregation strongly adhere to shul
decorum. Talking during davening and krias haTorah was
prohibited. This is especially true in Sephardic kehillos,
congregations, whose constituents comprised the vast
majority of Rav Levi’s members. The yetzer hora, evil
inclination, goes out of its way to prevent proper tefillah.
To destroy the decorum in the shul is a great achievement.
The yetzer hora targeted this shul and succeeded in
motivating the congregants to ignore the rules and speak
during davening and krias haTorah. One Shabbos, when
Rav Levi saw that, regardless of his admonishment and
pleading, the congregation continued to disturb the krias
haTorah with their incessant speaking, he rose to the
lectern and announced, “We are stopping the reading of
the Torah at this point (shlishi). The continued talking
during the reading of the Torah is disrespectful both to the
shul and to the Torah. We may not continue with reading
under such circumstances.”
The congregation was in turmoil. This had never
happened. To wrap up the Sefer Torah and return it to the
Ark prematurely was unheard of. Rav Levi addressed those
who were in a state of shock in their reaction to the Rav’s
definitive action: “We will conclude the reading of the
Torah during the Minchah service.” The fact that some
members might not return was not his concern. He was
making a statement. He would not subject the Sefer Torah
to humiliation by a group of men who were disrespectful

of it. The Rav had made his point. People would now think
twice before they would act disrespectfully in the
sanctuary.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – השיבה שופטינו כבראשונהHashivah
shofteinu k’varishonah. Restore our Judges as
before.
In this blessing, we pray for the return of our
Sanhedrin, the Supreme Court of Yisrael, comprised of
seventy general members and headed by a Nasi, who was
the Av Bais Din. As long as the Sanhedrin was in power,
Hashem’s glory hovered over Klal Yisrael. In light of this,
the Rambam says that Moshiach Tziddkeinu will arrive
only after the Sanhedrin has been reinstated. The
Shechinah is present only when the Sanhedrin administers
the law. It was through the medium of the Sanhedrin that
Hashem bestowed goodness upon Klal Yisrael. When they
were in power, the laws of the Torah were defined
conclusively, for the judges were Divinely inspired, and no
difference of opinion regarding any Torah edict crept in.
During the time of the Second Bais Hamikdash and for a
short time afterward, all the disciples of the judges were
worthy of Divine Inspiration. Indeed, such sages as Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zachai and his colleagues attained
wondrous spiritual heights (Yearos Dvash).
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Parashas Shemini

תשע"ח

ויאמר אל אהרן קח לך עגל בן בקר לחטאת
He said to Aharon: “Take for yourself a yearling calf as a
sin-offering.” (9:2)
Various levels of atonement coincide with
different transgressions. “One size fits all” does not fit all
in reference to penance, because sins occur on various
levels. Two people might commit the same act of
infraction; yet, their modes of atonement are different.
Although, on the surface, their sins may appear similar,
Hashem gazes into the hearts and minds of the sinners and
distinguishes between them.
Aharon was commanded to bring a calf as a
Korban Chatas, sin-offering, to let him know that, with this
calf, Hashem would grant him atonement for his actions in
creating the Golden Calf (Rashi). Klal Yisrael also brought
a calf as a korban to atone for its role in building the
Golden Calf. This calf, however, was not a sin-offering, but
rather, a Korban Olah/burnt/elevation offering. Why was
there a distinction between the two offerings? Klal Yisrael
brought an olah, while Aharon’s calf served as a chatas.
Horav Yisrael Belsky, zl, observes that a Korban
Chatas atones for a maaseh aveirah, sinful act,
commission of the sin. One who has erroneously
committed an aveirah which, if carried out with
aforethought would be punishable by kareis, Heavenly
excision, brings a chatas. On the other hand, the Korban
Olah is brought for improper thoughts, or plans one has
for committing a sin, but does not actually execute. In
other words, the olah atones for sins of the mind, while
the chatas atones for sins of commission.
Aharon HaKohen’s sin was different than the one
committed by the people. Klal Yisrael’s part in the chet
ha’eigel, Golden Calf, was primarily a sin which involved
sinful thinking. They were concerned that Moshe had not
returned. They felt a replacement was in order, but they
worried that the replacement could not do everything that
Moshe Rabbeinu did. This is where the people were
divided. Those who felt that the idol had powers were idol
worshippers and, consequently, they died at the hands of
the sword wielded by the Leviim. The rest of the people
did not worship the idols; thus, they were only guilty of
sinful thoughts. Their proper atonement was a Korban
Olah which atones for sins of the mind.
Aharon, on the other hand, never harbored any
thoughts concerning the validity of the idol’s godliness. It
was a molten image which he had fashioned in order to
satisfy the clamoring of those who sought an idol to

פרשת שמיני

replace Moshe. Aharon knew that it was impossible to
replace Moshe. This idol was a spoof. Nonetheless, he made
it and, as a result, he required atonement. Veritably, it
resolved the immediate crisis, but it destroyed the spiritual
standing of Klal Yisrael. An inappropriate action which did
not reflect sinful thought still required atonement. Thus,
Aharon brought a chatas for his participation in creating the
eigel.

