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We Are Commanded to Volunteer! Rabbi Yehuda Mann 

sense of sensitivity, empathy and com-
passion towards our friends. The pur-
pose of the mitzvah of chesed is not that 

we just help the other person but rather 
that we ourselves will change and be-
come better people. 
  
The Rambam says in the Mishneh To-
rah that “a blessing should be recited 
before fulfilling all positive command-
ments that are between man and G-d, 

whether they are mitzvot that are oblig-
atory or are not obligatory.” (Hilchot 
Berachot 11:2, Eliyahu Touger tr.) Rab-
bi Yosef Karo (Kesef Mishneh ad loc.) 
learns from the Rambam that we don’t 
recite a berachah on any mitzvah be-
tween man and his friend, like tzed-
akah. And the question is: why? Why 

don’t we recite a berachah before per-
forming mitzvot like tzedakah, honour-
ing parents and visiting the sick? 
 
In an essay in his Haggadah shel Pe-
sach, Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau, the former 

Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of Israel, ex-
plains that this is because in every 
berachah we say “Asher kidishanu 
b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu”- meaning that we 
are doing this because we are com-
manded. However social mitzvot are 
expected to be performed not because of 

the commandment, but rather because 
of us becoming better people and ulti-
mately recognizing that this is the right 
thing to do. That’s why we don’t recite a 
berachah for mitzvot between man and 
his friend.  
 

The Rambam seems to be consistent 
with this approach in his other writings. 
In his introduction to Pirkei Avot 
(Chapter 6) he brings a question that 

philosophers have debated: What is bet-
ter; to have a negative inclination and 
overcome it, or to not have the negative 
inclination at all? Is it better to want to 
eat a non-kosher item and overcome our 
negative inclination, or not to desire the 
non-kosher food at all? The Rambam 
distinguishes between social command-

ments and mitzvot mediating our rela-
tionship with Hashem. In mitzvot be-
tween man and Hashem it is better to 
want to eat the non-kosher food, to 
want to violate a Shabbat prohibition 
but restrain yourself because of the 
word of Hashem. But in mitzvot be-
tween one person and another, if a per-

son has a negative inclination that 
makes him want to kill, want to steal, 
want to commit crimes and he restrains 
himself – Rambam says that something 
is wrong with him, because a healthy 
person naturally doesn’t want to do 
these bad things.  
 

When we learn in this week’s parshah 
about the many and various mitzvot 
between human beings, let’s remember 
that these are not commandments we 
are compelled to do, but rather they are 
values that we are trying to instill in 
ourselves.  
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In many high schools around the 
world there is a requirement that 
seems to contradict itself - mandatory 
volunteer work! A student must volun-

teer a certain number of hours per 
year in order to graduate. Does this 
make any sense? If it is mandatory, 
how can it be “volunteering”? 
 
It is interesting to note that in this 
week’s parshah the Torah tells us that 
about something that is optional, but 

at the same time mandatory: “If you 
lend money to My people, to the poor 
among you…” (Shemot 22-24, JPS 
2006). Rashi explains: “Rabbi Yish-
mael said: wherever ‘if’ occurs in Scrip-
ture it is used for an act the perfor-
mance of which is optional, except in 
three instances, of which this is one. 

(Rosenbaum & Silbermann tr. 1929-
1934)” Meaning, although the verse 
sounds optional, it is in fact mandato-
ry. In that case, why did the Torah 
write it in a way that makes it seem 
optional? 
 
Rabbi Yehudah Loew, the Maharal of 

Prague, writes in his Gur Aryeh com-
mentary (Shemot 20-22) that the To-
rah wrote it in a way the sounds like it 
is optional, despite its being mandato-
ry, to tell us that although we are obli-
gated to follow this commandment, 
Hashem wants us to do it of our own 

free will. Hashem doesn’t want us to be 
kind to our fellow Jews and support 
them only because we are commanded 
to do so. He wants us to develop a 
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Summary 
In Chapter 36, the Assyrians invaded 
Judea under King Sancherev. Their 

emissary Ravshakeih warned the Jews 
that no one could save them from the 
mighty Assyrian army. In our chapter, 
King Chizkiyahu sends emissaries to 
plead before the prophet Yeshayahu, 
asking him to intercede with Hashem. 
In particular, Chizkiyahu hopes that 
Hashem will be moved to respond to 
Ravshakeih’s blasphemy. (37:1-5)  

