
The Symbolism of Tefillin

The Torah promises in Parashat Ki-Tabo (28:10), "All the 
nations of the earth will see that the Name of G-d is called 
upon you, and they will be afraid of you."

 

Targum Yonatan Ben Uziel explains that this refers to the 
Tefillin Shel Rosh, which we proudly wear upon our heads.  
The Torah promises that when the enemies of the Jewish 
People see the Tefillin on our heads, they will be gripped by 
fear and will no longer try to inflict harm on us.

 

How does this work?  How will the sight of the Tefillin instill 
fear within our enemies?

 

The Kol Aryeh answers this question by developing the 
symbolic meaning of the Tefillin Shel Rosh. 

 

The Tefillin Shel Rosh features a knot in the back, from 
which two straps extend along the front of a person's body – 
one to the right and one to the left.  The right side is always 
associated with Hesed – G-d's kindness, whereas the left 
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side represents Din – judgment.  For this reason, it is cus-
tomary for the right Tefillin strap to extend longer than the 
left strap, reflecting our desire for an abundance of Hesed. 

 

One who sees the front of a person sees two separate, 
seemingly disconnected, straps.  Outwardly, Hesed and Din 
are two distinct phenomena.  Some events and experiences 
appear as Hesed, manifestations of G-d's kindness, where-
as others seem like pure Din – harsh judgment.  However, 
when the Tefillin Shel Rosh is viewed from the back, it be-
comes clear that both straps come from the same source, 
from the knot on the back of the head.  The knot of the Tefil-
lin symbolizes the belief that in truth, Hesed and Din are one 
and the same, that everything Hashem does is for the best, 
and for our ultimate benefit, even if sometimes it causes us 
pain.  The two "straps" are really one, because everything 
Hashem does is for the best.

 

When Moshe was atop Mount Sinai, he asked, "Har'eni Na 
Et Kebodecha" – "Show me, please, Your glory" (Shemot 
33:18).  The Sages explained that Moshe wanted to under-
stand the secret of G-d's governance, why the righteous oc-
casionally suffer, whereas the evildoers occasionally enjoy 
good fortune.  G-d responded, "Ve'ra'ita Et Ahorai" – that 
Moshe would be able to see Him "from the back" (33:23), 
which the Gemara (Berachot 7) explains to mean that Hash-
em showed Moshe the knot of His Tefillin.  The answer to 
Moshe's question is the knot of the Tefillin Shel Rosh – the 
belief that there is no distinction between what we perceive 
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as bad and what we perceive as good.  Everything Hashem 
does is a manifestation of the greatest Hesed, even when 
we cannot understand how. 

 

This is why Halacha requires reciting Shema while wearing 
Tefillin.  The opening verse of Shema declares, "Hashem 
Elokenu, Hashem Ehad."  The Name of "Havaya" is associ-
ated with the attribute of Hesed, whereas the Name "Elokim" 
refers to divine judgment.  The pronouncement "Hashem 
Elokenu, Hashem Ehad" means that both "Hashem" and 
"Elokenu" are "Hashe Ehad" – a single manifestation of 
G-d, an expression of kindness.  Even "Elokim" is "Havaya"; 
even what appears to us as bad is the ultimate good.  We 
must make this pronouncement while wearing our Tefillin – 
which expresses this fundamental tenet of Emuna (faith).

 

With this background, we can return to the verse here in 
Parashat Ki-Tabo.

 

In the future, the enemy nations will be shown how all the 
pain and sorrow they caused the Jewish Nation was actu-
ally to our benefit, a manifestation of Hashem's kindness.  
They will see that all their efforts to persecute us and defeat 
us actually helped us, and in fact led to the final redemption.  
They will see the "Tefillin Shel Rosh" – that both "straps" 
are really one, that even the misfortune that Am Yisrael ex-
periences is in fact beneficial for us.  And they will thus be 
overcome by fear and horror, recognizing that all their ef-
forts had the precise opposite effect than they intended, that 
everything they did to hurt us was in fact helping us.

 

The message for us is that we must reinforce our stead-
fast faith in Hashem's unlimited kindness, and repeatedly 
remind ourselves that "Hashem Elokenu, Hashem Ehad" 
– even the struggles and hardships of life are to our ulti-
mate benefit.  Although we cannot possibly understand in 
the present moment how this could be good, we must trust 
that in the future everything will become clear, and we will 
see with our eyes the "knot of the Tefillin," how everything 
Hashem did was for the best. n

Strengthening Our-
selves in Preparation 

for Redemption

Parashat Ki-Tavo describes the ninety-eight Kelalot (curs-
es) that God threatens to bring upon Benei Yisrael should 
they disobey the Torah. At one point in this section, the To-
rah informs us of the particular cause of these calamities: 
"Tachat Asher Lo Avadeta Et Hashem Elokecha Be'simcha" 
– "on account of the fact that you did not serve Hashem 
your God with joy" (Devarim 28:47). Surprisingly, the Torah 
here does not refer to a generation that simply disregarded 
the Mitzvot; it speaks of a generation of Jews that are in-
deed loyal to God's laws, but begrudgingly, without joy and 
enthusiasm. The Torah demands not only that we obey the 
Mitzvot, but that we rejoice and take pleasure in the perfor-
mance of Mitzvot; in other words, the Torah demands that 
we be happy.