וידם אהרן
And Aharon was silent. (10:3)
Aharon HaKohen received schar, reward, for his
silence and acceptance of Hashem’s decree. As a result of his
silence, Hashem rewarded him with a “private” detailing of
the mitzvah/prohibition against Kohanim entering the
Sanctuary after having imbibed an intoxicating beverage.
We are taught that every punishment and reward coincides
middah k’neged middah, measure for measure, with the sin
or mitzvah that catalyzed it. What is the middah k’neged
middah whereby Aharon’s silence led to a private hearing of
the mitzvah? The Bais Aharon quotes Chazal (Berachos 60a),
“One must bless on bad (sad) tidings, as he does on good
(happy) tidings.” One must accept sad tidings with joy. The
mere fact that Aharon HaKohen was silent means that he
accepted the judgment. It does not, on the surface, indicate
that he felt good about it. It is quite possible that silence is
the result of overwhelming sadness and depression. Chazal,
however, state that the Shechinah, Divine Presence, does
not rest upon a sad person. It only rests upon a person who
is filled with joy that accompanies mitzvah performance.
Thus, since Hashem convened a “meeting” with Aharon, he
must have been filled with joy. Otherwise, he would not
have merited Hashem’s Presence. Thus, the middah
k’negged middah was the meeting, which was the
consequence of the simchah, joy, expressed by Aharon in
accepting Hashem’s decree.
In contrast to Aharon are those who,
unfortunately, react negatively to any mishap or
circumstance which alters their comfort zone. I am not
talking chas v’shalom, Heaven forbid, about tragedy; I am
referring to any situation that creates a change in people’s
status quo, such that they descend into serious depression
and melancholy in a manner inappropriate to the challenge
that confronts them.
The following incident took place about one
hundred and fifty years ago. While the actual story is wellknown, it is the exposition that is attendant to it that

