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88b   And He cursed them with eight letters, from “And if you despise My statutes…”


The public reading of the retributions in Bechukosai


Rabbi Levi says that Hashem is merciful, blessing us with 22 letters and cursing us with only eight: The blessings in Bechukosai (Vayikra 26:3-13) start with alef in verse 3, “Im bechukasai,” and end in tav in verse 13, “komemiyus,” while the curses begin with vav in verse 15, “v’im” and end with mem in verse 43, “nafshom” - from vav to mem, inclusive, being eight.  The curses are not read in public as loudly as the rest of the Torah as “words of the wise are heard in a still voice”.  That is, warnings and admonitions are more effective if pronounced quietly and calmly (Sefer HaMat’amim, p. 144).


Where do the curses start?  The current custom is to read softly from verse 14: “And if you don’t listen to Me”.  The Tzemach Tzedek rules that they begin with verse 16: “I shall also do this to you” (Responsa, 56) but Eliah Rabah (428:13) remarks that our sugya starts counting the eight letters from verse 15: “And if you despise My statutes…”  In his Shoel Umeshiv (2nd ed., I, 48), HaGaon Rav Yosef Shaul HaLevi Natanson adds that verse 15 must be included in the curses as they can’t be construed as a mere list of punishments: verse 15 is a warning that retribution will ensue “if you despise My statutes”, an accursed situation in itself which should also therefore be read softly.


For many generations the relevant ‘aliyah’ has connoted anxieties, dissuading people from wanting to be called to the Torah for fear that the curses would affect them personally.  Indeed, the suspicion may sometimes not be entirely unfounded.  In his Or Zaru’a (I, Hilchos Sheliach Tzibur, 114), Rabbi Yitzchak of Vienna cites Rabbi Yehudah HeChasid, that if a person knows the ba’al korei dislikes him, he should refuse to be called to the ‘aliyah of the curses, lest he be harmed.


A ba’al korei must have no one in mind: A ba’al korei must never think of applying any passage he reads in public to any individual - even a blessing and surely not a curse (Mishnah Berurah, O.C. 53, S.K. 58).  Still, many communities developed a custom to pay an indigent person to accept the said ‘aliyah in Bechukosai.  The gabai would announce “Let whoever who wants come up”, without mentioning a name, and the poor person would accept the ‘aliyah.  In other communities the ba’al korei would assume the aliyah and pronounce the blessings without his name being called (see Remo, O.C. 428:6; Mishnah Berurah, ibid, S.K. 17, and Beur Halachah, s.v. Bapesukim).


Reading the Torah without a berachah?  Sometimes, though, even the poorest member of a congregation refused to be called to the dreaded ‘aliyah and the gabaim then searched for a person, maybe drinking in the local tavern and agreeing to accept the ‘aliyah for payment.  Meanwhile, the sefer Torah lay in disgrace and some communities therefore required the ba’al korei to read the  portion containing the curses without anyone pronouncing a berachah before or after, with the excuse that no one had been called up (the custom is mentioned in Responsa Machaneh Chayim, III, O.C. 16).  The poskim, though, banned the custom as the public Torah reading must always be accompanied with a Beracha before and after. (see Responsa Igros Moshe, O.C., II, 35; etc.).  Rabbi Yosef ben Moshe was the foremost pupil of Rabbi Yisrael ben Pesachyah Isserlein, author of Terumas HaDeshen, and recorded his mentor’s customs in the historic work Leket Yosher.  He mentions (O.C., p. 55) the revered gaon’s custom to personally bless anyone accepting the said ‘aliyah with a special Mi shebeirach: “…He will bless [the person’s name] for having harkened to the admonition of the Torah and will prosper him therefor”.





89b   One must not keep an inexact measuring instrument.


The prohibition to keep inexact instruments for weighing and measuring


These sugyos convey the extreme severity of fraud or deceit using incorrect weights or measures, proscribed in Devarim 25:13-15.  It is forbidden not only to deceive with false weights or measures but even to make or keep them or even hold to a formerly exact measuring device now damaged, such as a weight marked “1 kilo” that has become chipped, for fear of its inadvertent use.  However, inexact weights may be kept, if not used, if a government standards bureau requires marking weights used for commerce with an official stamp of approval as all can see the stamp is missing. (Shulchan ‘Aruch, C.M. 231:3).


