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yourself.”

2 The king of Sodom said to Abram: “Give me ‘the people and take the possessions for

g S

21-23. Abraham declines the king’s offer. Seeing Abra-
ham’s magnanimity to Malchizedek, the king of Sodom is
.emboldened to make an audacious request. Though Abra-

ar, the king asked that all his subjects be returned to him,

22 Abram said to the king of Sodom: “I lift up my hand to HASHEM, God, the Most High, Maker (l};’am as the victor, was entitled to keep all the spoils of the 5

of heaven and earth, 23 if so much as a thread to a shoestrap; or if | shall take from anything of

while Abraham would keep the wealth. To show devotion to

yours! So you shall not say, It is | who made Abram rich.’2* Far from me! Only what the young God, however, Abraham rejected any personal gain from his
men have eaten, and the share of the men who accompanied me: Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre — victory, human and material. He vowed, “Even the most in-

they will take their portion.”
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significant spoils of my victories will I not retain — thus have
o | vowed to HASHEM” (Ibn Caspi). | decline all personal gains
—— so that you will not go about boasting that it was you, rather
49 than God, who made me rich (Rashi). That he returned the
spoils was praiseworthy, but the Sages maintain that in re-
turning the people, he erred, because he thereby prevented
ST \4T them from being taught the way of God (Nedarim 32a).
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More likely, however, is that, here too, 7 0™ is an expression sig-
nifying an oath, and so it seems from the term ox which follows (v.
23). 1> Xw occurs only in promissory oaths. When a person raises his

hand in an oath to; God, he commits all his power to the fulfillment of ) The answer is that the purpose of the Torah is not to serve as

7

{the promise. When God raises His hand, He makes His promise inde-

pendent of anything else and commits heaven and earth to the fulfillment 4,4 acc

of the promise. Avraham'wished to express that his God is above all other
gods. How could he have expressed this — in speaking to a heathen —
if not by saying *nw=17? With this word he moves his hand away from all
the gods and raises it up to the Most High, Who, for him, is the Only
One. Had he sworn by one of their gods, *nxw1 would have sufficed.

o D=

bY3 W 191 BB, When our language wishes to refer to something
all-embracing, it does not take something small and large, or something
& near and far, and say: from this small thing to that large one; from this
near point to that far one. Rather, our language regards all things as
-arranged in a circle, takes two points close to each other, and says: from

——— \
 this one to that one — around the whole circle. Thus, when it speaks)
of the whole nation — which is not regarded as a pyramid but as a
circle (the poor man is as much before the king as after him) — it says:
“from the hewer of wood to the drawer of water” (Devarim 29:10). So,
too, here: “from a thread to a shoelace.” So, too, our Sages say: 7
1919y, (Esther 1:1) — np5a Jonw (Megillah 11a); his kingdom encom-

passed the globe, starting from 11 and finally returning to wo.
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a compendium of stories about these great men and their deeds

complishments. Rather, the Torah's purpose is to document
the relationship between Hashem and Bnei Yisrael. Anything that
Faffects that relationship is recorded in the Torah; anything that has

no bearing on the relationship is omitted. The final years of the
R = te——

lives of Avraham and Yitzchak were undoubtedly replete with acts
of greatness, however, when they performed those deeds they were
no longer acting in their role as Avos, shapers of the destiny of the
Jewish people. Therefore, they are not germane to the subject of the
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N then declared that the God of Israel was the sole God and renounced the idols of Aram.
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H 56 GOLDEN APPLES

IN A PARASHAH FILLED with the many great deeds of Avraham, there
is a small “note,” easily missed, that describes one of Avraham’s
core middos:

In the merit of Avraham’s words “from a thread to a shoelace,”
Klal Yi Ysrael merited the strings of tzitzis and the straps of tefillin2

,  Other than the metaphor “from a string to a shoelace,” it is
difficult to find any inherent connection between tzitzis and teﬁllm)
and the act of refusing to take the spoils. What special quality ex-
pressed in this incident generated the mitzvos of tzitzis and tefillin?