redefines the incident, altering our perspective of it. In the
refinement, he could fall into the abyss of murder, as
city of Vilna lived a poor shoemaker by the name of Zelig.
evinced by what had occurred in Vilna. This is the part of
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who had insulted a fellow Jew, hurting him so
One day, Zelig inherited a small fortune from a
devastatingly that he died as a result of the insult. Such a
distant uncle. Overnight, Zelig was able to live
person is unique in his evil. He is not a standard wicked
comfortably. While he did not splurge, he moved to a
person. His actions are so vile and reprehensible that it is
larger home and he now had money for all of those things
almost impossible to believe that another person would
that his family had dreamed of, but were well aware were
be so despicable that, due to his actions there was a
out of reach due to their financial constraints. Zelig was a
necessity to establish a bais ha’mussar. A deeper reason
tremendous baal tzedakah, sharing his newly-begotten
must have prompted Rav Yisrael to act so decisively.
wealth with those less fortunate than he was. Within a
He therefore suggested that the basis for the bais
short time, he no longer sat in the back of the shul. As a
ha’mussar was not the abuser, but rather, Zelig, the man
person of means, he was invited to sit oiben un, up front.
who died as a result of the abuse. How does a person die
His opinions mattered, and, before long, he was appointed
as a result of being humiliated? Why was he so bothered
as
Rosh
Ha’kahal,
president
of
the
by the embarrassment that he sustained? He was a
congregation/community.
wealthy and successful member of the community. His son
Zelig’s son was an excellent Torah scholar, and
had just married the daughter of the Rav. His life was filled
now, due to his material abundance, he was no longer
with roses. Why did he care what people may think? Why
restricted in the area of shidduchim, marriage partners.
faint because an evil person acted outrageously? Why was
The Rav of the community was honored to take Zelig’s son
he so bothered? Why was his self-image so fragile that the
as a husband for his daughter. To be chosen by the Rav of
slightest insult could catalyze his death?
the community as his son-in-law was no simple distinction.
How many people go through life suffering from
It was a great honor, both for Zelig’s son and for Zelig. With
one form of trouble or another? For some, it is the
great anticipation, both families awaited that auspicious
challenge of poverty; others suffer because of their
day when their families would unite in the marriage of
children; yet others feel excluded from the community
their children.
due to their lack of scholarship. Nonetheless, they live life
The day arrived, and the entire community
to its fullest, swallow their pride, experience their pain
showed up for the wedding. It was a beautiful and
quietly, without fanfare, without calling attention to
impressive affair. Zelig did not hold back in spreading his
themselves. They might not walk around with their heads
joy among the guests. It was a very emotional moment
held high as if they have no cares in the world, but they
when, following the chuppah, the guests lined up to pay
certainly do not walk around morose and sullen. If a
their respects to the parents of the chosson and kallah.
person can become so affected by an insult; if a person is
There always has to be that one person who, due to his
unable to see the positive in life – then there is serious
negative character traits, begrudges another Jew his good
need for a bais ha’mussar. Overreacting is a sign of a lack
fortune. This instance was no different, as a member of
of faith.
the community who remembered when, not so long ago,
he would bring his torn shoes to Zelig to have them
וידם אהרן
repaired. It just bothered him to no end that Zelig was now
And
Aharon
was
silent. (10:3)
the recipient of such good fortune and that he was on the
receiving end of the line of well-wishers. This spiteful,
sullen person walked up to Zelig, and, in front of everyone,
With two words, “And Aharon was silent,” the
held up a torn shoe and asked, “Tell me, Zelig, is it worth
Torah presents its standard for confronting tragedy, for
fixing this shoe, and how much will the repair cost me?”
dealing with grief. While this spiritual plateau is reserved
Everyone stood there in great shock. No one said
for the “Aharon Hakohens” of our People, it is vital that we
a word. Suddenly, Zelig turned white and passed out.
understand the profundity of his reaction, to achieve an
Doctors were called and emergency resuscitation was
understanding of his response to this tragedy. In this way,
administered, but alas, it was too late. In a few moments
we are able to develop a deeper appreciation of his
time, the wonderful simchah, joyous occasion, was
greatness and we have a model of the sublime level of
transformed into a room filled with grief and mourning.
spirituality to which we should aspire.
The father of the chosson, who just minutes earlier had
When a person is, lo aleinu (not on us),
been reveling in extreme joy, now lay dead – the victim of
confronted with tragedy, he, by nature, seeks an avenue
an ignominious, unpardonable act carried out by a very
to hearten himself, such as: “It was decreed from Heaven;
sick man, whose envy had gotten the better of him.
it is an atonement for our sins; gam zu l’tovah; this is also
Word of this despicable act of murderous
for the good.” All of these are phrases that comfort, that
aggression reached the ears of Horav Yisrael Salanter, zl,
console, that seek to decrease the pain, to help us make
who was shaken by it. He did not settle down until he had
sense of the loss, to give us the tools for coping with our
established his Bais HaMussar, bais hamedrash for the
grief. Horav Sholom Schwadron, zl, comments that Aharon
study of character traits and ethical refinement. He felt
HaKohen teaches us a lesson in how one accepts Hashem’s
that, unless one studies and focuses on ethical character
klep, slap, pain: with a bent head; complete silence; total