This requirement is expressed in other contexts, as well. 
King David famously wrote (Tehillim 100:2), "Ivdu et Hash-
em Be'simcha" – "Serve God with joy." He didn't instruct 
simply, "Serve God," but rather than we must do so "with 
joy." The Gemara in Megila presents the famous rule, 
"Mi'shenichnas Adar Marbim Be'simcha" – "When [the 
month of] Adar comes, we increase our joy." Conversely, 
in Masechet Ta'anit we read, "Mi'shenichnas Av Mema'atim 
Be'simcha" – "When [the month of] Av comes, we decrease 
our joy." These two passages work off the basic assump-
tion that a Jew must constantly live in a state of happiness. 
Halacha requires increasing or decreasing the level of joy at 
different periods of the year, but some level of Simcha (joy) 
must be maintained at all times. Rabbi Shimon Schwab 
compared the requirement of Simcha to a pilot light on a 
gas range. The flame must always remain lit, and one low-
ers or raises the fire as needed. Similarly, a Jew must live 
each day of the year with a certain degree of happiness, 
which he increases or decreases depending on the partic-
ular season.

Every person on earth spends his life pursuing happiness, 
but, unfortunately, few of them actually achieve happiness. 
If the Torah demands that we live and serve God with joy, 
then it clearly assumes that we are capable of achieving a 
state of happiness. But how is this achieved? What is the 
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Torah's "secret" to attaining true joy and contentment?

In Sefer Melachim I (8:66), the prophet tells that after the 
fourteen days of celebration for the inauguration of the Bet 
Ha'mikdash, Benei Yisrael returned home happy. What was 
the cause of their happiness? As Rabbi Avraham Pam not-
ed, it could not have been just the delicacies and fine wine 
they enjoyed during the celebration. Many among Benei 
Yisrael lived a distance of several days' travel from Jeru-
salem, and yet the prophet tells that they felt joyous upon 
returning home – long after the pleasure provided by the 
food and wine had subsided. They were happy because of 
the spiritual elevation they had just experienced during the 
inauguration of the Temple. As the Yalkut Shimoni remarks 
on this verse, they rejoiced "because they enjoyed the glory 
of the Shechina."

True joy results from spirituality, not from material gain. King 
Shelomo, the wisest and wealthiest of all men, commented 
in the Book of Kohelet (1:14), "I have seen all the creations 
that were made under the sun – and behold, it is all vanity 
and worthlessness." Kohelet enjoyed all the luxuries and 
pleasures of life, and concluded that this does not bring a 
person happiness. The Rabbis remarked, "A person who 
has one hundred – he wants two hundred." Material wealth 
can never bring contentment, because the more one has, 
the more he desires. Ultimately, as the Rabbis comment in 
a different context, "A person does not die with half of what 
he desires in his possession." There will always be a wide 
gap between the wealth one has achieved and the wealth 
he still desires, and this gap leads one to depression and 
frustration. 

Important as it is to earn a respectable living, wealth alone 
will not make a person happy; only religion and spirituality 
can bring true happiness and contentment. 

Rabbi Samson Refael Hirsch claimed that the word "Sa-
mei'ach" ("happy") is etymologically related to the verb 
"Tz.M.Ch.," which means "grow." What brings a person joy 
is growth, spiritual advancement. When a person is stag-
nant, when he is not growing or progressing, he feels frus-
trated and depressed. Children are happy and excited by 
nature, because they are constantly growing at an accel-
erated rate. They are always learning new information and 
coming upon new experiences. Herein lies the key to happi-
ness: spiritual growth.

To the outsider, the Torah life might seem burdensome and 
restrictive. To those who experience it, however, it is the 
greatest source of joy and accomplishment in the world. A 
person who spends his time and energy solely on material 

gain and physical indulgence will never feel happy. A swim-
mer submerges his entire body in water and works to move 
forward, but he must occasionally come up for air. Similar-
ly, although a person must "submerge" himself in a career 
and work hard to earn a living, he cannot survive spiritually 
unless he "comes up for air," unless he designates suffi-
cient time for Torah and Mitzvot. Otherwise, he can never 
achieve genuine happiness, which can come only through 
spiritual growth and elevation. n

Daily Bitachon: 
Parashat Ki Tetzeh: 
Weights & Measures

The beginning of Parashat Ki Tavo says, “Take from the 
first fruit of your land…,” referring to the Mitzvah of 
Bikkurim, when we bring the first fruits to the Bet HaMikdash 
and proclaim aloud a Thank You for the year, for the fruits, 
and declare that we are happy with everything that Hashem 
gave us.

The Midrash says that the Torah uses the word “ראשית
Reshit/the first,” to indicate the first fruit, but it also connects 
back to the first word of the Torah בראשית Bereshit, “Because 
the world was created for Bikkurim.”

That sounds like a heavy statement. 

Rav Aharon Kotler explains that Bikkurim is about Hakarat 
HaTov, and recognizing everything that Hashem gives us, 
without any complaints or demands.It is appreciating 
Hashem hessed. That is the purpose of creation- To 
recognize Hashem’s Kindness, and thank Him. 

The pasuk in Yeshaya (perek מג, pasuk כא) says: 

�ר �פ �י י�ס �ת �ל �י �לי ת�ה ת�ר�צ  ־זו� י�  I created this nation, they will - וּע�ם
praise Me. Rashi says that the purpose of the Jewish 
people is to praise God.

We see this from Parashat Bo, where it talks about Yetziat 
Mitzrayim- the Ramban says there that the purpose of 
Yetziat Mitzrayim and all of the Mitzvot, is twofold: The first 
purpose is to believe in God, and the second is to thank 
Him. That is the purpose of creation- to believe in Him and 
to thank Him. Every Mitzvah that we do has in it, those two 
aspects-Belief and Thanks. 