Inexact measurements for home use: Someone once had a baby-scale that was not exact and asked HaGaon Rav S.Z. Auerbach zt”l if he could keep it for use just at home.  Rav Auerbach replied that keeping such instruments, with no intention to deceive others, is forbidden only by rabbinical decree to prevent inadvertent use for commercial purposes (Rashbam on our sugya; Minchas Chinuch, mitzvah 602, in reference to Rambam’s opinion).  Everyone knows, though, that baby-scales are not expected to be accurate or serve any commercial use and they may therefore be kept, similar to the aforesaid weights not approved by the standards bureau: in both cases, the weights will not be used for trade.  Concerning rulers and tape-measures bought for home use, Rav Auerbach asserts that some people may rely on their exactitude though we can always say that all know they are meant for home and, as such, may be inaccurate.  The issue, he concludes, needs further research.


The difference between a ruler and chametz: Rav Auerbach also addresses the possibility of relinquishing one’s ownership (hefker) of an inexact measuring device to circumvent the prohibition of keeping it at home.  The Torah, for instance, allows one to relinquish ownership of chametz just before Pesach, a last-resort method used only if one can’t rid oneself of chametz otherwise.  Still, he rejects the comparison as keeping chametz on Pesach is forbidden only to its owner and relinquishing his ownership removes the prohibition, though the chametz stays on his premises.  By contrast, the prohibition to keep inexact measuring instruments stems from a suspicion that people might use them and be misled: relinquishing one’s ownership and leaving them on one’s premises offers no solution (Minchas Shlomo, III, 106).


The Chafetz Chayim calibrated the scales of Radin: Rabbi Shlomo Bloch zt”l of Yerushalayim, a pupil of the Chafetz Chayim, once related some biographical details that serve to emphasize the severity of using false weights and measures: “The Chafetz Chayim permitted Yosef, the smith of Radin, to make weights for local shopkeepers but marked them himself, making sure a “kilo” was exactly so, and the like.  For many years he went from shop to shop, calibrating scales and spending hours on each mark of the scales to ensure their accuracy.  ‘You know’, said Yosef, that I’m extremely poor, but such exacting and exhausting work I wouldn’t even do for 25 rubles an hour!’ [a huge sum in that era]” (HaTzadik Rabbi Shlomo, p. 35).





90a-b   “The shekel is 20 gerah”…and we thus learn that we should sometimes increase the weights and measures mentioned in the Torah.


Inflation in Yechezkel’s era


Our sugya describes one of the first recorded economic inflations, occurring in Yechezkel’s era.  Paper money was unknown and coins were exactly fixed weights of gold or silver and not of mere nominal value, as minted today.  The silver shekel, whose weight was defined in the Torah as 20 gerah, was replaced by the Tyrean shekel, weighing 20% more (according to Rabbi Yitzchak in Tosfos, s.v. Vehashekel; in Rabeinu Tam’s opinion, the shekel was not revaluated till the Mishnaic era and Yechezkel’s generation assigned a new weight only to the maneh).  


Monetary amounts mentioned in the Torah are linked to the increasing weights of coins: Unlike other changes in measures used for volume and the like, the above change bore halachic significance. The Shekel mentioned in the Torah was linked to the new shekel and payments could not be paid with lesser sums of the newly adopted currency.  A father redeeming his firstborn had to pay five new shekalim and the same applied to the half-shekel collected for the Temple, the 30-shekel fine paid by the owner of an ox that gored a non-Jewish slave, etc.  The Gemara in Bechoros 50a learns this principal from the verse “20 gerah will be the shekel” (Vayikra 27:25): When the Torah was given, 20 gerah comprised a shekel but the required coin “will be” a shekel at any assigned value but never less than 20 gerah.  