The Mishnah describes the core positive qualities of Avraham

and contrasts them with the core negative qualities of Bilam:

JPIAR ONTAR YW PTRYnn YN 02T AvHY 1T WY h 9D
T N2V PY YWIn oYY Y Pnbnn 0N 0T vl
D122 N1 Y1 PY AR DNTAR YW 1P 7Rnn,Pow won noim
. DV 0YYa YW PTMonn ,nan won
Anyone who has these three things is among the students of
Avraham, and [anyone who has] three other things is among the
students of Bilam: [one who has] a good eye, a humble spirit and
a small appetite is among the students of Avraham. [One who has]
an evil eye, a haughty spirit and a broad appetite is among the
students of Bilam. )

)'( 'Itle first of Avraham’s qualities is ayin tovah, literally a good
eye (i.e. not begrudging others). Both the Rambam and Bartenurah
explain this middah to be “histapkus b'muat,” making do with a little

While “making do” is a very fine middah, it seems to be totally
irrelevant to the point that the Mishnah is trying to make. Was

Bilam, who wanted to destroy the Jewish People, defined merely

by a lack of histapkus b'muat, a hankering for some luxury items?

And was Avraham'’s greatness of chessed somehow related to his

own meager needs? Do we not know of peop le who give lots of

\ ;s B
~ charity and yet enjoy a grand lifestyle? And on the flip side, there

ar_gedple who are very sparing in their own lifestyle but are not

gwmg at all. It seems almost absurd that a middah that seems to be

ity of B1lam and one of the cornerstones of Avrahams greatneSS

-
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Let us begin by exploring more deeply from where it is that histap-

NEEDS AND HISTAPKUS

kus b’'muat emanates.

The pasuk says:

20 an nin ny ngoy?
¢ The leech has two daughters; both daughters are constantly cry-
ing, “Give, g}'ve.”4

This denigration of the insatiable person, who resembles the
leech, needs to be qualified.

Every person has two facets to himself: the facet that is in- ~
(volved in the G-d—man relationship, and the facet that is involved |

\ tionship, a person always needs to perceive himself as lacking. This -

r"x

\

] 3 \
/in the man-universe relationship. Regarding the G-d-man rela-

o
is the basis for constant prayer. Contrasted with HaShem, man is

. not self-sufficient. He needs a constant intake of air, food, water,
% etc. Heis constantly turning to HaShem and through prayer is re-

affirming that his existence itself is deficient and that only through

his connection to HaShem does he continue to exist.

— But when he turns towards the universe, he is meant to be the
giver. His sole goal should be, “What do I need to do to make the

world prosper?” But in actuality, usually the opposite happens. As
a person looks at the world around him, his needs and desires are

) aroused by anything possessed by anyone else. Thus, he feels in-

creasingly deficient as he sees the abundance in the world around
« him; the other person’s possessions are perceived as his deficien-
ies.
These two opposite perspectives are ayin tovah and ayin raah
respectively. 5
An ayin tovah looks around him, sees prosperity and is satisfied
with the other person’s good fortune; if he sees deprivation, he at-

tempts to fill the void.

The ayin ra'ah, however, looks around the world and perceives
any other’s prosperity as his lack thereof. Other people’s fortune
pain him, for they create a sense of deficiency within him.

"] This was the root of that o; reat abyss between Avraham and

the others Etosperlty. Because he dld not feel “deficient” due to

the other person’s success, he could rejoice with the other person’s

good fortune. Bilam, on the other hand, saw in Israel’s prosperity
his own diminution, and he would stop at nothing to destroy it.
This then defines the essence of histapkus b'muat. It is not

merely a person of few needs, an asceticism of sorts. Rather, it is

a person who understands that self-sufficiency is the ultimate per-
fection. A person does have inborn needs, but he does not draw his
sense of need by looking at the world around him.