abdication; no movement; no rationalization; complete
acceptance. Va’yidom Aharon; Aharon exhibited silence,
no movement, no attempt to raise his head and seek
comfort.
Every rationalization, however true and
“kosher,” lifts ones spirits, lends him succor to continue,
to accept, to affirm. That does not, however, indicate
acceptance of grief. It is lessening of grief. If Hashem gives
us grief, it is for a purpose. To in any way diminish that
grief with rationalization is to defeat its purpose. To
explain this further, Rav Schwadron relates a profound
reaction to grief expressed by the holy Shiniver Rav, Horav
Yechezkel Halberstam, zl (son of the Divrei Chaim, the holy
Sanzer Rav, zl). He once heard a devastating piece of news.
He immediately became silent, bent his head in deep
thought, as burning, hot tears rolled down his face. He said
nothing for a few moments, almost as if he were mulling
over and experiencing the pain, the grief that resulted
from the news that he had just heard. After a few
moments of quiet, the Shiniver raised his head and said,
“Gam zu l’tovah; This, too, is for the good.” Realizing that
these people were watching his reaction, which was
inexplicable to the unknowing spectator, the Rav said,
“The halachah is clear that bala marror lo yatza, ‘If one
swallows the bitter herbs (in one gulp, without chewing it
through) he does not fulfill the mitzvah of eating marror.’
The reason for this is so that the individual experiences the
bitterness. He must feel it in his mouth as it burns the inner
linings of the skin. He must feel the pain. Otherwise, how
can he empathize with the suffering of the Jews in Egypt?
“When Hashem sends us troubles and pain, it is
for a purpose. He wants us to absorb the pain, allow it to
sink in as we chew every morsel of the bitterness. Only
afterwards, after he has felt the pain, can he declare: Gam
zu l’tovah.” This is what Aharon HaKohen taught us when
he remained silent following his sons’ untimely deaths. He
was comforted with the words of Torah which Hashem
conveyed to him.
There is a time for expressing grief and a time for
expressing joy. When Aharon’s two sons died tragically, it
was during the moment of heightened joy for Klal Yisrael,
for the Kohanim and Leviim, and for the Priestly family.
Tragedy is never welcome, but, during the nation’s
ultimate moment of joy, at a time when the Mishkan was
inaugurated, it was certainly not favorably received. The
nation was overwhelmed with shock and grief. What does
one do during such a mind-numbing moment? He follows
halachah. We must attend to the immediate needs of the
deceased. Moshe Rabbeinu called Mishael and Eltzafan
and had them remove the bodies from the Sanctuary. It
certainly was not an easy task, but Torah reigns over
everything, even emotion. Once the immediate needs
have been addressed, we return to the inauguration. Only
afterwards do we allow for the grief and mourning to take
over. A time is designated for everything.
Rav Schwadron explains that it is only through
the Torah that we are able to function through the
ambiguities of life. The Torah is our discipline; it guides us
and tells us how and when to act. It gives us the strength
to confront challenge and the fortitude to go on after the
initial confrontation. We think that the many stories about
the holy and righteous who were able to accept the
challenges of grief and pain and continue on with their

strength and positive emotion intact are about individuals
who were angels, whose emotions were different than
those of the average man or woman. This is untrue. Our
gedolim love their families no differently than does the
average person. They cry the way everyone else cries, and
they also experience the same sense of joy. The difference
is in their relationship with Hashem and His Torah. Their
lives are disciplined, controlled and guided. They feel the
same pain, but they know that there is a time for its
expression and a time for silence.

ובגדיכם לא תפרומו
And do not rend your garments. (10:6)
In order not to interfere by casting a pall of grief
on the joy of the inauguration, Hashem forbade the usual
display of mourning, even to the brothers of Nadav and
Avihu. The Sefer HaChinuch (149) says that the Kohanim
are prohibited from entering the Sanctuary with
disheveled, long hair - out of respect for the Bais
Hamikdash and the service which they perform. This also
applies to the clothing worn by the Kohanim that may not
be torn. Obviously, since we no longer have the Bais
Hamikdash, these laws transfer over to the Mikdash
Me’at, miniature sanctuaries, the batei knesses and batei
midrash, shuls and places of Torah study.
If we would appreciate the value of Tefillah,
prayer, our esteem for the shul would rise. When we enter
the sanctuary attired in clothing that we would never wear
to a public office or to our place of business, we indicate
our level of respect for the shul, the davening and the
holiness in general. In order to appreciate our davening
and our shuls and to hold them in their proper esteem, it
is critical that we prepare ourselves externally through
various measures, so that, when we enter the sanctuary,
we are in complete awareness that we are entering a
different world than our natural, mundane habitat.
The clothing we wear upon entering the
Sanctuary is an indication of how we view the place where
we pray to Hashem. While it goes without saying that one
who represents the Torah must dress appropriately
wherever he goes, the shul is undoubtedly a “tad” more
elevated than the bakery, grocery store, or restaurant.
Horav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, zl, grew up
amidst abject poverty. His father passed away when Rav
Yosef Chaim was a lad of six years old. His mother
supported the family with the revenue she earned from a
little store that she managed. As a yeshivah student who
subsisted on the good will of the individual community’s
lay families, Rav Yosef Chaim did not fare so well. Many a
day passed on which he would retire at night on an empty
stomach. While going to bed hungry did not have a
negative effect on his learning, something else did. He
required clean clothes, which cost seven kroitzer for the
laundress. It was a pithy sum, but when one does not have
money, no sum is pithy. His chavrusa, study partner, who
hailed from a well-to-do family, gladly offered to pay the
woman. Rav Yosef Chaim refused to accept charity.
Nonetheless, by some “miracle,” every week on his walk
to go to the bais hamedrash, Rav Yosef Chaim would “find”
seven kroitzer lying on the ground.

