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NAIM Torah Thoughts

By: Rabbi Jack Abramowitz, Associate Director of OU Synagogue Services

PARSHAS BESHALACH
 
In parshas Beshalach, the Torah says, “This is my God and I will glorify Him” (Exodus 15:2). The Talmud in tractate Shabbos (133b) says that we glorify God through what’s called “hiddur mitzvah,” beautifying our mitzvos. For example, we polish our Shabbos candlesticks, we decorate our succahs and we hunt for a beautiful esrog because the more beautiful we make our mitzvos, the more glory it is to God.

This is not only true in mitzvos bein adam l’Makom, those mitzvos that are between a person and God. It is also true for mitzvos bein adam l’chaveiro, those mitzvos between one person and another. For example, the Rambam tells us that when we help a needy person, we should give him the best possible food and the best possible clothes.

Anything we do for others is a mitzvah but just as we try to beautify our interactions with God, we should try to beautify our interactions with one another. By doing so, we glorify not only ourselves, but each other and even God.
When the Amalekites attacked the Jews in the wilderness, Moshe told Yehoshua “Go choose men for us” (Exodus 17:9). Rashi on this verse comments that by saying “for us,” Moshe equated his student Yehoshua with himself. Rashi then quotes the mishna in Pirkei Avos, which tells us that our students’ honor should be as precious to us as our own. 

We are familiar with the mitzvah of respecting our teachers. The reason for this is obvious: they teach us! But why should a teacher be concerned with his students’ honor? What have the students done to deserve it? The answer may be found in the Talmud in tractate Taanis (7a). There, Rabbi Chanina says, "I have learned much from my teachers, more from my colleagues, and the most from my students."

Everyone has something he can learn from others and every person has something to contribute. Even great people like Rabbi Chanina – and Moshe himself! – recognize that their students can provide new insights. If our greatest leaders acknowledge that something can be learned from every person, certainly we should open ourselves up to what others have to contribute. Every teacher is also a student and every student can also be a teacher.
In the Shira, the song of praise that the Jews sang at the Red Sea, the Torah tells us “You have led in Your kindness this nation whom You have redeemed.” In his book Ahavas Chesed, Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan, better known as the Chofetz Chaim, quotes a Midrash that the Jews merited to be redeemed from their servitude in Egypt because of the acts of chesed that they performed for one another.

According to the Midrash, when the Jewish people went down to Egypt, they committed to do many things. For example, they would only worship Hashem and not turn to any of Egypt’s idols. They would also continue to speak Hebrew. But the thing that earned them redemption was that they looked out for one another and helped one another.

We are in exile again. It is important that we retain our Jewish identities by learning Torah and doing mitzvos. But that’s not enough. The thing that can earn us redemption – the thing that can bring Moshiach and rebuild the Beis HaMikdash – is if all Jews look out for one another and support one another. 
In parshas Beshalach, we read about the manna that fell in the wilderness as food for the Jews. The Torah tells us that a layer of dew fell, followed by the manna, with another layer of dew on top (Exodus 16:13-14 and Numbers 11:9). On Shabbos, manna didn’t fall, so the Jews would gather a double portion on Friday. In commemoration of this miracle, we use two loaves of bread on Shabbos, corresponding to the double portion of manna. We place our challos between our challah board on the bottom and the challah cover on top, symbolizing the layers of dew above and below.

And yet, when asked why we cover the challos, most people do not say that it is symbolic of the dew. The more common answer is so that the challah should not be embarrassed that we say Kiddush over the wine before we recite hamotzi on the bread. What a strange thing to say! Even a small child knows that challah can’t be embarrassed!

There is an important lesson in the message of not embarrassing the challahs. We take care to cover our bread – an inanimate object that has no feelings – so that it shouldn’t feel ashamed. If we go to this effort for bread, we should certainly be careful of the feelings of other people, who are capable of being hurt by careless words or actions.

“Moshe took Yosef’s bones with him because (Yosef) had caused the children of Israel to swear (that they would do so)…” (Exodus 13:19)

We take this at face value but if we examine it, there are some questions. First, why did Yosef feel the need to so emphatically command the Jews to take his remains with them, to the point of obligating them with an oath? Wasn’t he confident that they would do so as a measure of hakaras hatov for all he had done – namely saving their family and the Jewish nation, not to mention Egypt and the known world?

The answer can be found in what we know about Yosef. He was the one who, when called upon to interpret Paroh’s dream, said, “It is beyond me; God is the One Who will answer as to Paroh’s welfare” (Genesis 41:16). Yosef took no credit for anything he did; he always gave full credit to God. Accordingly, he didn’t feel that the Jewish people “owed” him anything, which is why he had them swear to take his coffin with them.