Regarding the pasuk from Tehilim, 
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�י ת�ח � � �ךב�ט �ד �ס  I relied on your kindness - ואַ�נ�י ב�ח�

ת �ך �ע�ת �י ב�יש�ו I rejoice in Your salvation - יג��ל ב�ל

י�ל �ל ע� ׳ כ�י גמ� יר�ה ל�ה ��ש�  I sing to Hashem, for He has been - א
good to me

The Vilna Gaon asks: Why is singing to God brought into a 
pasuk with Bitachon?

The Gaon answers that for full bitachon, it’s not just enough 
that you rely on Hashem, but rather, when the salvation 
comes, you thank Him. That is Hakarat HaTov, and that is 
the purpose of creation.  

Mizmor 100 of Tehilim is called, the Mizmor L’Todah, the 
Song of Thanks. In that Mizmor we say: 

ו� כ�י־ ה׳ הואּ אלקים  We should realize that Hashem is - ע��ד
God, the One that is in charge of all forces. 

��ּונ He created us - הואּ־עש�

�ּונ ו) א�נ�ח  And (either) we didn’t create ourselves - ולא (ו�ל

(or) we are to Him (depending on how the word Lo is 
spelled- לו or לא)

The Sfat Emet says that if the words לו and לא are put 
together and rescrambled, it spells אלול- Elul, indicating 
that the job of Elul is realize לא אנחנו- it wasn’t us, and once 
we realize that, then לא אנחנו, we belong to Him. 

The underlying foundation of Thanks is the Emunah that 
Hashem is in charge of everything. He made us. 

�ע�ר�יתו  אן מ  .We are His nation, the flock that He tends עמו ו��צ

That is the foundation of Thank you. 

The amount a person thanks Hashem, is indicative of how 
much he believes in Hashem.

The Midrash tells us that Hashem said, Anochi Hashem- I 
am Hashem, Your God, that took you out of Mitzrayim. 
Believe in Me, and don’t be a Kafoy Tovah/ an Ingrate.

The Midrash says that a person who is an ingrate cannot 
accept Hashem as his king. So if we want Hashem to be 
our God, we have to appreciate that He took us out of 
Mitzrayim. Hakarat HaTov is part of accepting Hashem as 
King. 

It is interesting to note that the 10 days of Teshuva 
correspond to the 10 Commandments. The first day, which 
is Rosh Hashanah, corresponds to the first commandment, 
which is Anochi Hashem Elokecha… I am Hashem your 
God, that took you out of Egypt. 

Therefore, it is apropos that Rosh Hashanah is the day of 
appreciation, of Hakarat HaTov for what Hashem gives us. 

Furthermore, the power of Hoda’ah/Thanks, saves us from 

difficulties and challenges. 

The Ben Yehoyada in Pesachim tells us that when a person 
has a challenge, the merit of saying Hallel and thanking 
Hashem takes away difficulties. 

The Pele Yoetz says, on the topic of Hallel, that whoever 
says Shira/ a song after experiencing a miracle, his reward 
is that he will experience another miracle. 

Therefore, it’s appropriate to pause from time to time, to 
say thank you. 

This is part of Bitachon, because if you really believe that 
everything comes from Hashem, when good things 
happen, instead of taking credit, you give credit to Hashem. 

That is our job at the end of the year, in Parashat Ki Tavo; 
to dedicate this Shabbat as a Shabbat of Thanks. We 
should sit around the table and share all of the wonderful 
things that have happened to us.

Finally, I would like to share my Hakarat HaTov, by thanking 
Rabbi Ebstein of Lakewood for his weekly newsletter on 
Bitachon, which was the source for much of this information. 

Have a Shabbat Shalom. n

 
Embrace Shabbat:  
Shabbat and the 
Mouth

Rabbenu Efrayim (who was one of the Tosafists) cites the 
Sefer Yetzirah – an ancient Kabbalistic work which some 
attribute to Avraham Avinu – as commenting that there are 
seven “openings” to the human soul.  The human head 
contains seven “openings” – two eyes, two ears, two nos-
trils, and one mouth – and each opening, the Sefer Yetzirah 
notes, corresponds to an opening to the soul.  Later writers 
have noted that these seven openings correspond to the 
seven days of the week.  The Ben Ish Hai commented that 
the human face is arranged like the menorah, as the mouth, 
which is positioned in the center, represents the middle 
lamp.  The right ear, eye and nostril represent the three right 
lamps, and the left ear, eye and nostril represent the three 
left lamps.  As we know, the middle branch of the menorah 
symbolizes Shabbat, the three right branches symbolize the 
three days before Shabbat (Wednesday, Thursday and Fri-
day), and the three left branches symbolize the three days 
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after Shabbat (Sunday, Monday and Tuesday).  It emerges, 
then, that the mouth corresponds to Shabbat.  Developing 
this notion further, the Ben Ish Hai notes that just as the 
mouth was created with “protection” – namely, two rows of 
teeth and lips, which guard against the entry of unwanted 
objects into the mouth – Shabbat, too, has a system of laws 
and safeguards to protect it against violation.