On the other hand, there is a creature that is an expression of
ayin ra'ah: the leech. It draws its very life-force (i.e. blood) from
.others. It has no life of its own, and it therefore must draw it from -

leveryone around it. Ipso facto, it is insatiable; it keeps crying, “Give,

give.” As long as someone else possesses something, it needs it as
well!

18

The leech has two daughters screaming, lee, give.” What does

it mean “Give, give?” Mar Ukva said: Two forces cry out from ge-

Jienom and say in'this.world, “Bring, bring.” And what are these?

+ Heresy and Eower.s i

We well understand this dynamic in the struggle for power.

After all, the drive for power is a desire to congquer the other and

his possessions. But what does it have to do with heresy?

)g The answer is that the believer understands that his own needs

are met by his connection to the Divine. He has been given every-
thing that he needs by the Source of all existence. For the heretic,
| however, the world is a “zero-sum total” set. Whatever the other

bne has, I do not have. Swallowing the other person gives me more

‘énd expands my existence. And if there is no G-d who is a giver,

then whom am I emulating by doing so myself? Why would I be—

come a giver in my world?
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Bilam’s point of agreement with Balak was that the success of
Israel was bothersome despite their knowledge that Israel would
not attack Moav. Avraham revels in the other’s success; Bilam sees

‘%\person’s gain is always to my detriment.
It was very humiliating for the king of Sedom to be beholden
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f we do not train ourselves to be satisfied with less,
we are never satisfied at all. The hunger for more
is a hunger that can never be satisfied. This hunger does not come
from need. In fact it only grows stronger because of what we already
(have. The Sages say: He who has a hundred. desires two hundred. The /
need comes from the hunger. Life becomes a rat race to fulfill our ever-
growing hunger, and the hunger of our dependents. ‘I must have”
becomes a mantra of our mates and our children, for they are just like
pus. This must have becomes our master, and it drives us to cut corners
" in honesty and in decent behavior toward others. Often, we know we
are doing wrong. We even live with the dread of discovery and per-
haps even arrest; but we can’t help ourselves. We can’t stop because
we must have.

A We also must understand that materialism con-
L ) - sumes__spirituality. This statement itself
should give us pause, But there is yet more. Materialism presents itself
as spirituality. And this is a greater danger still. When we are bitten

with the materialism bug we begin to judge the worth of others only
in terms of what they own. We even refer them as worth so much or
so much. What an obscenity the word worth is when applied to an-
other human being! If one is blessed with success he sees himself not
only as more clever than others, but also as more worthy than others.
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And ifhe is still able to notice that others are more pious or righteous
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than he, he is sure that the piety that he does not possess is merely a
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collection of meaningless chumros, which, he thinks, certainly find no_
favor in the eyes of Heaven. '

)( A counterfeit spirituality is the greatest spiritual sickness, and such
a society worsens the malady, because if the culture glorifies wealth
and values people according to how much of it they have, most will
Jawn over the wealthy and praise their “wisdom,” “talent,” or “looks,”
and do it so enthusiastically that people will even believe these prais-

+ es. Thus, materialism corrupts truth and values and turns delusion into
eality.

- Aperson must also realize that when he

- hasn’t trained himself to be satisfied with

less, it is especially difficult to raise good children. It is impossible to

deny your children their desires if you do not also deny yourself some
of what you desire.

Placating children’s every desire or bribing them to be good results
in the raising of spoiled children who will Iater become spoiled adults.