 
In response, Yeshayahu tells the emis-
saries to tell Chizkiyahu that Sancherev 
will need to return home, before dying 
by the sword. (37:6-7) Per Radak this is 
a prediction of Sancherev’s return home 
to fight Egypt and Ethiopia, in 37:8-9. 
Hashem wants to have Egypt and Ethi-

opia witness the ultimate fall of Assyria 
before Hashem, and to have Sancherev 
turn over the wealth of those two lands 
when he is defeated. (Radak to Mela-
chim II 19)  
 
After Sancherev leaves to do battle else-
where, Ravshakeih warns Chizkiyahu 

that this is only a temporary reprieve. 
Assyria will be back to destroy Judea, 
just as they have run roughshod over 
everyone else. (37:8-13) 
 
King Chizkiyahu goes to the Beit 
haMikdash and prays to Hashem. He 
lays out Ravshakeih’s scroll before Ha-

shem and asks Hashem to respond for 
the sake of His own honour. (37:14-20) 
 
Yeshayahu then sends a message to 

Chizkiyahu, with Hashem’s response. 
Hashem addresses Sancherev, mock-
ing him for his braggadocio and ex-
plaining that Hashem was the one who 
built him up, in order to tear him 
down. He then addresses Chizkiyahu, 
telling him that after Sancherev is 
struck down, the land will be rejuve-

nated over a period of three years. Ha-
shem then turns back to Sancherev, 
telling him that he will not succeed in 
harming Jerusalem. (37:21-32, as ex-
plained in Rashi) 
 
Everything we have said to this point 
appears in similar form in Melachim II 

19, but not in the parallel account in 
Divrei haYamim II 32. Divrei haYamim 
II 32 does make reference to a prayer 
by Chizkiyahu, but it omits the prayer 
itself, and it describes Yeshayahu 
praying alongside him. 
 
The chapter concludes with the news 

that a malach struck down the Assyri-
an army. Sancherev then returned 
home, and his children killed him. The 
same is recorded in Melachim II 19 
and Divrei haYamim II 32. Historians 
also speak of the sudden fall of Assyr-
ia’s army; Herodotus claims it hap-

pened while he was fighting Egypt. 

And Babylonian records also state that 
Sancherev’s son killed him. 
 
Divrei haYamim II 32:22-23 follows this 

with a report that foreigners brought 
gifts to King Chizkiyahu; that lays the 
groundwork for events in Yeshayahu 
39. 

 

Insight 
The Talmud records that Chizkiyahu 
could have ushered in the Messianic 
era, but he failed in that he did not sing 
to Hashem for rescuing the Jews from 
Sancherev. (Sanhedrin 94a) This is 

supported by the fact that in the next 
chapter he will sing when Hashem 
saves him from illness, but here no 
song is recorded. It also fits Divrei 
haYamim II 32:25, which says 
Chizkiyahu became arrogant. 
 
Our sages have brought many ap-

proaches to explain why Chizkiyahu 
sang for his healing and not for the 
nation’s redemption. [See Shir haShirim 
Rabbah 4:3, Maharal to Sanhedrin 94a, 
and Sfat Emet to Pesach 5631, 5638 
and 5642.] But on a simple level, the 
Talmud is warning us that miracles 
come with a price. Those who benefit 

from Divine intervention must be pre-
pared to recognize it and respond dra-
matically.  
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Siddur Insights: Tachanun Rabbi Jonathan Ziring 

Journey Through Tanach: Yeshayahu 37 Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

indeed does not abandon the Jews even in the midst of pun-
ishment. While ideally, we would want to avoid punishment, 
here we emphasize that G-d will remain involved even when 
we have reached the point where He has no choice but to 

punish us.  
 