HaGaon Rav Yosef Rozin of Rogatchov asserts that the above revaluation was a royal government decree (Tzafenas Pa’neach, Hilchos Shekalim, 1).  The five shekalim of pidyon haben, and other amounts stipulated by the Torah in shekalim must be paid in local coins of the highest denomination, even if their weight exceeds that of the Mishnaic shekel.  (Likewise, some believe that the halachic kezayis, the volume of an olive, changes according to the present-day size of an olive.)  HaGaon Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l attested that five rubles were commonly used for pidyon haben in the former USSR though four would have sufficed, had the halachah required only their actual weight in silver (Responsa Igros Moshe, Y.D., I, 189).  In an earlier era, HaGaon Rav Avraham Danzig of Vilna, author of Chochmas Adam, recorded that people in his generation redeemed their firstborn with five reichstaler, Austrian currency apparently then favored in Lithuania despite its status as a Russian duchy.  Still, where five coins of the highest denomination weighed less than the amount stipulated by Chazal, that weight had to be used for pidyon haben by adding more coins since, as explained above, one may add, but not detract, from the Shekel of the Torah.


Unlike the Rogatchover Gaon, the Chazon Ish zt”l (C.M. 16:12) holds that Chazal, and not the government, decided to adopt the Tyrean shekel to ease calculations.  Only the shekel, then, should be considered and later currency changes are meaningless.  (In his ‘Emek She’eilah, 117, the Netziv attributes this difference of opinions to the disagreement between Rambam and Raavad in Hilchos Shekalim 1:6).  


Pidyon haben with a weight of silver: As modern coins have no intrinsic value, contain no silver and only serve as promissory notes issued by governments, all agree that pidyon haben must be observed using the weight of silver determined by Chazal or its equivalent.  Most authorities estimate that weight as 96 grams and some recommend 100 grams (Shi’urin shel Torah, Shi’urei HaMitzvos; see Responsa Igros Moshe, Y.D., I, 189, and an expansion of the topic in Rav H.P. Benish’s Midos veShi’urei Torah, Ch. 21).





90a   One must not profit more than a sixth of the capital.


How much may grocers earn from selling bread?


Our sugya explains that a person earning a living from selling food must not charge a price including a profit that exceeds a sixth of what he originally paid for the item.  Rambam stresses that this halachah applies only to basic products - such as wine, oil or flour - as the regulation aimed, first and foremost, to help the poor (Hilchos Mechirah, 14:1) whereas no profit ceiling was decreed on the sale of luxury goods.  Our Gemara also rules that vital products must not be exported from Eretz Israel lest they become unobtainable there (see Magid Mishnah, ibid; Beis Yosef, and Shulchan Aruch, C.M. 231:20).  The halachah takes a severe attitude toward those who overcharge on basic products.  Shulchan ‘Aruch equates those who charge exorbitant prices with people who lend money for interest (ibid, 25) and Rabbi Alexandri asks in the Yerushalmi (Berachos 2:4), “Why is Mevarech hashanim the ninth blessing in Shemoneh ‘Esreh?  Because it parallels the verse ‘The voice of Hashem breaks cedars’ (the ninth mention of Hashem’s name in Tehilim 29).  That is, He will destroy those who overcharge.”


Exorbitant burial charges: Some people complained to Rav Moshe Feinstein about the managers of a chevra kadisha who ignored local rabbis’ directives, exploited bereaved families and vastly overcharged.  The rabbis asked if, by referring families to another chevra kadisha, they would be guilty of encroaching on someone’s business (hasagas gevul).  Rav Feinstein replied that, on the contrary, they would be doing a mitzvah to save bereft relatives from brazen robbery as, by his estimate, the disfavored chevra kadisha was making a 500% profit on their outlay, for which there is no halachic permission!  (Responsa Igros Moshe, Y.D., III, 134).


Drastic reductions are also forbidden: In his ‘Aroch HaShulchan (C.M. 231:20), Hagaon Rav Y.M. Epstein stresses that just as one must not overcharge, one must also never drastically reduce prices, causing competitors to do likewise, lose profits and even go bankrupt.  The eventual economic instability encourages higher prices than before and the poor suffer even more severely.





