NN ’D NYI9 - JOY AND THE CHALLENGE OF WEALTH:

Our Parsha begins with the bringing of the ©>152 - the first fruits. We make a
declaration thanking G-d for the wonderful privilege and blessing of getting the land of Israel
and seeing it bloom - a land of milk and honeyl. The Torah tells us that this gratitude will
sensitize us to what we have and lead to joy - 201 Y52 nNDYY.

That ought to get our attention. The blessing which most people naturally want is
happiness. Our Parsha has something to say about that blessing.

Later on our Parsha moves onto the theme that occupies the most space - a
strengthening of the Sinaitic covenant with a second covenant on the Plains of Moav, a
covenant of blessings and curses’. At the end of the list of Kelalos, there is a surprising verse.
G-d tells the Jewish people that all these curses come not so much because of the failure to
keep the Mitzvos, but rather ‘Since, when you had everything, you did not serve G-d in joy
with goodness of heart’.*

We think of joy as a goal. But this is a mistake. It is a really not a goal. In fact, when
you chase after it, it is illusive. Simcha, says the Orchos Tzadikim, comes when a person
feels full and content without counter-feelings that he is lacking in somethingS. In other
words, Simcha is a consequence (not a goal) of feeling fulfilled. Once we feel it, we should
turn it into a driving force in turn, and it can and must be used to achieve closeness with G-d.
This is one of the vital messages of our parsha.

In the light of this we would do well to reformulate our understanding of the curses.
The curses in our Parsha are given in great detail whereas the blessings are given only briefly.
Yet, we know that the reward for doing things is much greater than the punishment for not
doing them. As such, the blessings are not given in great detail because they are hidden in the
World to Come, whereas primary punishment is received in this world. Punishment is far
milder in this world, however terrifying it may seem.

This makes the curses an act of merciful punishment. But if we go a little deeper, we
will see that they are not a punishment at all. Every curse really begins with a bracha, and a
curse, along with suffering and G-d's rebuke, is but another form of hiding the bracha®. This
does not mean that everything has a happy ending in the traditional sense. There are sick
people who die, and marriages that end in divorce. The real meaning of XYTP TayT NN 5
TAYT NI A0V NN T2 - everything that G-d does is for the good is not that “Now we are in
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pain, but later we will see that it really was for our good.” Rather, it means that “Now we are
in pain, but below the surface it is being used to create a Yp», all the much more so because
of the pain and suffering.”1

It is false Bitachon to script a "happy ending" in advance and trust that G-d will
deliver. The real baal-bitachon knows that the great wheels of G-d's cog's are turning every
event - no matter how unfriendly the act seems to us - to create something for the greater
good of us all. Such a person know that there is no such thing as something simply
happening - it is all profound and meaningful and all ultimately goodz. He has no need to run
frantically after this man of influence or that silly dream’, as if G-d's plans for the world are
totally dependent on this one or that one’. And knowing that, the baal-bitachon feels loved,
secure and happy.

Our Parsha adds a point: The pn of pain does not have to be. Not only does G-d give
us blessing, but we can be proactive in soliciting that blessing. By serving G-d we are able to
bring the Heavenly blessings down to earth’.

And, of all the earthly blessings, the one that is most desirous is happiness.

The verse states, 'Since, when you had everything, you did not serve G-d in joy with
goodness of heart’.® What is this "everything" that we had?

The Arizal understands that the verse is speaking of the wealth and peace we received
while living on the Land of Israel. That blessing should have lead to joy and that joy we
should have turned to deepen our relationship with G-d.

The commentators ask why a lack of joy in serving G-d has such enormous
consequences’ .

A man is expected to serve G-d with every attribute that he has® - but someone who
serves in joy has expressed something more than just an ordinary relationship with his Maker.

According to this explanation, the verse reads: You did not serve G-d more than you
served the plenty that you had’. Instead of seeing the plenty as coming from G-d and
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therefore as a way of furthering your connection with G-d, fo serve Him in joy, the wealth
became a barrier between you and G-d. You came to need the wealth to fill you up. It is not
that you have money, or big houses or fancy cars - that is not yet materialism. A person can
build himself a big house and then be satisfied by it as his place to live, to have guests and to
serve His maker. But, a person who builds the big house and then constantly needs to add to
it - another room here, tiling over there, new curtains and pictures and furniture - such a
person looks to acquire these things as his source of comfort and fulfillment.

Without Bitachon the wealth itself will interfere with our joy. The blessing becomes a
curse. When G-d again impoverishes us, He does it not so much as a punishment but as the
removal of an obstacle.

See that competition setting up against me. So far [ had it good. Now, what if he takes
my business? If I have no trust in G-d, he is the enemy. If I have Bitachon, I know he cannot
steal what is intended for me. Not a penny. I can be grand enough to help him set up; I can
tell him how to do it. I then get to enjoy my wealth, and I gain the satisfaction of having
helped my neighborl.

The solution to the challenge of wealth is to develop a love for G-d which is even
greater than the love of the wealth one has amassed.

This is no easy task, but there is no other way to handle the spiritual demands on the
wealthy, of taking all those resources and using them correctly, of giving meaning to one’s
moneyz. We hope for blessing, but have we checked ourselves to see if we can handle that
blessing3 ? Are we going to become someone who thinks that money can buy everything - that
we can always get our way and fulfill all of our own wishes? That we can turn to our money
instead of turning to our G-d?