The Hid”a also views the mouth as symbolic of Shab-
bat, and he writes that when the Torah says in Parashat 
Bereshit that Hashem blessed the seventh day –  
 it means that Hashem blessed – ויברך אלקים את יום השביעי
the mouth.  Just as Shabbat is designated as the holiest day 
of the week, similarly, the mouth was designated for the sa-
cred task of speaking words of Torah and words of praise to 
Hashem.  Indeed, the Hid”a adds, Shabbat corresponds to 
the seventh quality of Hashem, which is the quality of מלכות 
(kingship).  This quality is associated with David Ha’melech, 
the one who sang praises to Hashem and who spent the 
seventh day – Shabbat – engrossed in Torah study.  (Hazal 
relate that David wanted to know when he would die, and 
G-d told him that although He cannot reveal when he would 
die, it has been decreed that he would die on Shabbat.  
David therefore spent every Shabbat engrossed in Torah 
learning to protect himself from the Angel of Death, until one 
occasion when the Angel of Death succeeded in distracting 
him from learning.) 

For this reason, the Hid”a explains, there is a special mitz-
vah to use our mouths in a special way on Shabbat, by sing-
ing zemirot, speaking words of Torah, and refraining from 
speaking about mundane or unimportant matters.  The Ge-
mara establishes the prohibition of ודבר דבר, which forbids 
speaking on Shabbat the way we speak during the week.  
Hashem placed the mouth in the middle of head because 
it corresponds to Shabbat, which is viewed as being in the 
center of the week.  Shabbat is the day when we are to 
elevate our faculty of speech by using it for lofty purposes.

We must try, as much as possible, to ensure to elevate the 
quality of our speech on Shabbat, by avoiding conversa-
tions about business and other mundane matters, and by 
spending time singing zemirot, reading Tehillim, and speak-
ing words of Torah. Ultimately, it is for these purposes that 
Hashem created the human faculty of speech, and Shab-
bat, in particular, is the time for us to realize this purpose 
and raise our faculty of speech to lofty levels. n

Living Emunah:

Parashat Ki Tavo:  
			     All The Good

The Pasuk says in this week's Parasha, Ki Tavo, ושמחת" 
 We are to be happy with all the good that we- בכל טהוב"
have. People ask, "How can we be commanded to be hap-
py? We wish we were happy, but we don't have what to be 
happy about." The Pasuk continues and tells us how to be 
happy, "אשר נתן ךל ה' אלוקיך"- by realizing that whatever we 
have was given to us directly by Hashem, especially made 
for our needs. 

If a world famous superstar came to a person's home to give 
him a gift, the person would become so excited and cherish 
that gift, no matter what it was. If the Gadol Hador came to a 
person's house to deliver him a new Sefer which he person-
ally wrote in his own handwriting, it would give that person 
so much joy. They would value it so much. Everything that 
we have was actually given to us by Hashem Himself. He 
camouflages it so well. He hides, so that we can't tell that 
it was Him. But if we would recognize it and appreciate it, 
it would make us so happy. We should think about what 
we have and say to ourselves, "Hashem gave this to me." 
Sometimes, it is so clear that Hashem is the One giving, 
and when we realize it, it brings indescribable joy.

A rabbi recently took his three sons to Israel to visit holy 
sites and get Berachot from Gedoleh Hador. On the second 
to last day of their two week trip, they forgot their camera 
in a taxi cab. It contained footage of their entire trip, as well 
as videos of conversations they had with the great rabbis. 
They tried to somehow track down the taxi, but they were 
unsuccessful. To their dismay, they left the next day back to 
New York without the camera. But they accepted their fate 
with Emunah. 

A couple of days after they returned, the father received a 
phone call from a rabbi in Israel, who he did not know. The 
rabbi said, "I think I might have your camera, but I need 
you to identify it. I watched one of the videos, and you were 
introduced as the son-in-law of so-and-so. Please tell me 
your father-in-law's name." He gave the correct answer, and 
the rabbi proceeded to tell him how he got the camera and 
tracked him down. 

He said, "I have a custom that whenever I get into the taxi 
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of an irreligious Jew, I try to give him some words of Chizuk 
and some Chidush in Torah. This past time that I took a cab, 
I gave the driver a short class on the Mitzvah of returning 
lost objects. At the end of the ride, the driver told me, 'I have 
a camera that someone left in my car. Now that you taught 
me this, I want to return it, but I don't know how.'"

 The rabbi started looking at the pictures to try to identify 
the owner. He saw a picture of a hotel and said that's prob-
ably where they stayed. He went to the hotel and asked at 
the front desk if they recognized these people. They said, 
"Yeah, they were just here for two weeks." The rabbi got 
their information and tracked him down back in New York. 
Now the family is very happy with their camera, but they're 
even more excited at the way they got it back. It was such 
a clear 'יד ה-Hand of Hashem, and now they appreciate it 
so much.

One way to be happy all the time with all that Hashem has 
given us is to realize that it was Hashem who has given it 
to us. Everything we have is because Hashem wants us 
to have it. He hides so well behind nature, but if we think 
deeper and recognize Him, we'll appreciate what we have, 
-and we'll rejoice with all the good. Shab-"ושמחת בכל טהוב"
bat Shalom. n

Living Emunah:

Show Him That we Want

The month of Elul is a tremendous gift from Hashem. It's an 
opportunity for us to prepare for a new beginning and attain 
teshuvah for our past wrongdoings.

Hashem does not expect a person to become perfect over-
night, but we do have to show that we care. We have to 
show that we want to grow. And besides for the will, we 
have to put forth effort. When a person truly wants some-
thing in avodat Hashem and does what he can to achieve 
it, he will often see Hashem giving him siyata d'Shmaya to 
accomplish things he never would have been able to ac-
complish otherwise.

A young man recently went with his family on vacation to a 
place he really did not want to go. He never missed a min-
yan, but where they were staying, the nearest minyan was 
about a half hour away. Renting a car there wasn't an op-
tion, Uber didn't really work, and the only way to get to shul 
was by taxi. Each ride was going to cost about $60, which 
meant that to go to Shacharit and back and then Minchah 
and Arbit and back every day would cost him $240 a day.