™/ We have to understand very clearly that if we live our lives with-
out restraint, our values will dissipate. Values cannot exist in a heart

that endlessly consumes, and consumes again. And a life without val-
ues is a life without meaning,

28

he tools for success that enable a person to ac-
' quire the middah of being satisfied with less_
| are: self-control, maturity, and focus. We must teach ourselves not to.
(look at others: not at what they do, and not at what they possess. I once g
went fund-raising with a parent for the yeshivah. All evening I kept
hearing from him only one refrain. “Look at that house! His father had
a pushcart on Rivington Street. I know them from the time they lived
in a walk-up on the East Side. Look at the cars in his circular driveway!”
We must learn to see, and still be able to look without jealousy and
without coveting. Lo sachmod, you shall not covet, the Torah says. And
the Sages say that the body of the Angel of Death is completely cov-
ered with eyes! This implies that it is our looking that kills us.
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" The Rosh tells us in Orchos Chaim: “The most important of all

"\restri'ints is to guard your eyes from gazing on anything that is not
yours.” The Sages also advise us how to prevent ourselves from covet-
ing and from feeling the neediness that we discussed previously.

They ask: Who is rich? He who rejoices with his portion in life. No-
tice the word used is rejoices, not satisfied. A person has to draw a tull
measure of joy and nachas from what he does have: his family, his
circle of Friends, his house, his belongings. If his blessings bring him

joy, he will not hunger for that which Tie does not have.
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~ HaShem rewarded him with two extraordinary mitzvos: the
threadof tzitzis, and the strap of of teﬁllm Our mlnlmal possessionsy

pection to HaShem, anj_ we are able to recognize through these
two mitzvos that we do not take from the world. Even the bare ne-

cessities that we do need are given by HaShem.
While this middah primarily expresses itself with regard to the
physical world and its wealth, it has a facet in the spiritual world

as well:

——

And Rava said ... In the merit that our father Avraham said, “from
a string to a shoe strap,” his sons merited two commandments —
the string of techeiles [in tzitzis] and the strap of tefillin...

I can understand [why] the strap of tefillin [is cast as a reward],
as it is written, “And all the nations of the land will see that the
name of G-d is called over you” (Devartm 28: 10) , and Rabbi
Eliezer the Great says that this refers to the tefillin worn on the
head. But what [is the special significance] of the string of techeiles?

Rabbi Meir says: Why is techeiles [singled out] from all the col-
ors? Because techeiles is similar to the sea, and the sea is similar to

X the firmament, and the firmament is similar to a sapphire stone
and a sapphire stone is similar to [G-d ] Throne of Glory, as it is
written, “And they saw the G-d of Israel, and under His legs was
the appearance of a sapphire brick” (Shemos 24:10), and it is writ-
ten, “And like the appearance of the sapphire stone is the likeness

of the throne” (Yechezkel 1:26).”
.y

The Me'or Einayim explains that the great gift of tzitzis is that it
starts w1th the he most common and mundane of objects — the sea —
and brmos a person all the way to the kisei hakavod! “This,” he
writes, “is the embodiment of * X EQM. One need not climb
to the heavens in order to access the kisei hakvod. One merely needs-

5 mend a few pennies on #zitzis, and nested within a nest within ;
(_ the tzitzis is the highest aspect of HaShem’s interaction with the
world: he kisei hakavod.”

'3 'f(;o ;ﬁen, even ‘the person who is happy thh his lot physically
feels that success in ruchniyus can only_be had over there.” A differ-
eLYeshlvé, other chavrussas, more talent, a dlfferent environment,
etc. HaShem gave us everythlng we need, if w we only unlock its po-

~ te@w We need nothing that belongs to another person in order

to attam the helghts we were destmed to attain. We simply need

) " to take stock of what we possess and unlock its potential. Within
the few threads sticking out of our garment lies a trail of worlds
culminating in the kisei hakavod!

This is the great treasure that - Avraham left us from his reply to
the king of Sedom.
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Another item that is usually purchased before the wedding
is the groom’s tallith. This is the traditional gift that the bride

TRIX3 B3 1% 190% 0170 *wIRW Marb X120 AN DR DIPn Yo

gives the groom.! In some ways, the tallith is even more nJ'T‘lTI'? oIX?_TIND nwpY DWn NRY “O7AR DR CRIWYR CIR” A1
important than the wedding ring. ‘ 0212w NI Y52 TIRD DY AW D0 WIRY ©ID31 ,INPOBRA

~/ Just as the wedding ring represents the surrounding aura (or

QIR MR RYW INRD ApI¥ InNm oIRw LnpY poond by 191

makif) that the groom gives the bride, the tallith represents the
aura that the bride gives the groom.! This is the aura of love
that the groom has when he marries. Just as the bride will wear
her ring for the rest of her life, so will the groom use his tallith
for the rest of his.

