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A Friend in Need, is a Friend Indeed

 “And what a man gives to the Cohen-priest, it shall be his” (Numbers 5:10).

T

he above-quoted verse appears in the context of the mitzvah to support the Cohanim-priests. The verse, however, seems to be superfluous. The statement, “it shall be his,” seems to be referring to a gift given to the priest, indicating that it belongs to him. This should be obvious, though. What, then, does the Torah mean?


Rashi explains the statement to be referring to the benefactor. The understanding is that when a person gives gifts to charity, a tremendous blessing of “it,” i.e., great wealth, “shall be his.”


The Chofetz Chaim, citing a parable from the Sages of the Midrash (1), also elucidates this statement in reference to the benefactor, but with a twist.


There was once a person who was unexpectedly summoned to the police station. Confused and overcome with panic, the man worried perhaps someone had maligned him. Fearing the worst, he decided to call upon a friend to join him as a character witness.


Naturally, he initially contacted his closest friend, one who would certainly be most sympathetic to his predicament. The friend, however, was apprehensive. Concerned about displaying his association with an individual now being taken into custody, he apologetically refused.


Dejected by his erstwhile friend’s refusal, he went to call someone who was also a dear friend, but with whom he didn’t have quite the same close-knit relationship. This friend actually offered to escort him to the station and give encouragement, but he too was afraid to enter the station along with the indicted.


Distraught, the man was left with no option but to seek a third person who was no more than an acquaintance. After informing the acquaintance of the mysterious subpoena and the refusal of his good friends to be of measurable assistance, the unfortunate fellow was quite surprised to hear the acquaintance assuredly agree to accompany him. 


“Have no fear!” the friend said. “I will put in a good word for you. I am confident that we will prevail.” True to his word, the newfound confidant portrayed the man as an upstanding citizen and he was summarily exonerated. 


The Sages explain that a person’s closest friend is his wealth. However, none of it is taken with him on his “final journey.” When he stands in front of the Heavenly Tribunal, his worldly assets will be nowhere to be found.


The second friend is reminiscent of a person’s circle of family and friends. They can offer to escort their dear one to his final resting-place, but are helpless to do more than that.


The mere “acquaintances” with whom a person feels least amiable, one’s Torah and mitzvahs, are truly the only friends that can help “win the case” in a person’s time of need.


“And what a man gives to the Cohen-priest, it shall be his.” From all the possessions that we have in this world, says the Chofetz Chaim, the merits of our Torah learning and mitzvah performance, such as charity, are the assets that are inseparably ours. Only they will stand us in good stead at our moment of truth.

Mission: Control

“A man or woman that sets (himself) apart by taking a Nazirite vow, to set (himself) aside to G-d, shall not drink wine…All the days of his Nazirite vow a razor shall not pass over his head…He shall not come (in contact) with a dead person…because the crown of his G-d is upon his head” (Numbers 6:2-7).

I

n this week’s parsha we find an interesting institution called the Nazirite vow. The standard version of this vow would extend for thirty days, during which time the Nazir, as such a person was called, would abstain from drinking wine, cutting his hair or defiling himself through contact with a corpse.


The Nazir was held in high regard, as the Torah confirms by stating, “the crown of his G-d is upon his head.” What was so unique about the Nazir that the Torah adorns him with such regalia?


Most of us unfortunately do not allot sufficient time to consider the necessity for many of the activities and purchases we undertake. We become so occupied “keeping up with the Jones’,” we fail to assess the direction our lives are headed. Left unchecked, such a lifestyle stands the risk of becoming bereft of spirituality.


This is how the Nazir is different (2). For a limited time, the Nazir embarks on a mission, withdrawing himself from certain pleasures and vanities. On his voyage, the Nazir spends much time in the “weight room” developing his self-control, not an attitude to be taken for granted. As the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos (4:1) states, “Who is a strongman? The one who suppresses his desires.”     

Upon his return from this period of restraint-conditioning and introspection, the Nazir is then more equipped to tackle the winds of the times.

During the horrific years of the Holocaust, the Germans were not satisfied with merely annihilating the Jewish nation; they attempted to de-humanize our people as well. Through starvation and other tortures, they plotted to pin Jew against Jew in an instinctive, animalistic fight for survival. But the spirit of the indomitable Jew was not to be overcome, as the following story illustrates.

One evening, I was summoned by the camp commander. I knew what it meant. Everyone was prepared for this. I still had my entire bread ration. What use was it now? I said good-bye to my neighbors and divided my worldly possessions among them. This was how we used to do it.

I left, but my luck smiled on me and I immediately returned. The murderer must have been too lazy to deal with me and sent me back to the cabin.

When I entered to the cabin, everyone was surprised. They all returned my belongings. I remembered my bread ration. After all, I was alive, and still needed my precious commodity. My neighbor got up and gave me back my bread. He gave me the whole thing. He didn’t even want to keep some for himself. He was happy I was alive. He was truly happy; you could see it in his face. The courage of a Jew! The moral courage! (3). 

Although much attention has been conferred upon those who militantly resisted physical conquest, the many more who subtly resisted moral degradation deserve our utmost respect. They were truly “strongmen,” who wore the “crown of their G-d upon their heads.”         
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