He tried contacting the local Chabad rabbi to see if maybe 
there were other Jews staying near him with whom they 
could make a minyan, but nothing worked out. Finally, he 
decided, "I'm going to minyan no matter what it costs."

A few days into the trip, he received a phone call from a 
man who said, "I deal in Rolex watches, and I have one at 
the front desk of the hotel you're staying in. Can you bring 
it back with you to New York? I'll pay you a few hundred 
dollars."

The young man asked, "How did you even know to call me?"

He replied, "The Chabad rabbi gave me your number. He 
said you're a good guy."

The young man agreed and then told the man, "I want you 
to know, every dollar you're giving me is going toward a 
mitzvah." He explained how much he was spending every 
day just to get back and forth to minyan.

The man couldn't believe it. He said, "If that's what you're 
using the money for, then it would be my zechut to pay 
for every single day." And with that, the young man's taxi 
expenses to minyan were paid for the entire trip. First, he 
showed Hashem how much he wanted to do the mitzvah. 
Then he was willing to sacrifice for it, and Hashem took care 
of the rest.

Another man told me that he took it upon himself to make 
sure people in shul were wearing their tefillin properly. He 
noticed that so many people had their tefillin falling below 
the proper place on the hairline, so he learned how to adjust 
the straps. Over the course of a year, he fixed between 200 
and 300 pairs of tefillin.
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A few months ago, he started feeling different when he 
would pray. Day after day, he felt something was miss-
ing. He didn't feel the same connection to Hashem, and it 
was spilling over into the rest of his day. This continued for 
weeks. One day, he didn't have his tefillin with him and bor-
rowed a pair from his friend. That day, suddenly, he felt so 
much better. The next day, he went back to his own tefillin, 
and once again things didn't feel right.

It occurred to him that maybe there was something wrong 
with his tefillin. He brought them to his sofer, and indeed, it 
was discovered that his tefillin were pasul.

He said, "I could have gone my entire life without ever know-
ing my tefillin were pasul." But he went out of his way to help 
hundreds of other Jews with the mitzvah of tefillin, and then 
Hashem gave him the extraordinary siyata d'Shmaya to dis-
cover the problem with his own.

Another man said he went away with his family for a couple 
of weeks this summer. When they arrived, they discovered 
that the local shul prayed much later than they were ac-
customed to, and on Shabbat they would reach the Ami-
dah only after the zman tefillah. This bothered the man very 
much because he was always careful to pray within the 
proper zman. He spent the first several days of his vacation 
searching for another minyan. The possibilities were miles 
away, but it was so important to him that he kept trying to 
find a solution.

That Friday morning, he was sitting in the shul near his 
house when suddenly a man walked in and asked, "By any 
chance, could you join us for a minyan tomorrow morning 
that will be praying within the zman?"

He couldn't believe what he was hearing. The man ex-
plained that six of them had just arrived from out of town 
and were looking to put together an early minyan. Suddenly, 
the minyan this man had been searching for was right down 
the block from his house.

The following Shabbat, those people had left, and once 
again he had the same problem. He prayed to Hashem and 
hoped that somehow he would be able to make the zman 
again. Amazingly, that next Friday, another group arrived in 

town, staying in a different house—again, six people. To-
gether with some people from his own family and a neigh-
bor, they were once again able to make a minyan within the 
zman.

This is a powerful lesson for the month of Elul. We may look 
at ourselves and see that a lot needs improving. Sometimes 
we may wonder, how am I going to change? It's too hard. 
But Hashem doesn't ask us to do everything ourselves. He 
wants us to show Him that we truly want to grow, and He 
wants us to put forth our best effort.

When someone says, "Hashem, I want to do this. I'm going 
to try. I'm going to sacrifice. I'm going to do what I can," 
then hopefully Hashem will give him the siyata d'Shmaya he 
needs to accomplish it in the best way. n

The Liberating Fear of Elul

When we think of Elul and the High Holidays, we generally 
think in terms of fear, anxiety and trepidation.  We intuitively 
assume that during this period we are supposed to be 
scared.

But this is not precisely correct.  True, this is a time for fear, 
but not the kind of fear that we’re familiar with.

“Am I Pretty?”

Somebody once showed me a newspaper article reporting 
on a phenomenon that apparently became widespread, and 
might still be widespread, among young preteen and teen 
girls.  Girls who feel insecure about their looks post videos 
of themselves on YouTube, with the question, “Am I pretty?”  
and invite viewers to leave comments about what they think 
of their looks.  Some commenters, admirably, leave 
comments reassuring the girl that she has nothing to worry 
about, and is, in fact, good-looking, whereas many others 

Rabbi Joey Haber
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leave obnoxious, hurtful comments like, “You’re ugly.  Go 
cry about it to somebody who cares.”  We can only imagine 
how an insecure 12-year-old girl feels after reading such 
comments.  

According to the article shown to me, tens of thousands of 
girls post videos like this, asking the world to comment 
about their looks.

On another occasion, I was shown a different newspaper 
article reporting on a precise opposite phenomenon.  The 
article spoke of a certain summer camp that strictly 
implements a fascinating rule: no “body talk” allowed.  This 
means that nobody is allowed to make any comment about 
anybody else’s appearance.  Comments like, “You look 
great today” or “What kind of hair style is that?” are forbidden.  
No one in this camp is allowed to make any observation 
about someone’s body.