The tallith represents protection against outside sexual
temptation. In giving the commandment for the tzitzith-tassles,
God said, “They shall be tassles for you, and you shall look at
them, and not be tempted after your hearts and after your eyes”
(Numbers 15:39). The Talmud states that this is speaking
specifically about sexual temptation.? Now that the man is
marrying, the tallith will protect him against being tempted b 5
" any woman other than his wife.®

This is one reason for the custom that the bride sends the

groom a tallith on the day of the wedding.” Just as the wedding
ring symbolizes that she is bound to him to the exclusion of all
other men, the tallith symbolizes that he is bound to her to the
exclusion of all other women.

~—~JEach of the tassles on the tallith contains eight strings.
Since there are four such tassles, there are a total of 32 strings.
In Hebrew, the number 32 is written lamed beth (35), which
spells out the word lev (1), meaning heart. In sending her
groom the tallith, the bride symbolizes that she is giving her
whole heart over to him.8
» On a deeper level, the tallith contains an allusion to the
\Emarriage between God and Israel at Sinai. It is taught that at |
LSinai, the Israelites saw a vision of God wrapped in a tallith.?

To .
Of course, this was not a physical tallith. God has no body,
shape, or form, and the concept of a physical garment cannot
apply to Him at all. Nevertheless, the fact that the Israelites
. saw this in a vision has important significance.
>‘€"God’s “tallith” is said to be the first light of creation. It is
written that at creation, God “wrapped Himself in light as with

a_garment” (Psalms 104:2). This “garment” was the tallith,

representing the light that contained the power of creation.
Indeed, the 32 strings in the tallith represent the 32 times that
God’s name occurs in the account of creation. Thus, in a sense,

“tallith” represents the creative power with which He

made the world.1

Until the Torah was given, creation was not complete. The
Torah was the blueprint of the world, and it was inextricably
tied to the deepest purpose of creation.!? Without the Torah, the
world could not have endured, as God said, “If not for My

covenant day and night, I would not have set forth the
principles of heaven and earth” (Jeremiah 33:25).12

~/The Israelites therefore saw God wearing His “tallith” at
Sinai. This indicated that the act of creation was now complete.
With the giving of the Torah, creation could endure.!3

In a sense, since the time of Sinai, God and Israel have been
partners in creation. Thus, Sinai is seen as the wedding
between God and Israel. When a man and woman marry, they
release their creative force and begin a family. Similarly, when
God and Israel “married,” they were able to liberate the
reative forces of all the world.

The groom begins to wear a tallith at his wedding just as
3od was seen as wearing a tallith at His “wedding” with Israel
-1t Sinai, when the Torah was given. Many other wedding
rustoms are also derived from the experience at Sinai.
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In another sense, the tallith represents the light of creation.
Since the couple will be emulating God In their ability T Croate
a family, the groom begins to wear the tallith at this Gme.

~/In many circles, it is a custom for the groom to wear a tallith
at the wedding ceremony itself.'* He wears the tallith, just as

God did when He mayried Israel.
In other circles, it is the custom to place the tallith over both

the bride and groom during the ceremony.'* This also
represents the light of creation. Although masculine words are
often used for God, the true image of God is androgynous, with
man and woman together. It is thus written, “God created the
human in His image, in the image of God He created them, male
and female He created them” (Genesis 1:27). A man and a

-woman together can create new life, just as God is the Creator

N of life. Thus, just as the light of creation surrounded God when ¢

(_He made the world, so the tallith surrounds the bride and groom—"
on their wedding day.
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