The Talmud in Sotah (13b) asks why Moshe was the one who took care of Yosef’s last wish. After all, the entire nation was equally obligated in the matter! It wasn’t Moshe’s personal obligation and, if anything, he was probably pretty busy preparing to lead the Jews out of Egypt. The Talmud there says that the people were busy gathering treasure. Moshe, on the other hand, recognized the true value of Yosef. As the most humble person, Moshe recognized the greatness in Yosef; one might even say that Yosef was a role model for Moshe in the middah of anivus. Sotah 9b tells us that because Moshe occupied himself with the burial of Yosef, he merited to be buried by God Himself.

We see from this that the true greatness of a person lies not in their seemingly-mighty deeds. Everything that Yosef did truly was from God. Yosef merited to be buried by Moshe not because of what he did but because of who he was. Since Moshe was another person who recognized that his abilities came from God, he was able to recognize and appreciate 
Yosef’s true greatness and respond to the situation appropriately while the rest of the nation was in pursuit of gold and jewels. 

The question that remains is: have we trained ourselves to recognize and appreciate the true value of a person? Do we undervalue their middos, which they hone internally, in order to hyper-focus on accomplishments, which are ultimately the result of God-given abilities?
In Exodus chapter 17, the Jews camp in a place called Refidim. There, they run out of water. This is their first great trial. It causes the people to rebel against Moshe and question why they ever left Egypt in the first place. It’s a low point in the Exodus story, as the Jews were spiritually distanced from God by their crisis of faith. Amalek, sensing this opportunity, chose to attack the Jews in Refidim, hoping that they would not be able to rely upon the Divine Providence they enjoyed in Egypt.

Not only did Amalek attack when the Jews were at a spiritual low, they went after the stragglers who were hungry and tired, lagging behind the rest. The result was that they “cooled off” the Jews for the rest of the world. That is, the nations of the world were too in awe of what God did in Egypt to raise a hand against the Jews. Amalek attacked and, like the first person to jump into a tub of hot water, cooled things off so that others could follow. (See Midrash Tanchuma cited by Rashi on Deuteronomy 25:18.) 

The result of all this is that Amalek managed to make themselves the eternal nemesis of the Jewish people and of God Himself. The way we are to treat Amalek is far harsher than it is the Egyptians, who enslaved and oppressed our people. This is because Amalek embodies a particular cruelty in their modus operandi of attacking those weaker than themselves. Their predilection for “easy targets” makes them an eternal threat to mankind.

Amalek’s way is the opposite of what the Torah wants from us. In many places, we are adjured to exercise extra care in handling those whose situations are difficult, such as orphans, widows and converts. (Converts are under special Divine protection because they lack the support system of a Jewish family, which most of us take for granted.) For example, we are not allowed to seize an object from a widow as security for a loan. It makes no difference if the widow is wealthy; this law still applies. That’s because it’s not about money, it’s about compassion. Even if the widow has money, her situation is difficult. Who are we to make her burden any heavier?

That’s the difference between the trait of Amalek and the trait of the Jews. Amalek exploits people’s weaknesses, while Jews are meant to assist those with special needs. If we neglect our duty to one another – and especially to those who need an extra hand – we emulate the trait that makes Amalek so reprehensible. Amalek “cooled things off” enough so that the nations of the world could join them in their malice. Heaven forbid that any lapse in the way we treat one another should ever “cool things off” to the point that others would be encouraged to act with insensitivity! We must therefore act with constant vigilance because even a temporary callousness towards other is potentially infectious. Our goal must be to expunge any trace of such cruelty, just as we are obligated to eradicate Amalek itself.

In Exodus chapter 17, the Jews run out of water in the wilderness. God tells Moshe to take his staff and strike a rock, from which water will then come. This Moshe does and the people get water.

Later, in parshas Chukas (Numbers chapter 20), the Jews again run out of water. This time, God tells Moshe to take his staff and speak to a rock, which will give them water. In his frustration, Moshe yells at the Jews and strikes the rock, for which he was punished by not being allowed to enter Israel.

What’s the difference between these two cases? In the first case, Moshe was told to hit the rock. In the second, he was told to speak to it. Even though he hit it, water still came out, so what’s the problem? It worked, didn’t it?

The reality is that in life there are no “one size fits all” approaches. Moshe was supposed to hit one rock and talk to the other. Similarly, there is no one “right” way for everyone. Different people learn differently, play differently, walk differently and talk differently. We can’t expect everyone to be the same and we must accommodate people when the situation calls for it. If we hit a rock we’re supposed to talk to, we may get water but there may also be unintended consequences we can’t foresee. Instead, we should use the right approach for every person’s unique circumstances. This will ultimately benefit everyone involved.
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