What a liberating experience it must be to spend two months 
knowing that nobody will comment about looks!  Throughout 
the summer, everyone in the camp pays attention only to 
character and personality.  In fact, the article said that a sign 
is hung up alongside all the mirrors in the camp that says, 
“Don’t look at the body.  Look at the soul.”  This policy freed 
the campers from having to worry about their appearance, 
enabling them the opportunity to focus exclusively on their 
characters and their friendships.

This is the “fear” of Elul.  The purpose of this month is to free 
us from all our mundane, trivial “fears” that consume us and 
prevent us from concerning ourselves with what really 
matters.  Elul is not a time to walk about in a state of 
paralyzing panic.  Quite to the contrary, Elul is a time to step 
away from the less important stresses and pressures so we 
can focus our attention on personal growth.

The Torah (Bereshit 3:24) tells that after Adam and Havah 
were banished from Gan Eden, G-d placed “keruvim” with a 
revolving sword at the entrance to the garden.  One of the 
commentators, Chizkuni, explained this as a reference to 
scary, frightening images.  One of the consequences of 
Adam’s sin is that man began living with frightening images 
in his mind.  Young girls and women walk around wondering, 
“Am I pretty?”  Men walk around wondering, “Do I earn 
enough money?”  People live with all kinds of irrational fears 

that cause them unnecessary pressure which stifles them 
and prevents them from moving forward and growing.  

Elul and the High Holidays is the time to recognize these 
irrational fears and overcome them.  It is the time to stop the 
“body talk” so we can focus on “soul talk.”  It is the time to 
stop worrying about vanity and start focusing on what’s truly 
important.  This is the liberating fear of Elul.

Willful Slavery

The Torah in the Book of Shemot discusses the laws of the 
Jewish servant, and commands the master to set the 
servant free after six years of work.  After presenting this 
command, the Torah addresses the case of a servant who 
decides he wishes to remain in his master’s service.  In 
such a case, the servant undergoes a certain procedure 
and then remains a servant until the yovel (jubilee) year.

It might seem strange, at first glance, to imagine such a 
case.  Why in the world would a servant voluntarily choose 
to remain with his master?  Once he is given the opportunity 
to go free, why wouldn’t he seize it?  Why would he willfully 
subject himself to more years of hard work?

The Keli Yakar, one of the commentators, writes that indeed, 
many of us are willful slaves to all types of things.  So many 
of us take on extra hours of work because we feel we more 
money for all types of luxuries.  We don’t even stop to think 
of why they need those luxuries.  We have obsessions and 
worries that consume us and hold us as slaves, without 
letting us go to be the kind of people we want to be.

I was once talking to fellow who was trying to figure out 
which Torah class he could fit into his schedule.  His problem 
was that he returned home from the office at around 8-9pm.  
After going through several options without getting 
anywhere, I finally asked him, “Why did you get home only 
at 8-9pm?”

“I have work,” the man explained.

“Who do you work for that you have to stay in the office so 
late?” I asked.
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He said he is self-employed.  I then raised the obvious 
question of why, if he is his own boss, he chooses to work 
such long hours.

“You don’t understand, Rabbi,” he said.  “I need to put in 
long hours in order to make enough money.”

I suggested that he imagine that he absolutely needed to be 
home each day at 4pm.  After he worked out his schedule to 
leave by 4pm, he could then stay until 5:30 and then come 
home to his family and spend time learning.

We are all “enslaved” by imaginary fears and pressures.  
During Elul, we must work to eliminate these fears so we 
can free ourselves to tend to our important concerns, rather 
than be bogged down by vanity.

One Rabbi suggested an analogy to a man who had an 
exquisite diamond that he kept in a box.  Each day, he would 
take the diamond out of the box and thoroughly clean the 
box.  And every few months, he would repair the box to 
keep it in perfect condition.  He paid no attention to the 
diamond, but spent a great deal of time each day tending to 
the box.  

Our souls are the “diamond,” and all our physical, mundane 
needs are the “box.”  Certainly, we need to keep our “box” in 
good shape.  We need to take care of our health, earn a 
decent living, and maintain our homes so we have a 
pleasant, enjoyable atmosphere for ourselves and our 
families.  But too often, we devote all our time and attention 
to the box, and forget about the diamond.  We focus entirely 
on the externals, and get bogged down by unnecessary 
pressures, so we forget about what’s really important.  
During Elul, we remind ourselves about the “diamond,” 
about the precious soul inside us that we may have 
neglected due to our obsessive concern with the “box.”

ובכן תן פחדך

With this in mind, we can understand an otherwise peculiar 
passage in our Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur prayers.  
On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we add a special 
section to the Amidah prayer, and towards the very beginning 
of this section we ask,  
 And thus, place You“ – ובכן תן ךדחפ ה' אלוקינו על כל מעשיך
fear, O Hashem our G-d, upon all Your creatures.”  We 
plead, וייראוך כל המעשים – that everybody should live in fear 
of Hashem.

I always wondered, what kind of prayer is this?  Does it 
make sense to pray that people should be afraid?  Is this 
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really what we want – that all people on earth walk around 
frightened?

The answer becomes clear in light of what we have seen.  
The fear of Hashem is liberating, not stifling.  Fear of 
Hashem means that instead of being worried about our 
looks, our finances, our cars, our vacations, and all kinds of 
other self-imposed pressures, we are worried about our 
personal growth, about becoming more sensitive, more 
selfless, more giving, more helpful, more patient, and more 
spiritual people.  Once we understand this definition of “fear 
of G-d,” we understand this prayer.  What could possibly be 
a more beautiful prayer for the new year than על כל מעשיך 
 that everyone in the world starts worrying about ,תן ךדחפ
Hashem instead of all that worries them now?  Let us 
imagine what the world would look like if people stopped 
worrying about petty, vain concerns and instead worried 
about acting the way Hashem wants us to act.  This is 
precisely what we should all be praying for.

