Good Shabbos, everyone.

Mazel Tov to Jordan and Chana Leah Wiener on the bar mitzvah of their son, Yitzy. May you
see much continued bracha from Yitzy and your entire family!

Thank you to the sponsors of this week’s drasha:
e Jordan and Chana Leah Wiener, in honor of Yitzy's bar mitzvah. Mazel Tov!
e Jeremy and Devora Gradon, wishing all of Klal Yisroel k 'siva v'chasima tova.
May Hakadosh Baruch reward them for their generosity and commitment to the shul.

Many people identify this parsha with the tochacha. These curses stand out because of their
severity and because of the unique way they are read—quickly and in a low voice. They foretell
what will happen if the Jewish people do not follow Hashem. But the Parsha does not begin with
curses. Before we read the tochacha, we read about the mitzvos of bikkurim and vidui ma’aser.
This sequence suggests that if we can get these mitzvos right, we can avoid the curses of the
tochacha.

What is the fundamental lesson of bikkurim and vidui ma’aser? How do they protect from
curses?

Let us first analyze the mitzva of bikkurim.
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This mitzva is directed to the Jewish people when they are living in their own land. Imagine a
reality where they have developed their own booming economy and worldly culture, powerful
army and luxurious lifestyle. Life is good. The crops are starting to grow. Within that reality, a
farmer was told to take his first fruits of the shivas haminim, the seven species the Land of Israel
is known for, to Yerushalayim and give them to the kohanim in the Beis Hamikdash.

The Sefer HaChinuch explains:
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that this mitzva is ultimately about hakaras hatov. It is designed to remind the farmer, especially
at a time of great joy, that G-d is the source of all the good things in our lives. 72 101 PR’ 7 WK

Similarly, Rashi comments on the declaration that the farmer would make upon bringing the first
fruits:
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You shall declare—that you do not lack gratitude to God.

There are many important lessons in this mitzva. One is the appropriate way to deal with
success.
The Mesilas Yesharim writes that everything in life is a test and a challenge. He says poverty
presents its challenges, which is no surprise. But he also says that wealth also presents its
challenges, as one may feel independent of G-d.
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The Jewish people, when living in their own land (a privilege we must not take for granted),
must always remember that Hashem is the source of their success. They must never imagine
that, once they have their own country and economy, they no longer need Hashem. This struggle
continues in the modern state of Israel. And the lesson applies to us in the Diaspora, as well.
When things are comfortable, we, too, must never forget Hashem.

The Sefer HaChinuch continues
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From this act of remembering Hashem, and accepting His Kingship, and acknowledging that
everything comes from Hashem, we make ourselves worthy of receiving His bracha.

In a similar vein, the Rambam in his Moreh Nevuchim associates this mitzva with the character
trait of anava, humility.
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The Torah instructs that—after the Kohen places the basket of bikkurim in front of the mizbeach-
-the farmer is to declare »aR 721X 298 NIARY NoIP....

Perhaps the Rambam’s comment is rooted on in the unusual formulation “v’anisa v’amarta.”

Chazal and rishonim struggle with the word v’anisa. Although it is usually translated as “to
answer,” this is puzzling because the farmer does not seem to be answering anyone’s question.

The Radak, in his Sefer Hashorashim, notes that anava and aniya (the root of “v’anisa’) have a
common root. Thus, when the farmer brings bikkurim, he demonstrates anava, humility. He
shows he understands that he is a recipient of G-d’s goodness and mercy—and he is here to
answer—to recognize and respond to the gifts of life. Hence, the verb nn.

Similarly, Rav Hirsch, (Bamidbar, p. 232) writes: 1avmeans to reply. In the social sphere 7y
denotes complete dependence on the will of another. 711 11y denote the trait of complete
selflessness.

Based on this understanding of anava, it becomes clear that the Chinuch’s and the Rambam’s
explanations are related because there a connection between hakaras hatov, gratitude, and anava,
humility. Anava is the characteristic of a person who lives a life of hakaras hatov.

When we think of the word “humble,” we usually conjure up an image of a self-effacing
individual. Perhaps one with little self-worth, who doesn’t think much of themselves and their
potential.

Rav Eliya Lapian (Lev Eliyahu, volume 1) writes:
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Humility is not the product of self-delusion—not realizing one’s gifts and talents. Rather, it is
the product of correct self-awareness—a recognition that these are gifts of G-d--hakaras hatov.



