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Parashat Ki Tavo English version

THE ART OF GRATITUDE AND REDEMPTION

The reason we read Parshat Ki Tavo, with its
barrage of curses, before Rosh Hashanah is rooted
in the principle of "Tichleh shanah v'klaloteha"—
let the old year and its curses fade into history—so
we can step into the new year with "Tachel shanah
u’birchoteha"—a fresh start, brimming with
blessings. (Megillah 31b)

"If the Jews keep two Shabbatot, they will be
immediately redeemed" (Shabbat 118b). But why
two Shabbatot, and not one, or three? The magic
number two, is that the power of Shabbat lies in
duality—Zachor and Shamor, two Shabbat candles,
the two loaves at the Shabbat table, etc... This week
we find ourselves two Shabbatot away from Rosh
Hashanah. Keep these two with added diligence,
and you could bring the Geulah, the Final
Redemption. And if you won’t bring the Mashiach,
you’ll at least merit your own personal redemption.

There is a fascinating story from Otzar
HaMidrashim (334. Also mentioned in Orchot
Yosher -Gemilut Hasadim). Two men set out on a
business trip—Ilet’s call them Yaakov and Reuven.
On their journey, Yaakov gives a few coins to a
blind beggar they meet along the way. Reuven, acts
oblivious or just out of small change, and gives
nothing. He explains to Yaakov, “I don’t know the
guy. You know him, so you can give him.” The trip
continues without incident—until the Angel of
Death makes an unscheduled appearance. The
Angel confronts them: "Where do you think you re
going? I’ve got your checkout times right here!!!"
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He looks at Yaakov, though, and says, "Because
you gave Tzedakah, you're off the hook. Enjoy an
additional 50 years of life. V'halach lefanecha
tzidkecha—your righteousness has gone before
you." Now, Reuven, realizing his oversight, starts
to panic. "Wait, I can give Tzedakah too!" But the
Angel chuckles and responds, "You’re like a man
on a sinking ship who suddenly realizes there’s a
hole in the boat. Timing, my dear Reuven, is
everything. You’re too late!!" At this point,
Reuven, desperate, says, "Alright, at least let me
thank G-d for all the good life He has given me."
The Angel pauses. "Since you asked to express
thanks, you get an extra 50 years too. V'halach
lefanecha tzidkecha!" It turns out, the mere desire
to thank G-d, to justify Him, and to be thankful for
all He has done for you, carries the same weight as
actually doing it!

Two key lessons emerge here: 1. Acting before a
decree is issued carries infinitely more weight than
scrambling afterward. Think of it as some version
of spiritual preventative care. Make sure you fix
your boat before Rosh Hashana, not after. 2. Even
wanting to thank G-d, and not actually thanking
him, brings merit. It seems that our spiritual merit
accounts grow on intent as much as on action—
proof that, in some cases, thinking about doing
something is almost as good as actually doing it.
Just choosing that you want to become a more
grateful person, a person who says Birkat Hamazon
intently, who blesses and prays from the bottom of
your heart, regarding G-d’s judgement, it is as if
you actually did it!!!
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In this week's parasha, we encounter the mitzvah of
Bikurim, where a farmer, upon seeing the first
fruits of his crop, he wraps them in ribbons, loads
them into a basket, and makes the grand pilgrimage
to Jerusalem. It’s not just a solo trip either—he
decorates his ox, gathers his friends and family,
and members of the city of Jerusalem come out to
meet and greet him.

The Alshich raises some questions about all this
fanfare. First, why all the commotion? Surely, the
fruits could make it to the Temple without the
parade! You could just send your basket over to the
Temple with Uber Eats! Second, the Torah begins
describing the Creation of the World with the word
Bereishit (In the beginning), and the sages teach us
that this word hints that the world was created
bishvil reishit—for the sake of the first fruits, the
mitzvah of Bikurim. This begs the question: what’s
so special about Bikurim that the entire universe
was created for it? And why, is that we find, in M
Tanhuma that when Moshe foresaw that the
mitzvah of Bikurim will be discontinued by the
destruction of the Temple, he replaced it with three
daily prayers? (It is so interesting. The numerical
value of the word nam Mizbeach 57 is 19x3. The
Amidah is comprised of 19 blessings, and is said
three times daily.) What is it about Bikurim that
makes it so essential, that it needs to be replaced
with the Amidah, three times a day?

Not only that... The Midrash Tanchuma here tells
us something unbelievable. It tells us that when a
person brought Bikurim, they would pray right
there for all their needs and declare, "I'm not
leaving this spot until my prayers are answered!"
And, a Heavenly Voice would respond, assuring
the person that their prayers would be fulfilled by
the next year. What does this guy think, that
because he brought a fig, an olive, a grape, and a
pomegranate, he could ask for whatever he wants
and he deserves this VIP Heavenly customer
service?

The Alshich explains that there is a deeper purpose
behind this mitzvah. Hashem wants to give us an
abundance of good, and in return, He asks for one
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simple thing: sincere, full-hearted appreciation.
The mitzvah of Bikurim is not about the fruits
themselves—it’s about the acknowledgment that
everything we have, all our success, comes not
from our own strength, but from G-d. It’s the
ultimate reminder to look at our blessings and say,
"This is all You, Hashem." At its core, the mitzvah
of Bikurim represents something profound: It’s not
about the quantity of what we give, but the quality
of our gratitude. This is the foundation of our
relationship with Hashem—recognizing that all we
have, all we are, is a gift from Above. And this
recognition, Bikurim, is so essential that it’s seen
as the purpose of creation itself. G-d gives, and we
appreciate. Simple, yet profound.

The Tiferet Shlomo teaches a powerful principle: a
person who gives thanks for the past is essentially
unlocking the future blessings. As we say, "Hodu
LaHashem Ki Tov, Ki Le’olam Chasdo"—When
you thank G-d for His goodness, you invite His
eternal kindness into the world. Gratitude doesn’t
just express acknowledgment for what was; it sets
the stage for what’s yet to come. This can be found
in the notable shift in the Shemoneh Esreh prayers
during the Aseret Yemei Teshuva. Before Modim,
we ask G-d for the essentials—just give us life.
After Modim, however, the requests multiply: life,
sustenance, peace, salvation, comfort, good
decrees, and not just for ourselves, but for the
entire Jewish people! The question arises: How do
we jump from asking for the bare minimum to
submitting a request for a comprehensive "life
upgrade" package?

The answer lies in the power of Modim. Once we
thank G-d for all He has done in the past year, the
gates are flung wide open to ask for more.
Gratitude isn’t just polite—it’s transformative.
When we recognize what we’ve received, we are
positioned to ask for even greater blessings. This
timely message is hinted at in the first letters of the
words of the verse: 2°27013 T2 12718 0°711 P78 7R
IO ay»—And now, our G-d, we thank You and
praise Your glorious Name. This encapsulates the
essence of Elul, a time of gratitude leading into the
Days of Awe.

° CHECK OUT NEW WEBSITE YOSEFFARHI.COM FOR MORE MOTIVATIONAL CONTENT



On Rosh Hashanah, we are not simply
acknowledging G-d’s rule over the world. In the
words of the Machzor: "V’yeda Kol Pa’ul Ki Atah
Pe’alto, V’yavin Kol Yetzu'ur Ki Atah Yetzarto"—
Let every creation know that You have created it,
and let every formed being understand that You
have formed it. When we crown G-d as King on
Rosh Hashana, we are proclaiming that everything
we have—our good choices, our successes, even
our energy and motivation—flows from Him. We
declare, "G-d, You are everything, and we, without
You, are nothing."

The Zohar offers a word of caution in Tikkun 6. It
states that a person who prays for personal requests
on Rosh Hashanah is like a dog barking, "Hav
Hav"—"Give, give!" How do we avoid this pitfall
of sounding self-serving in our prayers? The
famous answer is simple: align our requests with
service of G-d. When we pray for things like life,
peace, and sustenance, not as ends in themselves,
but as means to serve G-d better, our requests
become elevated. They become less about us, and
more about G-d.

R Levi Yitzhak from Berditchev though would
give another way to understand this. When G-d
grants us blessings, He is exalted because we
acknowledge and appreciate His giving. In this
way, G-d's greatness is magnified, He is exalted,
through our gratitude.

The work of Elul is to refine this ability to
appreciate what we already have. As we learn from
the verse "Hodu LaHashem Ki Tov, Ki Le’olam
Chasdo"—when we thank G-d, His kindness flows
infinitely 07w%. Even something as small as a piece
of fruit can become a means of expressing
profound gratitude. This is not just a nice
sentiment; it’s a spiritual key. The more we show
appreciation, the more G-d wants to give. This is
why the Mekubalim teach a powerful segulah for
Erev Rosh Hashanah—to recite the 11 verses from
Parshat Ki Tavo relating to Bikurim. The message
is clear: when we understand the essence of
Bikurim—that everything we have is from G-d—
G-d, in turn, erases our mistakes. With humility,
our sins are seen not as intentional wrongdoing, but
as mere lapses, easily forgiven. We enter the
Yamim Noraim clean and ready for a fresh start.