91a   One must not leave Eretz Israel.


Leaving Eretz Israel to pray at the graves of tzadikim


Our sugya treats the prohibition to leave Eretz Israel and emphasizes, for example, that Naomi’s husband Elimelech and their sons Machlon and Kilyon died before their time because they left Eretz Israel for Moav (Ruth 1:3-5).  In fact, the Midrashim stress that they exploited a halachic loophole as a famine in Eretz Israel (ibid, 1:1) allowed them to leave.  Still, as our Gemara describes, they were their generation’s leaders and, as examples, should have stayed at all costs!  According to Rashbam (s.v. Ein yotze’in), a person must not leave Eretz Israel because he then exempts himself from the mitzvos applicable only there.  Moreover, according to Ramban (Sefer HaMitzvos, Hashmatos, mitzvah 4), just being in Eretz Israel is a mitzvah and anyone leaving transgresses that positive commandment.  Rambam permits leaving temporarily to wed, learn Torah, save funds or property from gentiles or do business, providing the person intends to return forthwith (based on Avodah Zarah 13b).  He apparently forbids leaving to observe other mitzvos but most halachic authorities reason that if Rambam allows traveling abroad for business, we may surely do so for a mitzvah (Magen Avraham, O.C. 531, S.K. 7, cited in Mishnah Berurah, ibid, S.K. 14).  Rambam chose those mitzvos, they contend, to stress that despite their importance, anyone leaving to perform them still must intend to return.  Ritva (on Mo’ed Katan 14a) adds that though the halachah may allow us to leave, an important person should not do so except for the most vital needs, so as to prevent others from following his example and taking a lenient attitude.  


According to Responsa Peri HaAretz (quoted in Birkei Yosef, 568, and in Sha’arei Teshuvah, ibid, S.K. 8), all agree that one may leave Eretz Israel to pray at the graves of tzadikim as, though not an absolute mitzvah, the custom is long-established and surely no less important than traveling for business.  In conclusion, and as indicated by Mishnah Berurah (531, S.K. 14), the prohibition is to travel just for a tour.





92a   If someone sold fruit and the buyer planted their seeds but nothing grew


Paying for an engagement party if the shiduch is canceled


The Rosh (Responsa, Kelal 104:6) and Shulchan ‘Aruch (C.M. 333:8) rule that if a person orders a workman to make something for him and, on its completion, refuses to take it, he must pay for it if the workman stands to suffer a loss.  Although no kinyan was made, the instance is no different from other events of damage and we are, of course, responsible for any damage we cause.  However, HaGaon Rabbi Akiva Eiger zt”l asked how the Rosh could ignore the case in our mishnah: If a person bought seeds, plowed and fertilized his land and planted them with no results, he can’t demand his expenses from the seller.  Since the seeds were no good and the seller caused him the loss of all that work, why shouldn’t he pay for it? On the other hand, according to the mishnah, why should that person who ordered something from a workman be demanded to pay?  In reply, he contends, the person who sold the seeds ended the transaction right there: He asked the buyer to sow them?  The buyer did all that work for himself!  One who requests an object to be made or ordered, though, causes the other to work for him and must therefore compensate him if he changes his mind (Responsa Rabbi A. Eiger, 1st ed., 134).


The Rishonim disagree as to if a chasan who cancels a shiduch should pay for the engagement party which was laid on by the Kallah’s family.  According to Rambam he must pay, but not according to Raavad (Hilchos Zechiyah Umatanah, 6:24).  The difference of opinions depends on how we interpret our sugya as canceling a shiduch resembles, in a sense, the sale of seeds; on the other hand, it is also like ordering an object.  A young man who agrees to a shiduch naturally expects an engagement party, as such events are de rigueur.  Still, he didn’t order it, just as the seller didn’t order the buyer to plant the seeds, and we can’t make him pay for the party (see Magid Mishnah, ibid; ‘Erech Shai, E.H. 50, S.K. 9; Machaneh Efrayim on Rambam, ibid; Chelkas Mechokek, 50:10; Tiv Kidushin, 50:11).