In the Shema, money is referred to as 78N Y52, literally “all of our very much”. The
word TN has the same letters as the word 07N, but the letters are in the wrong order (DTN is
in ascending order, TN» is in no order.) Money, like man himself, lends itself to more and
more without end. But, whereas man’s infinite potential is rooted in spirituality, money pulls
him into increasing materialism. The Sages ask: if in the Shema it already says Tw9) Y52 — one
even has to give his life for G-d, the words 7781 952 are redundant, for surely if one has to
give his life for G-d he has to give his money too. But, astonishingly, there are people who
love their money more than their lives®!

If man can reach a level of serving G-d with all his Txn (7781 Y53) he can
subsequently reach a total love of G-d. This is because money is a part of the world that G-d
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gave man with which to serve Him'. Man must take ‘all of his very much’ and use it to get
closer to G-d>. If a man is rich, then he has much more to bring close, the greater the
opportunity and the greater the challenge.

Those of us who are poor always imagine that being rich will solve so many of our
problems. But the challenge of being rich and staying spiritually connected is greater than
the challenge of remaining spiritual and impoverished3 .

Perhaps, we are really at the spiritual level where we will grow more in poverty and
affliction*? At least the poor man is clear about what his challenges are. But G-d, from His
side, believes in us. He has told us never to go back to Egypt, the narrow and confined straits
(99%10) of o8N, He begs us not to have to return to poverty, not to fail the challengeS.

If we don’t have G-d, all the wealth in the world will not make us happy. We will
frantically try to fill up our void with more and more of that which will never satisfy the soul,
caught up in the vortex of toiling for our next million and then taking the next exotic
vacation. Can one not but be surprised that, when taking a step back one sees men scuttling to
and fro and tired and weary, just to acquire more and more worldly things which tomorrow
will all be gone and they will follow them into their graves!6 Is it not obvious that man was
created for greater things - to soar to spiritual heights? How did we allow ourselves to do this
to ourselves?’ For in the end we curse ourselves. G-d responds to our care of our body
instead of our soul. Our body comes from His 09 9non - and the more we focus on it, the
more He hides His face®, until we feel trapped by the very materialistic cesspool of our own
makingg. What a vicious cycle! When the First Man sinned, G-d said "By the sweat of your
brow you will eat bread." Man ate of the Tree because of his sensuous desires - he activated
G-d's Hiding Face and the result was the curse of having to produce, with great effort, basic
sustenance. The curse was the natural consequence of his act. But at least we should see this
as a curse!'’ We should understand that we are on a futile tread-mill - we should run faster
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and faster in the pursuit of the happiness whose currency is spiritual-intellectual, not
material!'

Time and again, the Torah tells us that closeness to G-d is a form of joy. It might have
described coming up to the Temple as a form of service, or love, or awe, or bitul, or humility,
or dozens of other things. But it says consistently nnnwy.” David HaMelech testifies that
those who are straight of heart (in front of G-d) will experience j0y3, that those who sit in
G-d's House (of study and prayer) will be happy - 7>n2 »awy »wn.

Clearly the joy of Judaism is not going on a roller coaster and going whee - because in
ten minutes all that will be left of that is its every-fading memory. Clearly, the joy of the
Torah is nothing like the joy of buying a new car, or I-phone, or house - all of those things
peak upon purchase, and lead one to look for the next adult toy. The Torah is not promising
any easy access to joy - it gives us a long and hard pursuit of Torah and Mitzvos. But it
promises results deeper and more satisfying than anything else on earth. Yes, reward is in the
World to Come, but Judaism is not a religion of sacrifice and abstinence in the classical
sense. We are invited to engage this word; we celebrate Shabbat, the festivals and other
joyous occasions around meals and wine; we regard proper engagement of the physical world
as sanctification of the highest order. This is Judaism; this is the Torah.

In 1974, Robert Nozick, a philosopher at Harvard, wrote:

Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any
experience you desired. Super-duper neuropsychologists could stimulate your
brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or
making a friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you would be
floating in a tank, with electrodes attached to your brain. Should you plug into
this machine for life, preprogramming your life experiences? [...] Of course,
while in the tank you won’t know that you're there; you’ll think that it’s all
actually happening |[...] Would you plug in &
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The Jewish answer is no. We want real joy. And so, for many commentators the
"serving G-d in joy" of our Parsha is referring to the real wealth - the joy of doing Mitzvos'.
(Doing the Mitzvos BeSimcha, the Rebeinu Bachaya states, is tantamount to doing a separate
Mitzvahz, and is, in fact, the very peak and fulfillment of Avoda® .) In the Beis HaMikdash,
song and music were used to bring a person to a Simcha that is called nmay nmay, ie.
Avodah to embellish the Avodah, which is Simcha®.

The Torah was designed to bring such joy for one who truly connects to it through
study and observance. Since the Torah reflects the higher spiritual realities of man, one who
keeps its precepts will feel a sense of completionS.

We often get bogged down in times of trouble, and we lose our focus in our struggle
to make it through. But, the truth is just the opposite. We need to flee to the comfort of
feeling complete, and to feeling that G-d-directed joy will return us to our former state, both

individually and nationally6 .

Joy connects — a truly happy person finds it easier to reach out to others. Sadness
turns one inward and undermines the desire to reach out and to share our resources with
others. To really connect in such a way that one feels that all Jews are part of one big soul
requires the springboard of Simcha’.
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