King Shlomo teaches us in Mishleh (10:27),  
 Fear of G-d adds days.”  Anxiety and“ – יראת ה' תוסיף ימים
stress causes people to age quicker.  Fear of G-d, by 
contrast, causes people to live longer.  Fear of G-d is 
exciting and invigorating.  It is about the freedom to grow 
and to worry about what really matters and what’s really 
important.  Let us, then, use this special month to free 
ourselves from the “masters” that we unnecessarily serve, 
so we can tend to the beautiful diamond which is our soul, 
and spend time polishing it so that it shines ever brighter 
and more spectacularly each and every day of our lives. n

Ki Tavo
“You shall take of the first of every fruit:  

(Debarim 26:2)

            Parashat Ki Tabo opens with the misvah of bikurim.  
The landowner brings from the first of the seven species to 
the kohen and recites specific pesukim.  The Mishnah 
(Bikurim 3) describes the bringing of bikurim as a grand 
event.

            Rabbi David Ashear remarks that according to the 
Mishnah, one only had to bring one fruit from each of the 
species.  He quotes the sefer Mapik Margaliot that points 
out that this shows the incredible value the Torah places on 
even the smallest deed.  One could have orchards filled 
with thousands of fruits, yet for the single fruit he brings for 
bikurim, the Torah accords him great honor.  People would 
stand up for him as if a king had entered the city – yet all he 
held was a small basket of fruit.  To us it may look simple, 
but the Torah knows its true worth.

            Sometimes the yeser hara whispers, “You’re going 
to learn Torah now?  It’s not worth it.  You’ll be late, you 
won’t understand much, you’ll waste time looking for 
parking.”  Or when a person wants to pray, it says, “How 
much kavanah will you have anyway?  You space out for 
most of the tefillah.  It’s not worth the effort.”

            Let us make a simple kal vahomer:  If, for one fruit 
worth less than a dollar, the Torah grants endless honor, 
how much more so for a person who wakes up early and 
pushes himself to go to shul when he desperately wants to 
sleep longer?  If he fights his inclination and goes anyway, 
how many worlds is he building in Heaven?

            Or after a long day at work, when someone is 
exhausted, but still goes back out to learn Torah – sometimes 
in freezing cold, searching for parking – every single word 
he learns brings unlimited reward.  And how much more so 
when it comes with difficulty.

            Every act we do for Hashem is priceless, and we 
must never underestimate even the smallest misvah.  
Shabbat Shalom. n

	 Ki Tavo

 This perashah contains the tochechah (curses), which 
describe in detail many of the tragedies that would happen 
to the Jewish people in the course of history.  At the end of 
this section, the Torah states a reason for all of these 
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calamities – “because you did not serve Hashem with joy 
and happiness when you had everything in abundance.”  It 
seems that the punishment was not because they were 
neglecting the misvot.  It was because, when they performed 
the misvot, they did not do them with happiness.

            Some commentaries ask, why is the lack of joy such 
a serious violation?  Where does it say that we have to be 
happy when we do the misvot?  Even if we could say that 
the misvah is imperfect when done in this manner, is that 
such a severe sin that should cause all these tragedies to 
occur?

            An answer to this question could be that there are 
people who are generally happy and there are others who 
are generally unhappy.  What is the fundamental difference 
between them?  The one who is never happy feels that he 
deserves more than he already has.  He subscribes to the 
philosophy of entitlement, and he believes that everything is 
coming to him.  Such a person will find it very hard to be 
happy because whatever he has is not enough.  He is like a 
person who receives repayment of a debt.  It doesn’t make 
him happy because the borrower already owed him the 
money.

            On the other hand, someone who is always happy 
understands that everything he owns is a gift from Hashem, 
and Hashem doesn’t owe him anything.  He knows that it is 
not possible to repay Hashem for all the hesed he has 
received and continues to receive, and that he is not entitled 
to anything.  He is like a person who receives a check, not 
as repayment of a debt but as a present from a friend.  This 
makes him happy because it was not expected and he did 
not feel entitled to receive it.  Someone who lives with this 
approach knows that everything – his wife, his children, his 
health, his parnasah, etc. – is all a gift from Hashem.  He 
feels a sense of appreciation and he will always be happy.

            This is why it is such a severe violation to do the 
misvot without joy.  When someone feels that he deserves 
everything, he thinks that the world revolves around him.  
This is the opposite of the truth, which is that everything 
revolves around Hashem.  We are Hashem’s children and 
we are here in this world, not in order to get reward and 
pleasures, but in order to serve Him.  He is the center of our 
universe.  Therefore, even though the Torah does not 
explicitly command us to be happy when we do the misvot, 

our level of happiness is a true indication of our overall 
approach to Torah and misvot.  Are we doing it for our own 
personal gain or are we dedicated servants of Hashem, 
trying our best to serve our Creator to the best of our 
abilities?  The absence of happiness is not a sin in itself, but 
it shows that the person’s fundamental approach to the 
misvot is missing the mark.  His total service of Hashem is 
lacking due to his incorrect perspective. 

            The lesson for us is clear.  We need to always 
recognize and appreciate all the berachah in our lives.  If we 
stop to reflect on all the goodness we get from Hashem 
every minute of every day, how could we not be happy?  
The problem is that when Hashem gives us something 
constantly – our eyesight, for example – we get used to it 
and begin to take it for granted.  It’s only when the gift is 
taken away from us, either temporarily or permanently, that 
we start to pay attention to it, and then we complain that it’s 
not working the way we expect it to work. 