A gala party: Even according to Rambam, though, the Poskim agree that if the kallah’s parents held a party more extravagant than customary in either the chasan’s or kalah’s neighborhood, we can’t make him pay more than the price of an ordinary meal (Radbaz, I, 329; Tashbetz, II, 166; Responsa Maharash Engel, V, 153).








From the Editor





The Blessing of the Ostrovtser Rebbe


HaGaon Rav A. Bar Shaul zt”l, Chief Rabbi of Rechovot, once told an astonishing story heard from an immigrant from Ostrovtsa, Poland, about his seven-year-old daughter.


For many years he and his wife suffered almost unbearable hardships.  Their first baby boy, born soon after their marriage, passed away in the midst of the preparations for his bris.  A year later, recuperated from their loss, the young mother bore another boy but he, too, left this world in the same brief period and other babies were born in successive years and survived for short spans, only to join their deceased brothers.  Unable to withstand any more, the forlorn woman burst into the home of the Ostrovtser Rebbe zt”l, who was known to have foreseen the Holocaust and had fasted 40 years to temper the decree.  “Holy Rebbe”, she cried, “I won’t leave this room without a berachah!  I can’t stand it any more!”  The tzadik then promised that, with Hashem’s help, they would only know happiness from then on but advised them to name their next child after someone mentioned in the Torah portion read in the week of his or her birth - a well-known precaution to protect the newborn.


The following year the hopeful woman bore a daughter when the portion of Naso was being read.  As Naso lacks female names, the happy but somewhat concerned parents returned to the Rebbe, who briefly confined himself to his room and then suggested they call their daughter Tzelelponis: The haftarah of Naso tells about the long-awaited birth of Shimshon and his mother Tzelelponis, whose name, explained the Rebbe, can have a wondrous impact on a person’s life.  In his Chochmas Shlomo on our Gemara, Rabbi Shlomo Luria zt”l, known as Maharshal, cites the tradition that that name protects one from evil spirit.


 “The Rebbe kept his promise”, beamed the girl’s father, “and here’s Tzelelponis, healthy and well!”


Tzelelponis’ name does not appear in the Book of Shofetim but only in Divrei HaYamim, where she is not specified as Shimshon’s mother, and in our Gemara, which also mentions Avraham’s mother - Amtelai, daughter of Karnevo - and other women whose names are not explicitly mentioned in Tanach.  The Gemara explains that we should know their names to contradict deniers of the Torah, who challenge us with questions such as “Why don’t you know Avraham’s mother’s name?”  The Chasam Sofer zt”l appropriately commented that we should learn therefrom that the Torah contains not one superfluous word or letter.  The information Bereishis 36:22, for example, that “Lotan’s sister was Timna”, teaches us that had Avraham accepted her conversion instead of discouraging her, she would have not wed Elifaz and borne Amalek (Sanhedrin 99b). On the other hand, the Tanach omits the names of several righteous women, having no need to mention them.


Every additional Daf HaYomi session further convinces us that each word in the Torah is weighed on a finely calibrated scale and that we are studying the most important and precious gift to the world.  No other written work is so astonishingly exact.  “Hashem’s Torah is perfect and restores the soul.”  It’s entire perfection restores our souls and can fill us with an incomparable vibrancy during our daily shi’ur and throughout the day.





With the blessing of the Torah


The Editor
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88a If he struck it, he is responsible for it.





The Torah says that if you see, for example, your brother’s (fellow Jew’s) ox apparently lost, you must not ignore it but return it to him (Devarim 22:1).  The Gemara in Bava Metsi’a derives from the word “v’his’alamta” that an elderly person may ignore a find if he feels his handling it would disgrace him.  In our sugya, though, Rabah asserts that if he struck a lost animal, he made an act similar to taking it and must assume the responsibility to return it.