THE ART OF BEING GRATEFUL

Being a husband means you are required to be
emotionally intelligent. 725n QX 7°7°w 001 X 1
1297 1R AR /ANa Ny L0120 2RI 1912 N IDWR DX
1712%7 7900 3PN AROR DY D00 ®DY 1m0 N3

N0 KDY 2¥Y I XD NI 7Y And so, the Rabbis
commanded that a person should respect his wife
more than himself, and love her like he loves
himself. If he has money, he needs to add goodness
towards her according to the amount of money he
has. And he should not cause her any unnecessary
fear, and his words with her should be soft, and he
should not be sad, and not angry or annoyed.
(Rambam Ishut 15;19)

Subconsciously, your wife expects you to be G-dly.
As Yaakov answered Rachel who asked for a child,
Tan VIR 218 DP0X nong R 7072 2Ry AR

193775 Some people try to be G-d, living in the
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past or future, something that will only bring you
stress, for only G-d is 75 ann 771, Was, Is, and
Will Be. The more present you are in life, the more
you are you. Although you can’t be G-d, still, you
are commanded to be G-dly, as we see in Parashat
Ki Tavo, 2772 p377 , and you shall go in G-d’s
ways. (Devarim 28;9) The Being G-dly Manual is
the Sefer Tomer Devorah, and it is based on the
words of the prophet Micha, in the pessukim of
7342 9%~n that we say in Tashlich, that are parallel
to the 13 Attributes of Mercy. (Micha 7;18)

What does it mean, to be G-dly, anyway? You have
to be 7In, merciful, oM, compassionate, and
w17PR, holy, just as G-d is. (Rambam Deot 1;6) You
are expected to fight your inclinations, as G-d
prays that His Attribute of Mercy will overcome
His Attribute of Judgement. You are expected not
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to take things personally, just like G-d doesn’t take
things personally. The beginning of the 13
attributes, is P}? 1) that He is the same G-d
before sin and after sin, once a person repents.
Your wife needs you to protect the children, as G-d
protects His Nation, just one sheep amongst
Seventy Wolves. 712° 77 0°aRT 2°yaw 12 w23 717 K
D 07 A DRI MR QYA PR ORI MWYS
YWY VW 932 032 7AW AnR 2R mwyY (Pesikta R.
9 M1 Py nxIn?) Your wife needs to know that all
other women are strangers to you, no matter X, y,
or z. (Sefer HaChinuch 582) Just as G-d loves His
nation, no matter what, as He calls us 2°13, His
sons, and 770 oy, that He will never switch us
with another Nation, no matter how far we are
from Him. Your wife needs you to show her that
you are listening to her. To empathize with her
underlying emotions that she can’t seem to express
with words. Just as G-d is praised on Mussaf Rosh
Hashana, 517 7R 73790 PIRAY Q91 99 ¥ 70K *
T2 For You hear the Shofar sound, and listen to
the Terua sound, and there is no one like You. No
one can distinguish, in the sound of the shofar, the
expression of the soul that wants a relationship
with G-d, that can’t express itself through words,
like G-d can.

R Shimshon Pincus writes that part of being G-dly
is to be able to be alone, comfortable with yourself,
comfortable making your own decisions, not to be
dependent on others or their opinions or approval,
as G-d is WX, around before the Universe, and
nnR, will be around after the Universe is over.
(See Bereshit 2, 18 Rashi) To be unique like
Avraham Halvri, that everyone in the world is on
one side of the river, and he is on the other side,
a5 "2vn.

As mentioned earlier from the Rambam, a woman
needs her husband to be G-dly, and that means not
to be negative. It doesn’t mean not to share with
your partner your experiences and challenges. You
can share those, and should share those, but keep
your negativity outside the door. She is not your
psychologist. Take care of your own problems,
own your problems, get help from whoever can
help you; but you have to be supportive of her and
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help her deal with her moods. You need to be a
source of optimism, not taking anything personally,
not making problems worse than they are, and not
looking at problems as if they are permanent. She
was cursed to be moody, with the changes of her
body, from the sin of Chava 127X 71277 A8 TWRI-7
D°12 °770 2¥w3 7197 73923y (Bereshit 3;16)And the
job of the man is to make her happy, iPwR™nNX mpi
mR2- WX (Devarim 24;5) The Sefer Chassidim says
that this is not just to make her happy, for the first
year of marriage. The responsibility to cheer her up
and deal with her moods is throughout the whole
marriage. (Chapter 20;8)

So, how does one fight his negative mood? How
does one bring happiness into his home? What if |
am just in this “BLAH” mood, and it hasn’t gone
away for years?!? How do I change?

All change starts from a place of gratitude,
realizing the good that you do have. If you are
blessed, it is because you recognize your blessing.
TR 79RT niD720792 Y XYY (Devarim 28;2) If
you are cursed, it is because you recognize the
curse. MM FdIN ks niYrpah PV ORD
(Devarim 28;45) The word T»wm literally means,
“...and the blessing or the curse will come upon
you and reach you”, and is almost superfluous. If it
will come upon you, it will, obviously, reach you!
But, on a deeper level, the word means, and you
will fathom it. If you are blessed, but you don’t
realize it, focus on it, delve into it, the blessing is
almost as if it is not there! And if you are cursed
and don’t think about it, the curse can be
something that doesn’t bother, even in the slightest.

The problems all begin when someone looks at a
particular situation as if he is cursed, when he is
actually blessed; and the problems all end, when
someone looks at a difficult situation as if he is
blessed, when he is actually cursed! Grateful
people are always grateful, even if the place they
live in is not their dream house, or the car they
drive isn’t as nice as they’d like. Even when they
are having a hard day, even when suffering a
tragedy, even when they face a major challenge,
even when they don’t have what they want in life.
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Instead of getting mad at someone, instead of
criticizing, instead of complaining about the kids,
the grateful people always find something to be
grateful for. Gratitude is a muscle they spend time
building, every morning. Whatever happens,
whatever the weather, they feel that whatever
they’ve got in life is worth it. Part of Tachanun is
to say, not only that we sinned, but T>m¥nn 1370
o°2wi1, we did not do the Mitzvoth of G-d that are
so good, 1% "W XN, and we regret looking at life
as if we were shortchanged, but in truth, pP*7% 70K
WwHy Xa1 95 9, You, G-d, are righteous in
everything that has befallen us. 12ywa7 1K1, And
we are the ones who have been wrong, and deserve
the things that have gone wrong.

The problem is, we can’t fathom how severe the
punishment for sin is. Just one sin of Adam eating
the forbidden fruit caused death to billions. All the
widows, all the orphans, all the pain and suffering,
from just one sin! The first step to Teshuva, what
brings us to be 771, to admit that we were wrong,
1s to be 771, 1s to be thankful. Leah was the first to
be thankful to G-d, upon having had her fourth
child, Yehuda, a child more than her expected
“quota of children”, according to her calculation of
12 tribes divided by 4 wives of Yaakov, equals 3.
R R0V PIRny 7R Dybd Xk 13 7om Tid Nam
N9 Thym A W (Berachot7b) People are
grateful, when they get more than they believe they
deserve. The secret ingredient to building the
gratitude muscle is “unentitlement”. It is no
coincidence, then, that Leah, is the mother of the
Baalei Teshuva. Reuven, Shimon, Levi and
Yehuda, and David Hamelech. There is a certain
Selichot book that has a mistake in it. It says )?’ 77
071907 nwa 1 ap7xn. I called up the author of the
Selichot book and explained, gently, that this is a

HUGE mistake. The letters are 37) 787 Y78 7%
o3 W2 To You, G-d, is Tzeddaka, ( We are
unworthy, so what you give us is considered
Tzeddaka) and to us is the shame. (Daniel 9;7) The
actual passuk in Daniel is with G-d’s Name as A-
donai, and NOT YKVK!!! Why is this SO
important? Because the first letters of the words
spell Leah’s name in Hebrew, as she is the one who
introduced gratitude, and with that, the power to
change and repent!

So much of Selichot is praising G-d, being grateful,
because Teshuva and forgiveness are dependent on
gratitude! But so many people skip the gratefulness
of Selichot, and skip to the “asking forgiveness”
part. But the only merit you have to ask for
anything is in the merit of your gratitude! In Birkat
Hamazon, after thanking, we have a whole list of
Harachamans! After Modim, we ask, 2»n 9502
7210 7701991 D1PW 1973, to be written in the best
books with the best blessings! This lesson we learn
from the Midrash Tanhuma, that when the person
came to the Bet Hamikdash with his Bikurim, to be
thankful, he could ask for anything and say, “G-d! I
am not leaving this place, until You promise that
You will give me all of my requests!” This is the
way that we need to come to Rosh Hashana, to
make G-d King, through our gratitude. This is what
Elul is all about, pi?>2103 NiXT7 *RInKR7 K9

This reminds me of something my son brought
home from Yeshiva. The whole difference between
a Tzaddik(204) and a Rasha (570), the difference in
the Gematria, numerical value, is the word
Cheshbon. (366) The Tzaddik keeps an accounting
of all his misdeeds, and keeps an accounting of all
that G-d has done for him. The Rasha does not.
That is the whole difference!

THE ART OF SEEKING HELP

A fundamental of Teshuva, is that you can’t do it
on your own. Your Yetzer Hara is much, stronger
than you. Period. 12 912> X 1w n"apn Sonox.
(Kiddushin 30b)The amount that you damaged
through sin, you can never fix, alone. Period.
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If we pray, learn Torah, do Mitzvoth, G-d will help
us, and we can make things better. The Sefardi
Selihot is comprised of 12 prayers that are all
constructed in accordance with the Aleph Bet,
because we destroyed the worlds that G-d created
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using His Holy Language, with the Aleph Bet. We
say the Aleph Bet prayer twelve times, ( *WIR X127
,OY 997 WAWR,MTY L,O90 WAY Wyn OR IR0 010K
WY AWY ,MmRoT NIR IPIR MY, D0AvAw PR
SV ONRWI P3P TR ,TOR T ,JnnR) one for each
month, for each Mazal, of the year. Why is the
Aleph Bet behind all our Selichot prayers?

Using the Aleph Bet, G-d created an uncomplete
world, a physical world waiting for us to infuse it
with spirituality and purpose. This is the meaning
of the Shabbat, to infuse spirituality into the six
days of Creation. nipy? P28 X22-WX, a world
that G-d created, for us to give it an uplifting
meaning. When you sinned, you destroyed the
world that G-d was waiting for you to build. Even
if you did Teshuva for the sin, the worlds that you
could have built are gone. Life is too short to live
without meaning, and how much of life has already
passed? How can you fix those worlds? This
explains why, if a person does Teshuva, alone, and
does not learn Torah, he will not be forgiven. (see
Onkelos 1P X2 np) Because only through
learning Torah, the blueprint of the world, can you
build new worlds.

We say the Thirteen Attributes in selichot five
times, for forgiveness for transgressing the 5 books
of the Torah. We say 3-78 079 1°1-9% nyhw 3-8
"ERATOR Ty 72wps. This acronym stands for,
7"ow, which is asking G-d for forgiveness of the
365 days of the year. Also, we are asking for
forgiveness for the sins for which we deserved the
four death penalties of Beit Din. 79w — mynw
PIMY -TWYY 307 -nwpn avpe-nnee. The prayers
that we have are the path we use to turn to G-d and
say, HELP US DO TESHUVA! Help us change!
Help us fix what we have damaged!