Humility is about perspective and context. Where did we get those gifts and abilities? Why do
we possess them? How can they be used to be mekadesh shem shamayim? It’s about
recognizing Hashem as the source of all our gifts and living life with that recognition. In this
way, an anav must be fully aware of his gifts, proud of his accomplishments, without being
haughty in the least. This is the lesson of the connection of anava to oneh--to answering—to
seeing ourselves as dependent on G-d—and understanding that our job in life is to answer His
call. When we are aware of where things come from, we become more focused on our
responsibility to use them properly.

As the Mesilas Yesharim explains regarding ways of avoiding haughty thoughts. ..
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Rather, if he possess great wisdom, behold, he is under duty to teach it to those in need of it,
similar to the statement of Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai (Avos 2:8): "if you learned much Torah,
do not take credit for yourself since for this you were created!".
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If he is wealthy, he may rejoice in his lot, but it is incumbent upon him to help those who do not
have. If he is strong, he must help those who are weak and rescue the oppressed.
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To what is this similar? To servants in a household where each one is charged with a matter and
it is incumbent on each to stand on his appointed position to uphold the affairs and needs of the
house. In truth, there is no place for pride here.

By remembering and acknowledging that the first fruits and, really, all bounty comes from
Hashem, and committing to use it appropriately, we connect to Hashem, pledging to be His
messengers and to make ourselves worthy of His blessings, literally keeping the curses of the
tochacha far away.

But what about vidui ma aser? How does that complete the picture?

Vidui ma’aser is an unusual mitzvah, performed twice every seven years—in the third and sixth
years of the seven-year shmittah cycle. Vidui ma aser literally means, “tithing confession.” But
this is not a confession in the usual sense. A farmer is obligated to travel to Jerusalem and
publicly declare that he has fulfilled all his obligations regarding terumos and ma asros, the
various tithes of agricultural produce distributed to the kohanim, the leviim, and the poor.

Commentators are bothered by the fact that Chazal refer to this declaration as vidui, confession.
We usually think of confession as an admission of wrongdoing. Rav Kook (Eyn Aya, volume II,
page 405) suggests that vidui, admitting, is not limited to confessing wrongdoing. He writes that
it is true that we must always be ready to admit and confess our mistakes. An honest and critical
self-image saves us from pretentiousness and arrogance, and helps us repent. We must
continually try to improve ourselves and we need to be fully aware of the true extent of our
moral and spiritual responsibilities and shortcomings.

However, Rav Kook writes, we must be careful not to be overly self-critical. We should not let
this attitude deny us the joy and satisfaction in our accomplishments. For this reason, the Torah
teaches that we should rejoice in our good deeds. We must learn to “admit” when we do things
properly and correctly. This contentment bolsters our resolve in serving God, in performing
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mitzvos and acts of kindness. The Torah teaches that it is proper and correct to be satisfied with
our accomplishments, and not always regard our actions as flawed and inadequate.

In short, Rav Kook understands from vidui ma’aser that we need set times for regular vidui, to
admit our mistakes and faults, so that we may refine our character traits and improve our actions.
But we also need set times for a positive vidui, to express our satisfaction and pride when we
succeed in meeting our obligations and spiritual goals.

In a similar vein, the story goes that the Rebbe, Reb Simcha Bunim of P’shischa carried two
slips of paper wherever he went, one in each pocket. On one was written: *°awa X121 09—
“For my sake the world was created.” On the other was written: *21%) 79y 9981 — “I am but dust
and ashes.” He would take out each slip of paper as necessary, as a reminder to himself.

That is the defining principle of hakaras hatov and anava. An honest perspective of who we are,
celebrating what we have accomplished, acknowledging those who have assisted us, along with
recognizing who has given us our talents and abilities and His expectations of us. And that is the
perspective that will keep us focused on our mission in life, and keep the curses of the tochacha
far away from us.

As we enter the week before Rosh Hashana, we should take stock of the past year and our lives
in general. It has been a tough year, on so many levels. But within the challenge, we displayed
much perseverance and much resilience. There were many things to celebrate and small
miracles to acknowledge. It is also important to remember all the people who have helped us,
the friends and family who were here for us, and all the blessings from Hashem that we
sometimes take for granted, especially during a challenging year. In that zechus, may we keep
tochacha far away and be zoche to a year of bracha, hatzlacha, and good health and the
rebuilding of the Beis Hamikdash and a & ’siva v ’chasima tova...amen.