            This is not the way of a happy person.  The correct 
approach is to count our blessings and to be excited for the 
opportunity to serve Hashem.  Let’s take some time to 
reflect on all of our blessings and to truly appreciate them, 
with the knowledge that we aren’t entitled to any of it.  It is 
all a gift from our Father in Heaven, Who loves us more than 
we love ourselves.  Is there any greater reason to be happy? 
n

HALACHA:

Praying for Others and The Study of 
Musar In The Month of Elul

Just a few proper customs that one should try to do in the 
month of Elul.  It is brought down form the Arizal, that since 
the month of Elul is the month of mercy, and it’s a month that 
G-d is close to us and listens to our prayers specifically 
regarding repentance, Arizal says that if Chas Veshalom, if 
somebody has a relative, a brother, or sister or parents, that 
have swayed form their path of Torah, that they have gone 
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astray from the proper path, so it would be proper to pray for 
them during the month of Elul, that they should find their 
way back to the religion, to the right way.  And he says 
specifically that you should pray for them in the prayer of 
Teshuva in the Amidah, which is the prayer of ‘Hashivenu 
Avinu LiToratecha…’ You should have them in mind in that 
prayer.

Now there is an actual text for to this Tefilah that should be 
inserted towards the end of this prayer, immediately right 
after ‘Shilema Lifanecha’, and before ‘Baruch Ata…’.   
[Listen to the audio clip for the exact Tefilah.]   This special 
text should be inserted in the Tefilah of Hashiva.  He says 
that it should be done three times a day, in the morning, the 
afternoon, and the night.  He also says that it can be said all 
year round, but specifically as we said, during the month of 
Elul in order that G-d will bring these people back.

There’s a second proper custom that’s brought down that 
should be embraced during the month of Elul.  And that is to 
learn a little more Musar (morals, ethics, and conduct).  One 
should attempt to learn more than he would learn on a given 
day during the year.  The suggested books that are brought 
down are the; Chovot Halivavot of Rabenu Bachya, or the 
Sefer Reshit Chachma, or the book Shaare Teshuva 
specifically the third Perek that talks about all the different 
obligations and Mitzvot from the Torah and from the 
Rabanan and the customs that one has to be careful in 
fulfilling.  And some have the custom to read also the book 
called Orchot Chayim from the Rosh.

So again, the suggested books to read during Elul are any 
books of Musar, however specifically, the book of Chovot 
Halivavot of Rabenu Bachya, Shaare Teshuva of Rabenu 
Yona specifically the 3rd Perek, Orchot Chayim of the Rosh 
Rabenu Asher, and the Sefer Rashit Chachma.  n

Elul - Wishing “Le’Shana Toba” in Writ-
ten Correspondence, Checking Tefillin 
and Mezuzot

It is proper during the month of Elul to include in the heading 
of every personal letter a wish for a good year, such as 
“Le’shana Toba Tikateb” (“May you be inscribed for a good 
year”).  Today, when people send dozens of emails every 

day, we might want to consider having such a greeting 
automatically appear at the top of our email correspondences 
during the month of Elul, in accordance with this Halacha.

There is also a custom among especially righteous Jews to 
have their Tefillin and Mezuzot checked each year during 
Elul.  According to the strict Halacha, Mezuzot must be 
checked once every three-and-a-half years.  Even though 
the Mezuzot were confirmed valid when they were 
purchased, and they remained untouched on the doorpost 
inside a case ever since, they still require checking once 
every three-and-a-half years.  (An advisable way to 
remember to check the Mezuzot is to check them every 
leap year.)  However, there is a laudable practice on the 
level of Midat Hasidut (an extra measure of piety) to have 
the Mezuzot checked each year during the month of Elul.

As for Tefillin, one is not required, according to strict 
Halacha, to have his Tefillin checked at all.  Tefillin have a 
presumed status (“Hazaka”) of validity once they were 
confirmed valid at the time of purchase, and thus do not 
require checking.  The Tefillin produced today are written on 
“Gasot,” thick leather, which is far more durable than the 
thin “Dakot” parchment used long ago.  We may therefore 
presume the validity of our Tefillin even without periodically 
checking them.  The only time one must check his Tefillin 
according to Halacha is if he treated them negligently, such 
as if he wore them with wet hair, which could ruin the 
parchment, or if he left his Tefillin inside his car on a hot day.  
In such cases, one must have his Tefillin checked to ensure 
that they were not damaged.  Otherwise, Tefillin do not 
require checking.  Nevertheless, there is a custom on the 
level of Midat Hasidut to have one’s Tefillin checked each 
year during the month of Elul as part of our spiritual 
preparations for Rosh Hashanah.

Summary: It is proper to include a wish for a good year in 
the heading of written correspondence (including email) 
during Elul.  Strictly speaking, Mezuzot must be checked 
only once every three-and-a-half years, and Tefillin do not 
require checking at all (unless they were treated negligently).  
Nevertheless, there is a laudable practice to have one’s 
Tefillin and Mezuzot checked each year during Elul.n
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If the suit is new and you are particular not to wear it without 
shaking off the water, it is forbidden to shake the water off, 

since this improves the garment in a way similar to laundering.
If the suit does not appear new, or you know for certain that 
you are not particular about wearing it without shaking it off, 

you may gently shake off the water.

CLEANING FABRICS – מלבן
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