One of the most important skill-sets in life is to
know what you can do yourself and what you
cannot. What you need to delegate to others and
forget about, what you can handle on your own,
what you can pay others to do for you, those things
that they can do better than you. This is the lesson
that Moshe gave to the Jews in this week’s parasha.
Immediately after all the curses of the Parasha,
Moshe says something unclear. 2% 037 P3P’ in3-¥9
a1 oba Ty vhuh DuR) NIk oy nviy: And
YKVK did not give you a heart to know, and eyes to

see, and ears to hear, until this day. The Midrash
explains this rebuke of Moshe referring to the
following: When the Jews received the Torah at
Mt. Sinai, and said, yawn nwy1, we will do and we
will listen, G-d said, ax7> 037 af 032> oM B0
073371 017 20 1WA7 DR nign ~9°NR HY) DR
aRyo: Who will give, that they would fear Me in
their heart, and keep all My Mitzvoth, all the days,
in order that it will be good to them, and to their
sons, forever. At that crucial moment of history,
the highest level humanity ever reached, the level
of Naaseh Venishma, G-d was hoping that we, the
Jewish people, would have asked G-d, “Master of
the World! You should be the one to give us, to
grant us that our hearts forever fear you!” That is
why Moshe said, when he rebuked them, that only
now, after forty years, you realize that if only you
would have asked G-d for His help in fearing Him,
how different things would be. (Devarim Rabbah 7
10)

The Talmud tells us (Avodah Zara 5a) that for their
not asking G-d for help to be more G-d-fearing, G-
d called the Jews 1210 D5, UNGRATEFUL.
Tosefot explains why. The reason why the Jews did
not turn to G-d to ask to be G-d-fearing was
because they did not want to be indebted; they
wanted to be religious, Ultra-Orthodox Jews, Torah
Jews, on their own. And that was held against
them. Why?

R’ Dessler explains this with a great psychological
insight. Not being a taker, being only a giver, is
only a good thing, if you don’t take, because you
want to give. But so many times in life, people do
not want to take, just because they do not want to
have to say thank you! They don’t want to have to
owe any gratitude to others, as if being grateful,
saying thank you, being dependent on G-d, and
others when we need them, is a bad thing. This
explains why the parasha begins talking about
Bikurim, the gratitude for the first of the crop, as
gratitude is what makes us happy people, gratitude
is the expression of dependency on others, and that
we are human. G-d commands us to be grateful to
those who have done good to us, for the good that
they have done for us, despite all the pain and
suffering they also caused us! 1373 *¥» 2yNN~X?
j¥7%2 7. Even to an Egyptian who enslaved you,
you have to be thankful for his hosting all the years



he did, until he enslaved you! Why? Because
gratitude, recognizing that you are human, and that
you are dependent, are values the Torah wants us
to live by.

You can only do what you can, and that is all. But
G-d is waiting there, so close to you, T°9% 2i79p3
inwy? 72273 792 7/ 7277 He is not just close,
He is VERY close, closer than you can possibly
imagine. And He is standing right there, with His
Right Hand outstretched to accept those who are
returning to the right path. 22w 53p% nvws Jm° .
He knows that this battle with the Yetzer Hara is so
hard that most people of the world give up on
fearing Him, and that is why He is so forgiving.
That is what it means, when it says 77°2937 3y™=3
X730 1917 . Because with You is the forgiveness, in
order that You will be feared.

So, we turn to G-d and make our plea, w17 -8 7->
Dwws Sy 999% WY 7103, with a bowed head,
embarrassed that we did not live up to who we
could have been. After all the faith that G-d had in
us, we turned Him down ... and that humbling
thought has the power to make G-d willing to
forgive all of our sins.

P.S. Lately, I barely have time to write. No time for
selfie steps, no time for Q and A on Effective
Learning Tools. But I turned to G-d each time, and
asked Him, G-d! I beg you! Help me put out
another article, even if it is not perfect, even if I
can’t reach as many people as I would have wanted
to. But if it could reach the heart of just one reader,
I am going to try to do what I can, and write from
my heart. Please, G-d! Help me to give this article
the impact that it needs, because I can’t do it alone!

GO BIG OR GO HOME

We have a mitzvah to be happy with all the good
that G-d gives us. 7 T2 101 WX 207 932 NI
PR, I always wondered why people who have
more don’t seem to be happier people.

My Rebbi taught me the following lesson. The
world is split into two. People who are glad, and
people who are sad. And the difference between
the two is that the glad people focus on what they
have. And the sad people are focusing on what they
do not have. Half empty or half full.

This week’s Parasha splits the world into another
two. People who are frustrated and people who are
satisfied. The difference between the two, is that
the people who are frustrated, believe that their
efforts decide what they will have, or what they
won’t have. As it says O7X 7 qWy» 271 A0 QPAXY .
The frustration (0°2%y) is the result of the belief
that gold and silver is the fruit of man’s labor.
(This is an original twist on the words.) And the
people who are happy with what they have are
those who realize that all the good they have is
from G-d, TPoR *71 77 101 WK 2073 202 ninwn, And
you will rejoice with all the good. How? By
realizing that G-d gave it to you (Roshei
Besamim).

I met a close friend last week at the Waldorf
Astoria in Jerusalem. I asked him what’s doing. He

said to me, You gotta hear what R’ Loichter said in
his schmooze last week.

7un”, Regret, is not about feeling bad about the
terrible things you’ve done. 7vm , Regret, is
realizing how great you could have been.”

In Elul, we could split the Yeshiva world into two:
people who utilize Elul as a time to feel bad over
all the sins done throughout the year, and people
who utilize Elul as a time to think about the great
Jew I could have been. The difference is how you
look at yourself when you are about to start a New
Year. Are you looking forward to realizing your
potential, or are you looking at yourself as an
object of contempt? This may be why it is
inappropriate to mention sins on Rosh Hashana.
Because we are in the making of the new you for
the new year. We don’t need objects of contempt
for the new year. We need people who realize their
potential.

Napoleon Hill , in his classic book, Think and
Grow Rich, first published in 1937 and the
forefather of most American self-help thought,
gives us a concept that the way you think decides
your fate. That rich people think like rich people,
while poor people think like poor people. But
Napoleon was preceded by our Talmud. Rava told
Rabah, son of Mari, From where is this wisdom of



the adage, that riches go after the rich, and that
poverty goes after the poor? He said to him that we
see in our Mishnah, that when the rich brought
their Bikurim fruits, their first fruits of the season,
to the Kohen, they brought them in baskets of gold
and silver, while the poor brought their Bikurim in
woven baskets. After giving the basket and fruits to
the Kohen, the rich would take their baskets back
home, while the poor, who had to scrape together
what little they had to purchase the woven baskets,
needed to leave their baskets with the Kohen in
Yerushalayim.

Napoleon writes that the first thing you need in
order to become rich is to tap into your dreams and
your desire. You need to think big to make it big.
All self-made millionaires took that route. And it
can’t just be a desire. It’s got to be a burning
desire. You need to have your heart bleed for it.

I always teach my students that all the secrets of
the self-made millionaire are the secrets of the self-

made Talmid Chacham, or the self-made Tzaddik.
There are only three books that are open on Rosh
Hashanah. Tzaddik, Rasha, and the undecided are
suspended for judgement on Yom Kippur. If you
want to be with the Tzaddikim, you need to think
big. Like they say in business “Go big, or go
home.” Whatever you decide to do in life, do it par
excellence. There is no place for the middle sized
businesses. There is no book for the complacent
Orthodox. A burning desire is the only way you
can reach your potential next year, the only way
you can make it into the book of Tzaddikim.

So, the first step in Elul is to realize who we really
could be. To develop a desire for the “me of my
dreams”. And the next step is to focus on that
desire long enough, until your desire becomes a
burning desire. Because there are only two types of
people in the world. Those who have a burning
desire, and those whose desire burnt out.

THE CHAFETZ CHAIM’S FEAR

I wanted to test-drive this article with a mother of
children; at first, she said she didn’t want to hear
anything about it. But, in the end, she was happy
she listened. ..

I started with the Rambam. 2 mww annwn
X7 AT ATV 32 MER 9-RT NN MERT Nrwya
NN ARIY 117 ¥I9I7 IR T AR XY Vg Y9
22% 2w gnwa PRRR T R n7av K9P wR The
happiness with which a person performs a Mitzvah
and his love of G-d Who commanded it, is a great
“avoda”, G-d’s service. Anyone who refrains from
this delight is to be punished! Our Parasha gives
the reason for punishments; Because you did not
serve YHVH, your G-d, with happiness and a good
heart (Lulav 8;15). For getting the Mitzvah over
with, and off our “to-do” list (see Maggid Mishna).

The Chafetz Chaim’s grandson said that his
grandfather was not as worried about punishment
for his sins as he was about punishment for not
having performed Mitzvoth with the love, joy and
passion that they deserve.

“No! Stop! I learnt in seminary; but now my
husband is learning full time. I am the
breadwinner, nurse, wife, housecleaner, with
another zillion roles, chores, and responsibilities! I
don’t have time to daven and learn as I did in sem.
Punished for not doing mitzvoth with my whole
heart? My husband and kids can learn and pray
with a whole heart! I don’t have the time or
energy!”

I said to her, “Hashem will not punish you for not
learning or praying with your whole heart, because
that is not your Tafkid- your spiritual mission at
this stage in life. Your Tafkid is to be the best
mother you can be! Changing a diaper is no less
service of G-d than the Kohen Gadol offering
Ketoret on Yom Kippur! (This is something I was
taught by R Yehuda Ades, Shlita). Do you feel joy
when you change a diaper? Do you feel like a
zillion dollars when you help your husband and
your kids go out to learn? That is your Olam Haba!

I remember the time when a yeshiva boy came to
me for help. Once, a kid offered him drugs. He got
hooked, became a dealer. At the age 17, he was in



yeshiva in Israel. He came to me after the yeshiva
discovered his secret. He opened up to me. He
hates himself. He hates his parents. He hates life.
He feels that G-d is going to punish him for all he
has done wrong. I listened and listened. Then I
asked him, what do you think is the worst thing
you ever did, that you will be punished for?

He said “A”. I said, no. “B” — Nope. “C”? Nope.
Still worse. He asked me what gets the biggest
punishment. I said — you never enjoyed the life that
G-d gives you. mmnw2a TRIPR *7 DR N7V XD WK DAN
95 271 22% 212 He was quiet. For a long time. He
asked me, “G-d wants me to enjoy life? More than
punishing me for sinning, He will punish me for
not being happy, appreciative and serving Him?” 1
said, that’s right. He was quiet. He decided to go to
a yeshiva that deals with dealers, and he changed
his life. Completely.

We all want to serve G-d with our whole heart, to
be great men and women. Probably, for a frum
Jew, the hardest question to answer today is, Are
you happy to be frum? Yes or No. Frum is not just
being part of a system of rules and regulations that
you were brought up with. Are you happy to have
to get up early enough to pray and say Shema with
all your heart? Happy to spend fortunes on your
kids’ tuition? To be limited on the internet? To
give tzeddaka, to say Birkat Hamazon, put on
Tefillin, wear Tzitzit? To keep Shabbat? To stay
away from the fun and luxury this world has to
offer and learn Torah instead? Happy with all that?
Yes, or no?