Now, if the Torah exempts him, why does his handling the article reverse the situation?  The Acharonim suggest that we try to define whether returning lost items is a mitzvah between Hashem and ourselves or an obligation toward another person.  Kerias shema, for instance, is in the first category while repaying a theft is a financial debt.  Is returning a lost article a mitzvah between Hashem and ourselves, in that he wants us to prevent another’s loss, or a property-related obligation toward the article’s owner?  (See Birkas Shemuel, Even HaAzel, etc.).


Indeed, both perspectives are correct.  As soon as you see a lost item, Hashem commands you to prevent another’s loss but once you handle it, you assume an interpersonal obligation, similar to returning a theft.  If you lose it, for example, you must compensate its owner (see Bava Kama 56b and Bava Metzi’a 29a).  An elderly person, then, is initially exempt from the mitzvah but if he handles the article, he becomes responsible toward another and can no longer exempt himself (as for the other reason mentioned in our sugya, see Even HaAzel, Hilchos Gezeilah VaAveidah, 11:4, and Chazon Yechezkel on Bava Metzi’a, 2-9).
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88b   The punishment is severe for falsifying weights and measures.


Measure for Measure


Chazal stress that Hashem refrains from punishing people for their sins till they “fill their measure” whereas for selling with a reduced measure, He punishes forthwith.  Why is the reaction so harsh?  


In his Ahavas Yehonasan, HaGaon Rav Yehonasan Eibeschitz zt”l explains that Hashem punishes people measure for measure.  If someone, then, measures inexactly and pretends his measure is honestly full, Hashem also regards his measure of sin as already being full and punishes him immediately (Ta’amei HaMinhagim, 539).





91b   That is Ruth, who returned and stayed at Beis lechem.


Converts Return!


One of the most famous converts to Judaism was Avraham ben Avraham, formerly Count Valentin Pototzki, who was burnt at the stake on the second day of Shavuos, 5509 (1749), for refusing to renounce his adopted faith.  The Vilna Gaon asked to be buried near him, and Torah scholars have attributed many instructive sayings to him.  The Chafetz Chayim said in his name that when Hashem offered the Torah to all the nations, only the Jews answered, “We shall do and obey!”  Were there no exceptions?  Indeed, we must assume that some non-Jewish souls responded favorably while a few Jews refused.  The reluctant Jewish souls, concluded the Ger Tzedek, became those who left our faith, while the willing non-Jewish souls became converts.  


A member of our beis midrash remarked that our sugya hints the same idea: “Veyashuvi Lachem (Divrei HaYamim I, 4:22) - that is Ruth, who returned and stayed at Beis Lechem”.  Converts, then, are actually returning to their source.





91a   And he had 30 sons


An Exemplary Big Family


The first verse in the Book of Ruth informs us that “a man from Beis Lechem Yehudah went to live in the fields of Moav, he and his wife and his two sons”.  In his Igeres Shemuel on Ruth, Rabbi Shemuel Zada remarks that Elimelech, with only two sons, could not bear the famine in Eretz Israel and hastily left.  Boaz, though, had 30 sons and daughters but managed to bring them all up, feed them and marry them off without ever thinking of leaving Eretz Israel.


88b   The punishment is severe for falsifying weights and measures.


Janitor or Rabbi?


The tzadik Rav Shmelke HaLevi Horwitz zt”l, brother of Rav Pinchas, the author of Haflaah, once passed through Nikolsburg, an important Jewish community.  The leaders of the congregation had heard about his outstanding greatness and invited him to become the rabbi of their town.  Rav Shmelke said he would consider the offer till after Shabos and, when that time arrived, consented.


“What did you find out on Shabos”, they asked, “that wasn’t clear before?”


 “At first I thought”, he replied, “that I don’t need all this trouble.  The rabbi of Nikolsburg has a lot of responsibility and could be tempted to favor the VIPs, so maybe I should better become a janitor in the bathhouse.  Before Shabos, though, I went there and saw that he also favors certain clients.  To the rich he smiles and hands out new bars of soap and at the poor he frowns and gives them broken pails.  If, then, even a janitor can be tempted to show favoritism, shouldn’t I better be a rabbi?” (‘Al HaTorah, 550).
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