Related, as the commentaries note (see Malbim for a suc-
cinct formulation), by choosing to rely on G-d, David was 
expressing faith in G-d’s mercy. Regardless of the context, 
that faith is critical when asking for mercy ourselves.  
 
Rashi cites a position that David chose this punishment so 

people would understand he was not trying to escape re-
sponsibility. “’If I choose the sword then [the people of] Yis-
roel will say [about me], ‘he is relying on his strength to save 
himself from death but others will die,’ and if I choose fam-
ine they will say, ‘he is relying on his wealth [to save him-
self].’ I will choose pestilence against which everyone is 
equal.” (Metsudah Tanach translation) Perhaps when we 
ask for mercy, we must make clear that we acknowledge our 

own faults and have internalized the fact that there will be 
consequences. That humility and vulnerability makes us 
deserving of G-d’s mercy.  
 
While the choice of the verse is difficult, perhaps the emo-
tions expressed can help us frame our own prayers.  
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At the beginning of Tachanun, or more specifically, Nefilat 
Apayim, when people begin the partial prostration after the 

Amidah, many traditions include a verse from King David. 
(Based on Shl”ah, cited in Piskei Teshuvot OC 131:7) “David 
said to [the prophet] Gad, “I am in great distress. Let us fall 
into the hands of the Lord, for His compassion is great; and 
let me not fall into the hands of men.” (Shemuel II 24:14, 
JPS) Though David was asking for compassion, upon reflec-
tion this is an odd choice. The background is as follows: Da-
vid had previously insisted that a census be carried out, de-

spite the prohibition against counting Jews. G-d offered him 
three choices of punishment: “Gad came to David and told 
him; he asked, ‘Shall a seven-year famine come upon you in 
the land, or shall you be in flight from your adversaries for 
three months while they pursue you, or shall there be three 
days of pestilence in your land…’” (ibid. 13) David chose pes-
tilence, as it comes from G-d. However, this led to 70,000 
deaths, and then G-d had to restrain the angel from com-

pletely destroying Jerusalem. (ibid. 15) Why choose a verse 
that takes severe punishment as a given? 
 
Many, in fact, do not say it. The Vilna Gaon (Maaseh Rav 49) 
removes it and Aruch HaShulchan (OC 131:8) notes that the 
common practice where he lived was not to say it. Piskei 
Teshuvot (131:7) cites several sources that the majority view 
is to omit it. What logic can be offered for reciting it? 

 
One possibility is that while the punishment was in fact terri-
ble, in the end G-d stayed the angel’s hand, proving that G-d 
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Weekly Halachah: Fruit or Shehecheyanu First? 

Rabbi Adam Friedmann 

Biography 

Rabbi Chaim of  

Volozhin 
Rabbi Josh Gutenberg 

The Gemara (Eruvin 40b) indicates that one should recite the blessing of 
Shehecheyanu when seeing seasonal produce for the first time in that season. This 
halachah is codified by Rambam (Hilchot Berachot 10:2) and the Tur (Orach Chaim 

225). However, many Rishonim note a shift in the popular practice from reciting the 
blessing when first seeing the fruit to reciting it when first eating the fruit during 
that season. Two explanations for this shift are cited in the Beit Yosef (Orach 
Chaim 225).  
 
The first explanation is procedural: we hold off on the blessing until performing the 
more established act of eating. This is similar to reciting Shehecheyanu on building 

a succah. We refrain from this and instead include the blessing together with kid-
dush on the first night of succot. 
 
The second explanation relates to how we experience the new fruit. Shehecheyanu 
is a response to experiencing joy. In the past, people experienced joy when they 
saw new produce. Over time this changed and now we primarily experience joy 
when eating the produce. 

 
These two explanations lead to a practical difference. When I recite Shehecheyanu 
when eating a new fruit, I must also recite the normal blessing on eating the fruit. 
Which blessing comes first? 
 