The truth is that this is not one time, yes or no
question. It is what you face each time Judaism
conflicts with your lifestyle. Each time it
challenges your entire belief system. A man facing
a very difficult dilemma asked me for advice. I do
not wish such a problem on my worst enemy. “My
19-year-old son told me that he does not want to
keep Shabbat.” That is a rough one!! Many parents
faced with that nightmare, bark back,
“Shabbos!!!??? Mechalel Shabbat?!!! Skilah,
Karet! I will take you out of my will!!!” T do not
blame them; it’s a scenario that can bring on a
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heart attack, and 1 do not wish it on my worst
enemy.

Barking, of course, does not work. I believe the
response should be, “It pains me greatly to hear
that my child, who I love so much, is going to miss
out on G-d’s biggest gift!!! Shabbat is the greatest
thing in my life!!!” What G-d cares most about is
our love in serving Him, our love and joy for
Shabbat, more than Shabbat, itself. And the kids
see that in their parents. They feel it. They smell it.
They hear it. And this is the make-it or break-it
point. Lots of talking, convincing, manipulating,
doesn’t help. Kids don’t learn from words. They
are much more tuned in to the other five senses:
what they see, feel, smell and taste. Do you give
them the taste of Shabbat? Do they smell
spirituality in your home, in the simchas you
make? Do they feel your love for your religion, or
only your sacrifice for it?

Love of the mitzvah is part of the Mitzvah. It is the
key ingredient, and that is why the lack of it calls
for punishment. Excitement, enthusiasm are the
sign that you want Hashem as your G-d. It’s all
about your happiness, doing the Mitzvah. The
Arizal learnt from the end of this passuk, %3 277,
that the Mitzvah’s worth in your eyes and how bad
you feel on missing out when not able to do the
Mitzvah is supposed to be of greater value than all
the money in the world!

Close to when the Digital Age began, a new
“Judaism” started to take a powerful form. It is The
Zombie Jewish. The Army of the Dead. Look into
their eye, when they have to keep the 613, and you
see something dark and distant. Something is
wrong. It’s scary. Much is being said about
hypocrisy in the frum world. Why is there so much
hypocrisy? Why so much inconsistence? Why
can’t we enjoy the religion that we are giving up so
much for? This is a question that bothers me to no
end. Because it pains G-d to no end.

The Baal Shem Tov would say that the only way to
get out of any problem you have in life is through
simcha, 1Rgn Armwa °2. Hidden in this passuk, are
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three secrets for how we can all tap into the love of
the Mitzvah. agniya A28 PP>"nX PT2V-X? WK Non
29 29 22% wNThe first is, know who you are
serving. People forget to focus on Who they are
serving, when serving G-d. As long as you are
coming from a self-centered motive, you can never
find serenity because you are not tapping into your
spiritual purpose. Once, someone sent the
Lubavitcher Rebbe a letter. “I have no parnassah. 1
have no shalom bayit. I have no motivation to
learn, pray or do kindness. I can’t seem to find my
life’s purpose. I would appreciate if the Rebbe
would bless me and let me know what I am doing
wrong.” When he opened the reply, he saw that the
Rebbe had sent him back the same letter, but he
circled the first letter — I — of every sentence, in
red. The problem is that “I” is the beginning of
every statement in your life. So often, G-d offers us
an opportunity to serve Him. We need to tap into
our inner joy for being given that particular
opportunity, even if it is not exactly what we want.
We cannot compare our service to that of other
people, because G-d gives each person something
that is “tailor-made”, just for him. Comparing our
service to others is not serving G-d.

The next lesson in this passuk is, YHVH — G-d’s
Attribute of Mercy — is your G-d. Elokim is G-d’s
Attribute of Judgement. The only way you can
learn to love G-d and serve Him with passion is if
you recognize that all the hard things in life, all the
Judgement, come from G-d’s Mercy. This
recognition is a “make-it or break-it”, to be the
Happy-to-Be-Frum Jew.

And the last lesson is, 9> 2Wm. A4 lot of
everything. To serve G-d with happiness, we need
to believe that we have everything we need.
Wanting more is endless. You will never have
everything in this world. People who are able to
serve G-d with love are those who say, if I do not
have something, G-d does not want me to have it.

And, believe it or not, this is what Mashiach is
waiting for. For us to learn to enjoy doing the
Mitzvoth. The letters of r>wn are the same letters as
the word rnw! Just flipped around!

G-D’S PROMISE

In self-help, we are taught that what makes people
move, change, become motivated, is from one of
two things: either running away from pain, or
running towards pleasure. If we would like to
discover how this expresses itself in our
observance of Judaism, it can translate into the
belief that G-d offers reward for good deeds and
punishes for sin. When you believe this, that G-d
rewards the righteous and that the sinners suffer, it
is easier to stay motivated to keep Mitzvoth and
refrain from Averot. The problem, the reason why
this is confusing, is because in the world of o%v7,
G-d allows the illusion that the righteous suffer and
the mirage that sinners get away with it.

We all want G-d to grant us a good year. And G-d
wants us to give Him a good year, as well, by
making Him King. You cannot expect G-d to be
good to you, if you do not want to keep your side
of the “bargain”. As Orthodox Jews, we all believe
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in reward and punishment. We believe that G-d
will pay us for our good deeds, and that our sins
have a price tag. But unfortunately, this is mostly a
belief that is reflected upon in the past or present. |
realized that I never reflect on this belief when I
plan my future. That if I daven with more heart, G-
d may answer my prayers. That if I learn without
interruption, I may have more success in financing
my family. And that if | give more Tzeddakah and
do more Chessed, G-d will open the gates of
Heaven and allow His blessings to pour into my
life.

Parashat Ki Tavo has a fundamental Ilesson
interlaced throughout the Parasha. You want good
in life, in this world and the next? Invest in G-d.
Do more mitzvoth. Less sins. More Torah.

For example. The Midrash tells us, in the
beginning of the Parasha, how powerful a Mitzvah
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can be. That someone who does a Mitzvah, has
more of a right to have his request granted of G-d
than someone who is dealing with a king. When
dealing with a king, you can offer him a fortune,
just to get in to see him; and you have no way of
knowing if he will do as you request. But G-d is not
that way. A person goes down to his field and sees
a first fig of the crop, or the first cluster of the crop
and puts it in his basket. And he comes and stands
in the Temple and says, “ U 1i¥nn 79PW3
DD} W THTRT D) PRIGNR Taymny T2 DI T
AT 220 NAT PR DAY Dyav R 19 G-d, Gaze
down from your holy dwelling and bless Your
nation, Yisrael, and the land that you gave to us, as
you swore to our forefathers, a land flowing with
milk and honey. The Midrash adds that the person
offering Bikurim now says, [ am not going to leave
this spot, until You do all that I need!

The right the man has to ask, to demand directly of
G-d is something Resh Lakish learns from the
adjacent words of the following passuk. iz o3
DRIYRINN) APNT DOPITNN Nipy? 3En TAN P

W19 72377272 onix by pev:, ... “This day
Hashem commanded you to do”. Resh Lakish
explains the flow of pesukim, that a Heavenly voice
would go out and say “You will have again, next

2

year.

What does this mean? I have the power, to decide
my fate through my deeds? Having a good life is
up to me? [ am in control of my destiny, my future,
the outcome? We pray to Hashem while bringing
the Bikurim, 7127 DA™ TWTR 1M hopwa
1R 7003 WK ARG DRY PRI R Jpv-ny Gaze down
from Your holy dwelling, from the Heavens, and
bless Your Jewish Nation and the Land You gave
us. Rashi says on this, that the person bringing the
Bikurim is Saying, a1 ODR vy ,13’53] DATAY 7 11wy
NN 1970 NPR2 OR (3,13 RIAPM) NMARY MWD TOYw
anya a>»awi: We did what you have decreed us to
do; now, do Your part, as it says, “If you go in my
statutes, [ will give your rain in its time”.

R Alexandri writes that usually, the word 7977w
refers to G-d gazing in a way that brings
suffering. D7) 13V) WX T2 D380 MIDON PP 920

el AT Et
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7257 Every time there is the root v , it implies
something bad, negative. But in the case of the
Bikurim, the word 7577 is an exception, and it
brings blessings! After the Bikurim process, after
the tithing, after the kindness to the Kohen and to
the poor, the evil judgement of 7w is switched to
Mercy. And not only that! Usually, our deeds are
not enough to make us deserving of goodness, for
they are not only leshem Shamayim — they can be
observed because of ulterior motives. As it says, 77
oo nwna un gp7e 7 To You, Hashem, is
righteousness, and to us is embarrassment. (See
Shemot Rabbah Ki Tisah 41) The Shem Mishmuel
writes that giving charity will connect one to G-d
and draw blessing from G-d more than most
Mitzvot will, because G-d is with the poor and
downtrodden, and He uses them for the great
Tafkidim, as it says 719WR X237 n& °X1 .(See Sh.
Mish’ Vayigash, Sotah 5a, Yeshaya 57 15)

Regarding Torah learning, as well. Tremendous
blessing is bestowed in financing a family, when
one is constantly watchful not to disturb his set
times of Torah study. As it says, Ni2723772 72V IR
THPR PPy 213 vAWD 2 72w 77X7. And all these
blessings will chase after you, and they will reach
you, when you listen to the Voice of YHVH, your
G-d.(Devarim 28 2) The Seforno explains this to
mean that even without your running after the
blessings, they will chase after you, even without
your Hishtadlut. But, this is only when you listen to
the voice of G-d, and the Seforno explains this to
mean, when you make your Torah study your
primary occupation, and your work, secondary. As
we see in the times of the second temple, people
were able to have just a Kazayit of food and feel
satiated. (See Yoma 39a) Because wealth, in
Judaism, does not mean you will have more.
Wealth, in Judaism, means you will need less.

Do you believe this? That if you leave your
learning, your seder, before time is up, if you
answer a phone call that you do not need to answer,
you will have to work harder to support your
family, for you will be working without G-d’s
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blessings? These are G-d’s promises to you, in this
week’s parasha.

So, before you map out who you want to be and
what you want to do for the next year, remember:
When you give tzedakah, when you do chessed,
you are in control of your destiny, and you can

change your bad decree to a good one. When you
learn uninterruptedly, you will have less
unexpected expenses, and you will be granted
Divine Assitance. With these two, you have a
promise from G-d that you will have a beautiful
year.

THE ELUL THAT VIBRATED IN MY POCKET

Last week my phone vibrated, and that phone call
shook me up to the core. ” Hi. Rabbi Farhi, I need
your help. This year’s Elul is all over the place. I
am just too busy, lately, helping out at home, and it
is nothing like the Eluls of past years. I am not
making it for Selihot. I am not able to get to Seder
at 9. My mind wanders during Elul prayers, as if its
Purim. I failed the first two weeks of Elul. And, if I
missed the first part of Elul, I know that I do not
have a streak of forty days of teshuva! Please
help!”

The truth is, that Elul is not about going berserk. It
is about awareness of the severity of sin, and
awareness of the opportunity to get close to G-d.
Awareness that we all need to do Teshuva, in
whatever way possible. That’s all.

Just as I was putting together my thoughts for this
article, something amazing happened. As Daf
Hayomi moves to Massechet Chagigah, I randomly
opened the Tractate, and the first words my eyes
saw almost made them fall out of their sockets.
Says Rabbi Chanina, son of Papa, ‘Anyone who
does something that is forbidden, and regrets that
he sinned, is immediately forgiven! As it
says, They have not feared Me. But if they fear me
after they sinned and they repent, they will be
forgiven immediately!” (Chagigah 5a) Why? Why
if you realize or if you are aware of what you did,
does G-d forgive? How does awareness help?

This week’s Parasha tells us about the Mitzvah of
Viduy on Bikkurim. (Megillah 20b) Viduy is the
proclamation that you did not leave tithes of your
fruits back home, and you have properly dealt with
Masser and Terumah. We know of another Viduy.
The Viduy when someone bangs a fist on his heart
and admits misbehaving. What is the connection
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between the two Viduys? Why are they both called
Viduy? One is saying ‘I was responsible’, and the
other is saying that I was not. It seems to be a
contradiction.

To explain this, allow me first to introduce you to a
simple coaching tool I have found very useful.
One of the biggest obstacles to tackle in
relationship coaching is abuse. The greatest
example is verbal abuse. And the verbal abuse that
does the most damage is from a person who does
not realize that he/she is abusing. And the closer
the abuser is to you, the more the abuser is
important in your eyes, the deeper and more
serious the damage. This is because, in this
situation, your “guard” is down. You let the
comment penetrate, or you allow the close person
to raise his voice to you. By not standing up for
yourself, you accept the abuse, telling your
subconscious that you deserve derogatory
comments. The closest person to you is yourself,
and you may not be aware of the fact that you,
yourself, are guilty of verbal abuse — to yourself! In
order for a coach or therapist to help a person, the
first first aid is to help him stand up to abuse from
himself or from those whom he respects. This does
not mean to attack in return, but, as Bibi Netanyahu
said to the UN, “We have a red line, and we will
not let anyone pass it”. A person must kave a red
line and know where it is. So, how do we stop the
abuser? Let us take, for example, a scenario where
someone you love or respect is raising his voice or
screaming at you. Just because you love and
respect your loved ones, your partner, boss or
sibling, it does not mean you can’t stand up for
yourself. The problem is that most people do not
know what to say, without making a counter attack,
answering in the same tone. I will now reveal the
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secret-self-defense weapon, the four questions that
you can ask. It does not matter how the person
responds. Just ask the questions, and he will stop
abusing. Guaranteed. One condition. You need to
be calm and firm. And, the wording needs to be
exact.

The first question is, “Do you realize that you are
shouting at me?” or “Are you aware that you are
insulting me by talking negatively about an
important person or people in my life?” Whether
the person answers yes or no, it does not matter.
Either way, he is now aware. The reason why most
people do wrong is because they are not aware of
what they are doing. The main question is Are you
aware..., or Do you realize...

The reason why the wording needs to be exact is
because AWARE and REALIZE are hypnotic
words. Power Words. You can hypnotize someone,
persuade someone, sell something to someone by
using these two powerful power words. Are you
aware of how much power you have just by
inserting the word AWARE into questions? I am
sure you realize now. If the person continues to
scream, wait a little and then ask ...

Question 2... Are you able to stop screaming at
me? Again, it does not make a difference what they
answer to that question. The main thing is that you
have brought awareness, and that it could be the
person is screaming at you just because he can’t
stop screaming, not because you deserve to be
screamed at. And, many times, the one who is
screaming really, truly can’t stop. And if he
continues to scream you are now ready
for.. Step 3. If you can’t stop, I will have
to... You need to think what you can use as a
“threat”; it has to be something that the person does
not want you to do and something that you will not

regret. ... [ will have to close the phone. ... I will
have to end this conversation. This lets the
person know, realize and be aware, that he has
reached your “Red Line”. And if he continues..

Step 4. Stand up for yourself and do what you said
you were going to do. Show that you mean
business, and that you have a red line. Then, the
person realizes that he is dealing with a person, not
a shmattah.

All this has to do with awareness. Now, back to
Elul. The sinner is generally not aware of the same
four things. He is not aware that he is sinning. Or,
he is not aware that he can’t stop, and needs to
learn how to stop. Or, he is not aware what the
punishment is. Or, he is not aware that G-d is
serious about reward/punishment.

Viduy, is similar to the word Vadai, for sure.
Clarity. It is clear to me that there are no tithes at
home. It is clear to me that I have sinned. I am
aware. | realize. What a big word. To realize. Elul
is about awareness. Elul is to realize what we are
doing. And the person who realizes and is aware of
what the Day of Judgment implies is shaking in his
pants(and not because his phone is on vibrate). For
others, it takes forty days to become aware, but that
is also fine. That bachur who called me on the
phone is already aware only two weeks into Elul,
and [ am jealous.

Our Rabbis teach, that the main word in Viduy is
the word Aval. 1xvR Mary 1K a8, That word
has a synonym, X?X or nnX. The word X2 means
that what was said until now was wrong. Now, I
am aware of the truth. The responsible person is
the one who realizes and is aware, and that is the
connection between the two Viduys. If we aware of
this, we may realize what Elul is all about.

A HAPPY ELUL

Teshuva is a happy thing. If you are doing Teshuva
and you are not happy, you are not really cashing
in on all your benefits. Happiness is what changes
the evil decree of sin. Happiness is what brings
upon you G-d’s mercy.
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This is found in Rabbenu Bachye in this weeks
parasha, at the end of the prayer of the one who
brings his Bikurim to the Bet Hamikdash. >ayAy
NI R 993 oy POR Py Wipa: [ listened to
what Hashem, my G-d, said; I did all that You

° CHECK OUT NEW WEBSITE YOSEFFARHI.COM FOR MORE MOTIVATIONAL CONTENT



commanded me. (Devarim 26 ) Rabbenu Bachye
writes on these words: I listened to the voice of
Hashem my G-d, by bringing the Bikurim, to the
Bet Hamikdash. I did all that You commanded me,
that I was happy and I made others happy.

How do our Rabbis infer that the words I did all
that You commanded me means that I was happy
and I made others happy? The answer is found in
the word Kol ,all, as we find it elsewhere meaning
happiness. 21071 922 nawy. And you shall be happy
with all the good. (Rabbenu Bachye) The secret to
this happiness, the secret to making others happy,
is hidden in the word “Kol”. When you realize
that all you have is all that you are supposed to
have, because G-d is G-d and you are just human,
you can begin to be happy.

And then, Rabbenu Bachye says the most amazing
thing. The passuk continues FYTp 1027 TDPYA
SRR Fpyny Ty odwotm  (Devarim 26
15) Look down from the holy place in Heaven
called Maon- the place where happiness is from,
and bless Your nation, Yisrael. Rabbenu Bachye
asks, isn’t the word 79°pwi1 usually linked to G-d’s
Attribute of Judgement, as we find mhwRa M
mhy1? Why, over here, does it link with G-d’s
Attribute of Mercy?

The answer is that when someone is happy, he
accesses the Attribute of G-d of mercy, as he is
connected to Maon, a different part of Heaven. R’
Nachman from Breslov is quoted as having said
that happiness nullifies and prevents decrees from
being enacted upon a person. This is seen in the
Megilla. After having invited King Achashverosh

and Haman to a special, festive meal, Esther was
particular to make a second party, and only then
did she make her accusation against Haman. Why
should she not have spoken out against him in the
first instance? Why was it necessary to have a
second party?

At the first party, Haman was happy, and when
someone is happy, suffering and evil decrees do
not fall upon him. This is true even in regard to a
Rasha. Once Haman became depressed for having
suffered the disgrace of leading Mordechai around
the city on the King’s horse, while Mordechai was
wearing the Kings clothes — this put Haman in a
position that made him vulnerable to his fall.
Happiness is the way to change one Attribute of G-
d to another.

So how am I supposed to be happy in Elul, when |
am saying how wrong I was all year long?

This is something that is so important, so crucial
for relationships. The words “I was wrong” when
you make a mistake, have so much value. People
shy away from admitting they were wrong, because
it brings them down from their place of inflated
ego, to a place of being human. This is the ultimate
test of Rosh Hashana, how humble you really are,
how bent over are you, how similar you are to the
Shofar, with its bent over shape. But this is what
Teshuva is really about, recognizing that you are
just a human, and humans make mistakes, and only
G-d can help you become better.

How great it is to become more humble, more
human? How much calmer would that make us?
How much more happy would we be, if would stop
thinking that we are anything more than that?

HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU

A 50+ year old brother and sister asked me to help
them with their Hebrew. That is what I do; helping
people improve their prayer and learning,
communicating with G-d, on every level possible.
Their elderly father asked to speak to me. With a
strong Syrian accent, he said, “Rabbi, you like G-d.
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G-d teaches Torah. -xw° my> 7710 %0, You
teach Torah. You like G-d.”

I cried. This is what our religion is about, and the
power of the 13 Attributes of Mercy. To be G-d-
like. As we are commanded in this week’s
parashar)72 p%0  And, you shall go in His
ways. (Devarim 28; 10) G-d has so many ways. He
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is holy, merciful, patient, giving, loving,
sustaining, providing... and He teaches us Torah. I
just did not realize that teaching Torah is being G-
dly.

Another thing I realized about being G-d-like. G-d
is unique. Being G-dly means to be unique. He is
not persuaded by others, and He does not do things
because that’s the trend. Being G-dly, is being able
to be the authentic you, because there is no one else
with your unique qualities.