According to the first explanation, Shehecheyanu is still recited primarily on seeing 
the fruit; we just postpone the recitation. If so, the blessing is fundamentally inde-

pendent of eating the fruit and might constitute an interruption between the bless-
ing for eating the fruit and the act of eating it. In this case, it’s better to recite 
Shehecheyanu first. This is the view of the Pri Megadim (Orach Chaim 225, Eshel 
Avraham, 7) and Mishneh Berurah (Orach Chaim 225:11) 
 
According to the second explanation, Shehecheyanu is recited over the act of eating 

itself. If so, there is no concern for interruption and this instance of Shehecheyanu 
isn’t different from cases like taking the lulav and lighting Chanukah candles. In 
those cases the Shehecheyanu is recited between the blessing on the mitzvah and 
the act of the mitzvah and this is not considered an interruption. This view is inti-
mated by Magen Avraham (Orach Chaim 225:7) since he cites a source that argues 
for the second explanation. It is also the explicit position of Be’er Heiteiv (Orach 
Chaim 225: 6) and many Sephardic authorities such as Rabbi Ovadia Yosef 

(Yechaveh Da’at 3:15).  
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Sefer haChinuch #15-16: Flesh and Bone, Part 1 

By Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

The korban pesach symbolized the Jewish people’s newly-acquired freedom from 
slavery in Egypt, and so it was to be eaten in a royal manner. Therefore, G-d gave 
the Jews two rules: 
 

Not to take portions of the Pesach offering out of the place where the group eats it; 
Not to break the bones of the korban, as one would to reach the marrow. 
 
When impoverished people enjoy a feast, they save portions and take them home, 
and they break the bones to reach the last bit of edible meat. Ordinarily, we are 
trained not to waste food, and so one might think we should take home the lefto-
vers and pursue the marrow – but we are taught to create a feeling of royalty and 
freedom with the korban pesach, to commemorate the joy of our departure from 

Egypt. Sefer haChinuch lists these practices as the Torah’s sixteenth and seven-
teenth mitzvot. 
 

To be continued 

Rabbi Chaim Itzkovits (also known as 
Rabbi Chaim Volozhiner) was born on 7 
Sivan 5509 (1749) in Volozhin. As a child 
he studied with Rabbi Aryeh Leib Gins-

burg, author of Shaagat Aryeh, and Rab-
bi Raphael Ziskind of Hamburg. At the 
age of 19, he traveled to Vilna to study 
with the Vilna Gaon. In the introduction 
to the Vilna Gaon’s commentary on Shul-
chan Aruch (written by the Vilna Gaon’s 

children), Rav Chaim is singled out as 
the most prized disciple of the Vilna 
Gaon.  
  
In 1774, Rav Chaim returned to Volozhin 
to serve as rabbi of the city, and he re-
mained there for the rest of his life. In 
the beginning of the 19th century, he 

started a yeshiva called Eitz Chaim. The 
goal of the yeshiva was to have a central-
ized place of learning where the students 
would be able to fully devote themselves 
to studying Torah for its own sake. The 
idea was revolutionary, as until this point 
most boys who pursued Torah study be-

yond the years of cheder would do so 
with their local rabbi. Although the ye-
shiva opened in 1802 with just ten stu-
dents, as its fame grew it attracted hun-
dreds of students from all over Europe. 
The yeshiva closed in 1892, but its legacy 
continues; the Volozhin yeshiva serves as 
the archetype for many of the modern 

day yeshivot around the world.  
  
Rav Chaim’s philosophical magnum opus 
is Nefesh HaChaim. In this work, he em-
phasizes the centrality of Torah study 
and performance of mitzvot in Jewish 
life, and he stresses these as the main 
tools bringing one closer to G-d. The 

book includes an attack on the Hassidic 
notion that cleaving to G-d is the main 
necessity for a relationship with G-d. He 
also wrote a commentary on Pirkei Avot 
titled Ruach Chaim. Some of his responsa 
were collected by his students and print-

ed in a book titled Chut HaMeshulash, 
although many more of his responsa 
were destroyed in a fire in 1815.  
  
Rabbi Chaim passed away on 14 Sivan 
5581 (1821).  
 

 



 
COME LEARN WITH US! 

Click Underlined Links to Open Zooms 

Clickable links also at http://tiny.cc/torontotorah 

All times ET. Classes are free & open to all, unless otherwise noted. 