Are you religious because the people around you
are religious? Haran did not survive the fire that
Avraham Halvri survived, because Judaism is
about being religious because that is you. Haran
just followed Avraham, but on his own, he was not
willing to give up his life for G-d. Judaism is being
Haivri, from ‘the other side’. The whole world is
on one side, and you are on the other. If you are
religious only because you are surrounded by
religious people, your commitment to religion is
weak. Once you are alone, you will not be as
religious. Being G-d-like is, no matter if you are
alone, no matter if no one knows or sees, the holy
spirit inside you is your compass.

This is the unique blessing of this week’s parasha,
and the key to unlocking the power hidden in Rosh
Hashana. 21 X7 WxY p12 mainndnd YKVK will
make you a “head”, not a “tail”. On Rosh
Hashana night, when we eat the head of the fish,
we pray to G-d this powerful prayer ... 71¥7
2% X WRY? mwMay it be the will... that we be
like the head and not the tail.

What difference does it make if you are the head or
the tail? At the end of the day, you will get to the
same place!?

R Shimshon Pincus writes that it could be that you
finished Shas, but when you come to Heaven after
120, you will be told that you finished Shas only as
a “tail”; you were just “following the gang”, doing
the “in thing”. On Rosh Hashana we pray that we
find our uniqueness and tap into our natural genius.
(The word Genius comes from Greek and Latin
words that mean to be born, or to come into being.
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Not academic achievement alone.) There are many
examples of people whose real talents were hidden
while growing up; they were the “tail” in some
system, and their families and schools, alike,
ignored them. On Rosh Hashana, we pray that we
be able to tap into our unique genius and fulfill our
purpose in this world.

On Rosh Hashana we are judged with a massive X-
ray machine. , D7p ¥ 92 TPI0Y W AWYR 97 AN
MWRI2AW NN M MAyn 9o 198 77199, As you
stand before G-d during Mussaf, Rosh Hashana,
everything you’ve ever done, thought or said — G-d
sees it all. 1. wx nwyn all that you’ve done. 2.
1nTpPo1 What you were supposed to be, the unique
you, that you did not live up to. 3. 723 >79¥n m>»%y
All the plots, all your plans 4. w>X 9%y ¥ The
Yetzer HaTov and the Yetzer Hara: all the inner
voices of your subconscious.

When we accept Malchiyut on Rosh Hashana,
when we accept G-d’s being King, it means that we
accept that there is no such thing as nature. The
word 771 in reference to G-d really means 770,
which means, brings about, He directs everything,
He makes nature what it is. When we walk out of
Mussaf on Rosh Hashana, we see a new world. A
world that is 17720 YR 92 X%n, a world which is
full of G-d’s glory. Nothing is here in the world
just because it was here yesterday. n%°nn ovia o
Twyn. Rosh Hashana is not just a memory of what
happened; it is the beginning of the world. G-d
creates the world new, every Rosh Hashana.
Because each year, G-d believes that we will
complete our mission of revealing His G-dliness in
the world.

When I write my articles, I listen to music to block
out the sound in my somewhat crowded Jerusalem
apartment, and I play over the same song again and
again. While I write this article, Ari Goldwag’s
(I’'m a big fan) Happy Birthday song is playing in
the background. /t’s a new year, that’s okay. I
can’t play, that same old game. Am [ really gonna
stay the same? Watching as the years fly past.
Can’t ignore those questions asked. Yeah, its really
time to think about change. Happy birthday to you,
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start your world anew. There is so much you can
do. The world is here for you. Happy birthday. It’s
a new year I can see. I've let the silver bird fly free.
Unrestrained,  uncontained, indeed.  Happy
birthday is what they say, as if it’s good to live this
way. The time to change is here, I must conceive.
Happy birthday to you. Start your world anew.
There is so much you can do. ‘Cuz the world is
here for you. And when you blow out the candles,
did you wish for a better day? You know you can
handle everything life will throw your way. Happy
Birthday ...

This song got me thinking. When you hear the
Shofar, are you going to wish for a better year, the
real unique you that G-d is giving you another year
for? You know you can handle everything life will
throw your way! To be unique is not just to be
yourself in contrast or in comparison to others
Being unique is about being you of today, and not
be the ‘tail’ of who you were yesterday. This is
also being G-dly, that your decisions of today are
not a product of your decisions of yesterday. You
have a dynamic nature, one that is constantly
evolving and maturing. You are not the you of
yesterday. In our Parasha of 98 curses for the
sinners, lies the secret of leaving a year of curses
behind, N> M Snn Mo mw avon. The
word ovi“Today” appears thirteen times in the
parasha and is used for things that did not,
necessarily, happen on that day. o¥3; i3 °n737
PN DRUOS nipY?  msn TR Pl i
7337 P2 ohix Dbyl v ooppwnaThN
W01 P3N Today, YKVK, your G-d, is commanding
you to observe these laws and statutes, and you
shall guard and perform them with all of your
heart and all of your soul. What? G-d gave them
the Torah 40 years before! Why “Today”? Rashi
answers that every day it shall be, in your eyes, as
if today He made a covenant with you.

Renewal is the secret. Rosh Hashana is a new
world, a new life. Today is not the tail of yesterday.
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This is why men go to the Mikveh before Rosh
Hashana, as it is symbolic of being reborn. Rosh
Hashana means you are getting another chance to
rebuild your goals and tap into your inner genius.
Being G-dly is following G-d’s example of
creating the world anew by starting your own life,
anew. Dare to be you, to be your own version of
Nachson Ben Amindav, who walked right into Sea,
not looking at what anyone else was doing. This is
the gene that brought about King David. Being the
unique you, is the secret of King David, and the
secret of the zealousness of Pinhas a.k.a. Eliyahu
Hanavi who ignored everyone and did what his
heart told him was his unique life purpose. Let us
remember this as we pray for Mashiach on Rosh
Hashana m2i >3} %% 7i2. Mashiach will come
when each one focuses on his/ her unique mission
in this world. (see Niddah 13b 172w 79 X2 717 712 'R
n13aw MW 92)

Selfie steps to starting life anew, and tapping into
your unique genius.

1. No one has your portfolio of talents,
strengths, weaknesses, personality. Learn
to love yourself. You cannot be replaced,
and your life cannot be repeated.

2. Take meditative time-outs. What we are
today comes from our thoughts of
yesterday, and our present thoughts build
our life of tomorrow: Our life is the
creation of our mind. The world as we have
created it is a process of our thinking. It
cannot be changed without changing our
thinking. -Albert Einstein

3. Stop acting as if life is a rehearsal. Live
this day as if it were your last. The past is
over and gone. The future is not
guaranteed.
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PREPARING FOR ROSH HA’SHANAH

I once overheard a conversation that echoes in my
ears every year around this season. A young son of
a rabbi who was looking to become wealthy asked
one of his father’s wealthy congregants how he can
get rich. “It only takes one day a year,” the man
answered, “but you have to do it right. Rosh
HaShanah is the day when G-d decides how much
money you are going to make that year. [ made all
my money on that day while I was in shul.”

Both the questioner and I were shocked by this
powerful statement — especially from someone who
makes a few million a year. I realized, though, that
the wealthy congregant was not referring only to
the “work” of Rosh HaShanah, but also to his
preparations for that day. By the time he reached
Rosh HaShanah, he was ready for another year of
serving G-d on an entirely new level.

In the days of Elul, everyone claims that they want
to change. Someone said to me recently that a good
article or good speech in Elul is one after which
you feel your life has changed. I disagree! This
definition of change is more or less equivalent to
that of the person who walks out of a Weight
Watchers® session, and says he lost 50 pounds in
just one hour. People almost never change at
lightning speed. An inspiring Elul speech may
indeed give someone the desire to change, or
provide a new plan for change — but to actually
change is an entirely different story.

Change is scary because it involves struggle. It
means acknowledging that the way I presently
think or feel or perceive is flawed. It means that
every day I have to stick to the new commitment
that took me only a few moments to make. All this
takes time. Something like forty days. Welcome to
Elul!

As Rosh HaShanah approaches, many of us have
the unfortunate feeling that “I am not ready yet for
the new me 1 want to be for the new year.” This can
cause us to feel the need to take big steps of
change, something like a full court shot or a
touchdown throw. When we are pressed for time,
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we may try to cut corners of the
full teshuvah process, and miss out on some of the
key steps to change.

Overcoming the enemy within

When planning an attack in real war, the generals
know that there are certain strategies that work and
others that do not. If your Air Force flies high over
the enemy, they will be identified and shot down.
If, however, you have your planes fly low, they
will be less easy to spot, and they will be in a better
position to overcome the enemy. Similarly, when
we try to make massive change, the negative
tendencies built into ourselves see this as an attack,
and they know how to counter it. But if it is small
change, they do not perceive this as an attack — and
even manage to get used to the change.

This approach is implicit in the famous parable in
the Midrash which deals with the concept
of teshuvah, and the foolishness of people who are
afraid to escape their sinful habits (Koheleth
Raba 7). A group of thieves in prison start digging
secretly until they are able to tunnel out an escape
route. They all escape except for one of the thieves
who stays behind. When the prison guard comes
around for inspection, and sees how all but one
member of the group escaped, he gives the
straggler a beating while yelling: Fool! How did
you forgo an opportunity to escape and save your
life!?

Now, we might ask: Why does the Midrash
compare doing teshuvah to digging a secret escape
tunnel? Why not breaking down the door, picking
the lock, or something less demanding?

The answer is that real teshuvah is not a frontal
attack against our past behavior. Rather, it is a
procedure of one small step at a time. We must do
it patiently, and dig away at our negative priorities
and beliefs. This is teshuvah. This is change. There
is no shortcut or front door.

The fact that we have lots of work ahead of us this
Elul should not cause us to feel discouraged. One
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reason for that is a vitally important insight of
the Mabit in his Beit Elokim (Shaar HaTeshuvah,
Ch. 12). He notes that there is a major difference
between the mitzvah of teshuvah and other
mitzvoth. Take, for example, the mitzvah of tzitzit.
With strings only on three corners of our garment —
instead of four — it is not as if we have fulfilled
three-fourths of the mitzvah. We have
accomplished nothing. In contrast, if we take only
one of the 24 steps of teshuvah spelled out in
Rabeinu Yonah’s Sha’arei Teshuvah, we have
fulfilled a part of the mitzvah of feshuvah. It’s not
“all or nothing.”

Another important insight which can help us this
Elul is that of RabbiYisrael Salanter (Ohr Yisrael,
Igeret 8). R Yisrael first draws on the Rambam:
“Everyone has merits and sins. The person who has
a majority of merits is a tzaddik, and the person
who has a majority of sins is a rasha (evildoer).
This scale of measurement is not according to the
amount of merit or sin. Some sins are very heavy,
and just a few of these outweigh a great number of
merits. Similarly, certain merits outweigh a much
larger number of sins. The weighing is done with
G-d’s judgment alone, and only He knows the
weight of each merit and sin.” (Hilchot Teshuvah,
Chapter 3)

Although the Rambam does not tell us how to
measure our merits or sins, R’ Yisrael points out

that one way to know the weight of a mitzvah or
sin is by how hard or easy it is for us to fulfill it or
refrain from doing it. The same sin is considered
much “weightier” when it would have been easy to
refrain from. And the same mitzvah is considered
“weightier” when it was hard to fulfill. R’ Yisrael
therefore writes that if one is capable of finding
those sins that are actually easier for him to refrain
from, and do teshuvah on them, this may very well
help significantly in lightening the side of sin on
the balance scale.

This is very useful information for preparing
ourselves for the Day of Judgment. It means, for
example, that if we cannot stop speaking lashon
hara totally, we can at least stop ourselves when it
is easy for us to refrain. If we cannot stop ourselves
from not learning Torah when it is hard or difficult,

at least let us learn Torah when it is easier or learn
lighter subjects. If we cannot stop ourselves from
getting angry every time we are provoked, maybe
we can at least eliminate all the times when we are
capable of some sort self-control.

And we can rest assured that if we start with that
which is easy, then that which is hard will be more
easily within our reach.

APPRECIATION - THE KEY TO HAPPY LIVING

What does a Jew do when G-d blesses him with a
new crop? As described in this week’s parashah,
he brings the first fruits — the bikurim — to the Beit
HaMikdash, and makes the
special viduy declaration over them. The purpose
of this mitzvah is to declare that one is grateful for
all the good that he is given by G-d. This is also the
reason why the declaration is called viduy —a term
that usually means confession. The viduy over the
first fruits is a confession of gratitude. This whole
procedure was done with pomp and ceremony
which included a parade with fancy baskets and
bulls adorned in gold. The viduy itself was recited
in a loud voice.
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This is not the only place where the
Torah commands us to show that we are grateful
(makir tovah). Wise people know that the
difference between the happy and the despondent is
usually not due to money, pleasure, honor, or the
like. Rather, happy people are happy because they
know how to appreciate what they have been
given. And if their cup appears to be half empty,
they know that it’s really half full. Even if they
have almost no money/pleasure/honor, they feel
appreciative to G-d for bringing up the sun each
morning. This alone can fill one’s heart with
happiness. But aside from the benefit a person
derives from perceiving the world this way, the
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Jew is obligated by G-d to thank Him for the sun
every day in the morning prayers ((7IR 7% n272”.
As a matter of fact, this is the longest brachah we
have. Although many people would be more
thankful to G-d for winning the lottery, this is a
grave mistake.

If we take a moment to ask ourselves what we need
most for survival, we might be inclined to mention
money, support, family, friends, house, car,
Blackberry, etc. But the Chovot HalLevovot helps
us see that we are way off base. He makes the
following remarkable observation: What we need
most, G-d gives us in the greatest abundance and
at the cheapest price — despite the high demand.
The thing we really need most is air. Thus G-d
made sure that air is free and freely available. The
next most important thing for survival is water. Not
surprisingly, water is the second most abundant
item on the planet. Third is food — also available in
abundance... Just thinking about how much G-d
actually supports us should inspire us to be
appreciative (and to remember just how much we
need Him).

Why do people sometimes avoid feeling
appreciation? The answer is that appreciation
creates obligation — the obligation to recognize that
we are not in power; the obligation to be thankful
to G-d, and to obey His every word.

One way to increase our capacity to be appreciative
to G-d is to view ourselves as guests in His world.
Concerning guests, the Talmud says: What is the
difference between a good guest and a bad one? A
good guest says: “Whatever the host made or did
was to accommodate me.” The bad guest says:
“Whatever the host made or did was for himself. [
am just tagging along” (Berachot 58b). With
regard to our visit in this world as well, we have to
choose what kind of guest we want to be. Do we
want to be a good guest and say: “G-d brought the
sun up for me today,” or do we want to be a bad
guest in this world and say: “G-d had to bring up
the sun anyway. I just happen to be here”?
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One of my Rabbis would say that when we wake
up in the morning and bless G-d for opening our
eyes (through the blessing (2> my rp1d, we need to
be thankful to G-d for creating light as well — and
all the benefits we get from light. We even need to
be thankful to G-d for putting it into the human
mind to invent glasses. Indeed, the glasses sitting
right on our nose can serve as a reminder of all
these kindnesses. It seems, by the way, that Moshe
Rabbeinu himself made use of a “built-in”
reminder to keep G-d’s kindness to him in the
forefront of his mind. We see this in his reluctance
to accept G-d’s request that he lead the Jews out of
Egyptian slavery. Moshe emphasized that his lisp
would prevent him from doing the job effectively.
But why, we wonder, didn’t Moshe ask G-d to cure
the lisp? The explanation seems to be that Moshe
did not want to ever forget his gratitude to G-d for
saving his life as a baby when Pharaoh put him to
the test. The Midrash tells us that a dish of gold
and a dish of coals were put in front of the baby
Moshe. Had he reached for the gold, this would
have “clinched” the stargazers’ case that Moshe
was destined to be the redeemer of the Jews — and
Pharaoh would thus have put him to death. But G-d
saved his life by having an angel push his hand
away from the gold, and over to the coals. The
baby Moshe grabbed some coal, and put it to his
lips, causing himself a permanent lisp. Moshe
wanted this lisp to remain with him in order to
always remember this miracle, and keep up his
gratitude to G-d for it. Moshe’s level of
appreciation may be the reason why he was chosen
to be our Teacher.

A Real Jew

The Jew starts his day with the words 2% /771. The
word;77»  actually has two connotations. One
is confession and the other is thanks. The two are
very much connected, and are reflected in the
Hebrew word for Jew, yehudi. The more we
acknowledge and are thankful to G-d for
everything He does for us, the better Jews
(yehudim) we are.
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This concept also applies to being thankful to other
human beings. The Midrash says: 1n2w2 99157
D2 Pw w3 1912 7102% 1727 v (One who denies
the goodness from a friend will eventually deny the
goodness from G-d). Those who are ungrateful for

the goodness received from others will not be
happy because they will not feel thankful for the
goodness received from G-d. Only gratitude and
appreciation can make a person happy throughout
life.

I LOVE (THAT) NEW YORK(ER)

I was coaching someone in his office in New York.
He said that business has been slow for the last
four years. He has not been learning Torah or
praying in Minyan for a while. He has six kids and
feels like a bad father, and “harmony at home”
turned into something more like rock music. I
asked him what bothered him the most out of the
three problems. When he answered me, he offered
his own take on the root of his troubles: religion.
That was the reason for all three problems. He
explained himself. He said that recently he had
sinned a lot; he has become less spiritual, and he
believes that G-d is out to get him. G-d does not
love him anymore. “I deserve punishment, and G-d
gave up on me.”

Wow. A simple question from a coach, and the Jew
sitting in front of me peeled himself down like an
onion. In just four minutes. He did not want to
spend more time speaking about the subject. I
asked him what happens to him when he thinks this
way? Does he change for better, or just feel worse?
He kept quiet.

Let’s get this straight. No matter what, G-d loves
His children. The first words we say about G-d’s
Thirteen Attributes is 7’7’ — Hashem does not
change his love towards us one iota from before
our sin to after our sin. The reason why someone
might think that G-d does not love us is because of
the punishment one gets after sinning. We tend to
think that if G-d tells us in His Torah, as He does in
this week’s parasha, all the bad things that those
who do not follow His Torah will suffer, that He is
“stalking” us, ready to throw lightning bolts of pain
and suffering at us. Far from the truth. G-d, in His
Torah, is not trying to scare us, but to warn us
that this is the way of the world. Fire burns, water
evaporates and sin takes its toll. It is the way of the
world, a reality, and He, our Father, is simply
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warning us not to cross the street blindfolded. His
love for us, however, remains, and always will be,
non negotiable.

The guy in the office in New York is not alone in
the way he feels. Many people have mixed
emotions about whether or not, and how much, G-d
is on their side. On Elul, we wake up to Selihot.
We start by saying nwia u» npIdn oo
o197, To You, Hashem, is the righteousness, and to
us is the shame... G-d will never and has never
been “out to get” anyone. He does not have
favorites. It is just not His way. He loves all of His
children. And He loves them more than anyone can
possibly imagine. More than a parent loves a child,
and more than any other type of love. Much more.
When things go wrong in life, and one tries to
check his score with G-d, seeing how bad he
behaved and if this is really the punishment that he
deserved, then he is out of reality. G-d is always
righteous . And always loving.

We pray in Amidah 11xvn °> 12°2K 1% 170 forgive us
our Father, for we have sinned. We say, after the
Amidah, the words of King David ’7 v wn?
X3 271 0 1myh no For your Name’s sake,
Hashem, may you forgive my sin, for it is great.
And we, the Sefardim, chant in Selihot 7°19% 11RLR
WHY o We have sinned before You, have mercy
on us. How odd. Why would
anyone forgive because he was sinned against?
Why would any King have mercy, because His
people sinned? And why should the greatness of
the sin be a reason for it to be forgiven?

I hope that fellow in New York is reading this,
because it might change his life. G-d’s Name is
how we refer to Him and the way He portrays
Himself to the Universe. Generally speaking, a
name is not an only an identity. It is even closer to
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the person than identity. It is the person. The first
of the Thirteen Attributes is that G-d will always
love you. That His Name is solid. You can’t budge
it. For your Name’s sake, Hashem, may you
forgive my sin, for it is great. The greater the sin,
the more He shows that you can’t budge Him. He
can still find in His love a place to forgive and
overlook things after we repent. Forgive us our
father, for we have sinned... Forgive us, our Father,
because we recognize that we have sinned. One
does not ask for forgiveness when he has wronged
someone else for one of two reasons: Either the one
who perpetrated the wrongdoing believes it was not
so bad... or, he feels that what he did was so
serious that the one whom he wronged will be
unable to grant him forgiveness. Our approach to
G-d, in asking for forgiveness, is — that we admit
and recognize that the sin was so great that any
other would not be able to forgive. Only G-d can
forgive such sin, and by doing so, His Name will
be sanctified. So, in Selichot, the Sefardim sing
that we have sinned, because we know that G-d is
the Greatest Forgiver, and it is to Him that we have
sinned.