Shabbat Feb. 17-18 

After hashkamah R’ Yehuda Mann, Halachah from the Parshah, Clanton Park 

After minchah R’ Mordechai Torczyner, Gemara Ketuvot, BAYT (Milevsky Bais Medrash) (men) 

45 min. after Shabbat R’ Jared Anstandig, Parent Child-Learning, Shaarei Shomayim (middle school) 

Sun. Feb. 19 

9:00 AM R’ Zev Spitz & R’ Yehuda Mann, Semichat Chaver Program, Clanton Park (men): Niddah 

Mon. Feb. 20 

9:00-11:00 AM Family Day Parent-Child Breakfast and Learn at BAYT! 
IS DONATING BLOOD A MITZVAH? 

9:00 AM Shacharit, 9:40 AM Breakfast and Dvar Torah by Rabbi Daniel Korobkin 
Chavruta Learning followed by 10:30 AM Shiur by Rabbi Jared Anstandig 

Ideal for ages 10 to 15, Free of Charge, Open to All! Register at https://torontotorah.com/yk 

8:30 PM R’ Yehuda Mann, Weekly Halachah, Shomrai Shabbos not this week 

Tues. Feb. 21 Rosh Chodesh Adar 

9:00 AM Idan Rakovsky, Tzidkat haTzaddik, Yeshivat Or Chaim (university men) 

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner, Wisdom of King Solomon: Mishlei, ZOOM: http://tiny.cc/weeklymt  

7:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner, Shemuel (Chap. 18), ZOOM: http://tiny.cc/weeklymt (men)  

8:15 PM R’ Yehuda Mann, Post-Shovavim Shiur (Semichat Chaver Chazarah), Clanton Park (men) 

8:30 PM R’ Jared Anstandig, Women’s Beit Midrash: PURIM, Shaarei Shomayim (university women) 

Wed. Feb. 22 Rosh Chodesh Adar 

9:00 AM R’ Jared Anstandig, Halachic Philosophy of the Rav, Yeshivat Or Chaim (university men) 

10 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner, Does Judaism Believe in Extraterrestrial Life? 2 of 3 
ZOOM @ http://tiny.cc/weeklymt Register @ https://torontotorah.com/wednesdays There is a fee 

8:15 PM R’ Yehuda Mann, Contemporary Halachah, Clanton Park 

Thurs. Feb. 23 

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner, Shemuel (Chap. 30), ZOOM: http://tiny.cc/weeklymt (women) 

8:00 PM R’ Yehuda Mann, Beitzah (advanced), for location: ymann@torontotorah.com 

8:30 PM Idan Rakovsky, Sefer haChinuch, Shaarei Tefillah Beit Midrash Night (men) 

Fri. Feb. 24 

9:00 AM R’ Jared Anstandig, Parshah, Yeshivat Or Chaim (university) 

10:30 AM R’ Jared Anstandig, R’ Mordechai Torczyner, R’ Yehuda Mann, Ketuvot Perek 1 advanced 
In-person at Yeshivat Or Chaim, on ZOOM at http://tiny.cc/frishiur 

COMING UP! 
 

Shabbat February 24-25 
SHABBATON AT SHAAREI TEFILLAH CONGREGATION 

“The Mishkan and Human Creativity” 
 

Sunday February 26 
PRE-PURIM MIDRESHET YOM RISHON FOR WOMEN, AT MISHKAN AVRAHAM, 2797 BATHURST ST. 

10:00 AM Rebbetzin Shira Lipner, Happiness: Believe It Or Not 
10:40 AM Rabbi Yehuda Mann, There’s Something Fishy About Adar 

Open to all women, Light refreshments served 
 

Monday February 27 
PRE-PURIM MONDAY NIGHT LEARNING WITH MIZRACHI AT BAYT 

8:00 PM Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner, Drinking from the King’s Cup: From Defeat to Victory 
8:30 PM Rabbi Steven Gotlib, Purim and Re-accepting the Torah 
9:00 PM Dvar Torah by Rabbi Steven Gotlib, followed by Maariv 

Free of charge, open to all! 
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