This thought suddenly popped into my head, while
writing this article. A certain teenage boy was
caught pick pocketing. The sirens went on in the
store as he tried to walk out, and the police pulled
right up and handcuffed the kid. He was brought to
a judge. Trembling, he looked up to see who the
judge was. The judge was actually his Father. His
Father looked down at his trembling son and said,
Son, just empty your pockets and go home. Is there
a father who loves more than such a Father? Other
fathers may take this personally: My son, a
pickpocket? I'll teach him a lesson! But not 1"aR
159 Our Father, our King.

This is what Tashlich is all about. We come, red
handed, to the Day of Judgement, and G-d says,
“No problem. Just empty out your pockets.” And
then we say, standing at the water, X1 w3 -8 »
My Who is like You, G-d, who bears the weight of
sin...?

G-d is never the one to be “out to get” us... He is
always *7 7171 1172 21X — 99R I am to my Loved
One And my Loved One is to me.

SMALL CHANGE

In the days of Elul, everyone claims that they want
to change. Change is scary because it involves
struggle. It means acknowledging that the way I
presently think or feel or perceive is flawed. It
means that every day I have to stick to the new
commitment that took me only a few moments to
make. All this takes time. Something like forty
days. Welcome to Elul!

As Rosh HaShanah approaches, many of us have
the unfortunate feeling that “I am not ready yet for
the new me I want to be for the new year.” This can
cause us to feel the need to take big steps of
change, something like a full court shot or a
touchdown throw. When we are pressed for time,
we may try to cut comners of the
full teshuvah process, and miss out on some of the
key steps to change.

When planning an attack in real war, the generals
know that there are certain strategies that work and
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others that do not. If your Air Force flies high over
the enemy, they will be identified and shot down.
If, however, you have your planes fly low, they
will be less easy to spot, and they will be in a better
position to overcome the enemy. Similarly, when
we try to make massive change, the negative
tendencies built into ourselves see this as an attack,
and they know how to counter it. But if it is small
change, they do not perceive this as an attack — and
even manage to get used to the change.

This approach is implicit in the famous parable in
the Midrash which deals with the concept
of teshuvah, and the foolishness of people who are
afraid to escape their sinful habits (Koheleth
Raba 7). A group of thieves in prison start digging
secretly until they are able to tunnel out an escape
route. They all escape except for one of the thieves
who stays behind. When the prison guard comes
around for inspection, and sees how all but one
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member of the group escaped, he gives the
straggler a beating while yelling: Fool! How did
you forgo an opportunity to escape and save your
life!?

Now, we might ask: Why does the Midrash
compare doing teshuvah to digging a secret escape
tunnel? Why not breaking down the door, picking
the lock, or something less demanding?

The answer is that real feshuvah is not a frontal
attack against our past behavior. Rather, it is a
procedure of one small step at a time. We must do
it patiently, and dig away at our negative priorities
and beliefs. This is teshuvah. This is change. There
is no shortcut or front door.

The fact that we have lots of work ahead of us this
Elul should not cause us to feel discouraged. One
reason for that is a vitally important insight of
the Mabit in his Beit Elokim (Shaar HaTeshuvah,
Ch. 12). He notes that there is a major difference
between the mitzvah of teshuvah and other
mitzvoth. Take, for example, the mitzvah of tzitzit.
With strings only on three corners of our garment —
instead of four — it is not as if we have fulfilled
three-fourths of the mitzvah. We have
accomplished nothing. In contrast, if we take only
one of the 24 steps of teshuvah spelled out in
Rabeinu Yonah’s Sha’arei Teshuvah, we have
fulfilled a part of the mitzvah of feshuvah. It’s not
“all or nothing.”

Another important insight which can help us this
Elul is that of RabbiYisrael Salanter (Ohr Yisrael,
Igeret8). R’ Yisrael first draws on the Rambam:
“Everyone has merits and sins. The person who has
a majority of merits is a tzaddik, and the person
who has a majority of sins is a rasha (evildoer).

This scale of measurement is not according to the
amount of merit or sin. Some sins are very heavy,
and just a few of these outweigh a great number of
merits. Similarly, certain merits outweigh a much
larger number of sins. The weighing is done with
G-d’s judgment alone, and only He knows the
weight of each merit and sin.” (Hilchot Teshuvah,
Chapter 3)

Although the Rambam does not tell us how to
measure our merits or sins, R’ Yisrael points out
that one way to know the weight of a mitzvah or
sin is by how hard or easy it is for us to fulfill it or
refrain from doing it. The same sin is considered
much “weightier” when it would have been easy to
refrain from. And the same mitzvah is considered
“weightier” when it was hard to fulfill. R’ Yisrael
therefore writes that if one is capable of finding
those sins that are actually easier for him to refrain
from, and do teshuvah on them, this may very well
help significantly in lightening the side of sin on
the balance scale.

This is very useful information for preparing
ourselves for the Day of Judgment. It means, for
example, that if we cannot stop speaking lashon
hara totally, we can at least stop ourselves when it
is easy for us to refrain. If we cannot stop ourselves
from not learning Torah when it is hard or difficult,
at least let us learn Torah when it is easier or learn
lighter subjects. If we cannot stop ourselves from
getting angry every time we are provoked, maybe
we can at least eliminate all the times when we are
capable of some sort self-control.

And we can rest assured that if we start with that
which is easy, then that which is hard will be more
easily within our reach.

SYSTEM OF VALUES

The Talmud gives us an example of when a sinner
can be considered a genuine Baal
Teshuvah (penitent): If he refrains from sinning a
second time when he encounters the same woman
at the same place and time where he had
previously sinned (Yoma 86b).
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This is a rather puzzling test. Must a Baal
Teshuvah actually return to the same place and the
same temptation in order to prove his sincerity?
Even more puzzling is the Talmud’s mention of
going back to the time of the sin. How can the
penitent possibly accomplish this?
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The Kli Yakar helps us understand what the Sages
mean by drawing our attention to two
key pssukim in our parashah: “For this mitzvah is
not in the heavens...nor across the sea that you
may say: ‘Who will cross the sea and get it for us
so that we can fulfill it?’ Rather, it is very close to
you; it is in your mouth and heart to do it”(Dvarim
30:12-13). In other words, one must not be afraid
to do teshuvah because he might not withstand the
tests that lie ahead. Neither does he need to go to
the far ends of the world — to the scene of sin — in
order to prove that he will not sin again. Rather, the
place of the sin is in the heart. Intense regret can
return one to the place and time of sin in order to
uproot it. Pain and positive regret can change the
heart. They can transform past failure into lessons
for the present and future. Change in perception on
the part of the Baal Teshuvah ultimately result in
change of behavior and character. And that is how
we are judged on Rosh HaShanah. G-d sees our
present state, and how it will result in positive
change in the future. What happened in the past
does not determine the ultimate verdict. What is
decisive is our character and our “re-programmed”
heart as we stand before the Supreme Judge on
Rosh HaShanah.

We find a precedent for this approach in G-d’s
response to Yishmael’s prayer when he and his
mother Hagar seemed to have run out of water in
the desert. When Yishmael felt himself close to
dying of thirst, he turned to G-d and cried out for
mercy. G-d was about to create a spring of water
when the angels tried to intervene: How can You
bring water to the boy whose future descendents
will kill  Your children through thirst? G-d
responded: What is Yishmael at present — a
tzaddik or rasha? Tzaddik! He is to be judged as he
is now — QW X177 WX

Why is this? Because a person’s essence is what is
in his mind and heart at the present moment.

This concept can help us understand a curious
request we make of G-d numerous times during
this High Holiday season: 2°7°0m 2°>7% 1902
11202 — Inscribe us in the Book of the Righteous
and Pious. The question is obvious. If we are
righteous, we need not ask. If we are not, why
would imploring G-d get us into the Book where
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we do not belong? How are we to understand such
a request?

Rabbi  Moshe  Chaim  Luzatto  explains
how teshuvah works. When the thought of pleasure
and willingness is removed from the sin, then the
sin itself is erased and nullified (Messilat
Yesharim Ch. 4). Sin is generated by an evil
thought. When we oppose inner negative motives
mentally and emotionally, G-d is willing to see us
as different people. Although we may have sinned
throughout  the  year, sincere  thoughts
of teshuvah can enable us to stand before G-d on
Rosh Hashanah and say: “I now perceive all that
pleasure I derived from the sin as pain. I do not
want to continue such actions. I am not the sinful
“I” of yesterday. And I am not the “I” of
tomorrow, where I might fail another test. Right
now, I am a better person — the ” I I really want
to be”

There is a midrash that can help us in becoming
that person we really want to be (Midrash Aseret
Hadibrot on mmn &%). King Solomon was once
approached by three merchants who suspected each
other of pocketing the profits from their successful
business trip. King Solomon replied that he would
be willing to judge the case the following day.
When the three merchants re-assembled, he told
them about a query sent to him by the Roman
Emperor involving a boy and girl who had
promised to marry when they came of age. They
stipulated that in case either one would decide to
marry someone else, they would first ask
permission of the other party. Time passed, and the
young woman found a suitable man whom she
liked very much. True to her word, she took her
fiancé to the door of the man she once promised to
marry in order to get his permission. The man
kindly accepted the woman’s decision and refused
the handsome present of gold and precious stones
that the groom had brought along to appease him.
With real sincerity, he wished the young couple a
happy life together. On the way home,
unfortunately, the pair was captured by a ruthless
band of thieves. The booty was split between them,
and the young bride was taken to the leader of the
gang. She implored him to hear her story. The head
of the thieves somehow found it in his heart to be



merciful, and returned the bride to the groom —
together with all the gold and precious stones.

King Solomon turned to the three merchants, and
asked them to help decide the question sent by the
Emperor: Which of the three acted most nobly —
the woman who kept the promise of her youth, the
man who both gave permission for her to marry
someone else and refused the lavish present, or the
head of the thieves who could have had both the
money and the bride had his mercy not gotten the
better of him?

Each one voiced a different opinion, but King
Solomon commanded that the one who praised the

thief be tied up and whipped. If he praised the thief
who had no legal rights to the bride or valuables,
then he must be a thief himself! And, of course, the
man confessed.

As King Solomon wrote in the Book of Proverbs:
“...a man is according to what he praises”
(Mishlei 27:21). If we praise good deeds, then that
is who we are. If we ask to be inscribed in the
Book of the Righteous, it means that we really
want to be righteous. And if we are sincere, that is
how we are perceived by G-d as well. 1187 7 12
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