בס"ד
Gratitude or Robbery?

Mexico City, 21 Adar 5753 – (Mar. 14 ’93) – Petach-Mikva=Tikva=Hope 1 Iyar 5753 – (Apr. 22. ’93).

Saturday afternoon, in Mexico city, trying to return to my host’s apartment, in a high-rise. Since it is forbidden to carry during the Shabbat in a city that has no Eruv, I did not have the key to the building’s entry, and could not ring the bell of my host’s appartment. In front of the door two sturdy Mexicans were engaged in conversation and I was wondering if they were the doormen who would have the key. I asked them with all due respect: “Caballeros (Knights)! Do you have the key?” They suddenly fell silent, didn’t budge, didn’t blink an eyelid and didn’t answer. After a few seconds of thundering silence, one of them asked: “Y donde esta el por favor?” (“And where is the ‘please’?”). Embarrassed, I apologized that I am a French-speaking tourist and not well versed in the Mexican manners. Since by now I understood that they have the keys, I reworded my question, formulating it  according to their expectation: “Caballeros! Would you be kind enough to open the door for me, Por Favor (please)?” With exceeding agility and a respectful nod they quickly fulfilled my request.


 This incident aroused many thoughts in my mind. These doormen receive a nice salary for serving the residents and opening the door for guests. They certainly recognized me, since they saw me several times coming in and going out with one of the residents. They also know that Jews do not ring the bell on the Shabbat, nevertheless, until I addressed them with a Por Favor, they refused to perform their duty, for which they are nicely paid, and open the door for me. They refused to gamble on receiving my expression of gratitude after having opened the door. They demanded loud and clear: “the expression of Please, recognition and thanks before!”


This incident brings to mind 2 sayings, in Tractate Brachot (6, 35). The first, about relations between man and his peer, and the other between man and his Creator. 

1. Not responding to a greeting – is considered Robbery!

 “Seek Peace and pursue it!” (Psalms 34:15). To seek peace means to be the first to greet. If someone greeted you and you did not respond you are considered a robber, as written, (Yeshayahu 3:14): “The robbery of the poor is in your homes.”” What is the difference between the “Robbery of the rich or the poor!?” - “The robbery of the poor” means a man that has no possessions to be stolen, except for not answering his greeting. 

Several questions arise. 1. We did not steal anything from the poor man. 2. We did not ask him to greet us. 3. By greeting us, he only uttered one word. What value has one word, and what do we owe him for it? 4. Why does his greeting obligate us to respond? 5. How could we, for not answering one word of greeting, become dubbed robbers?


Two suggested answers:


1. There is nothing to steal from the destitute since they posses no cash or property. Their only possession is their self-respect, and therefore they cherish it greatly. If we do not grant them the minimal respect of responding to their greeting, we destroy their self-confidence and self-esteem. Concerning this the Prophet Yeshaya’hu exclaims: “The robbery of the poor is in your homes!”              

     But this should rather be called “the destruction of the poor,” and not the robbery of the poor. The definition of robbery is taking a person’s property unlawfully, by force. By not responding to the poor’s greeting we did not take anything from him.


 2. It seems that the Talmud is teaching us that robbery is not limited to stealing an object that does not belong to us. On a higher moral level, not compensating a fellow man, even for unsolicited benefits, is considered robbery.

The basic social needs of every human being.
Every human being has a basic need to live within a society. One of the severest punishments in prison is solitary confinement, where it is impossible to see, hear or speak to any other human being. Some people go out of their minds from suffering solitude, when they are completely cut off from other human beings. A weak minded person may even commit suicide.


Therefore, every person we meet supplies us with some of our basic social needs, and adds to our feeling of security and joy that we are not alone on an unknown island, and that there is another person around who may be of help in a time of need. For the same reason, even while speeding on the highway we automatically glance to the sides to look and see who is in the other car who is passing us. Not as a mere curiosity, but subconsciously, as a social need to know who is the person of whose help we might be in need in case of an emergency. The greeting verifies whether the person is a friend or foe. For this convenience too, tarrying among a helping and supporting people, we are obligated to compensate, by returning a greeting, even if an unsolicited one. Therefore, if we do not return a greeting we are considered robbers. 


The poor person is more sensitive then anyone else to procure a response to his greeting. Since, like everybody else, he too  needs a supporting society, but has no monetary means to compensate for his participation in it, except his greeting which is a declaration of his readiness to help with his body and soul in time of need. By not responding to his greeting, we inform him that we have no interest in his partnership in our society, and we thereby heap upon him a double insult: 1. We did not compensate him for his declaration of his readiness to help in case of need. 2. We robbed him of his right of equal partnership in our society. And as people say: (Ta’anit 23): “Without society there is no life = Either friendship or death.” That’s why the Prophet refers specifically to the robbery of the poor.

2. Expressing gratitude and thanks-blessing before, or stealing from the Creator!


The question is raised in Tractate Brachot (p. 35): Are we obligated to recite a blessing before the meal, as after? After the meal we must recite a blessing, as written, (Dvarim 8:10): “You will eat and be satisfied and bless…” the fact that we ate, and especially since we were satisfied, surely obligates us to recite a thanksgiving blessing to the Creator. But whence do we derive that we must offer a thanksgiving blessing to the Creator even before the meal? The Talmud concludes: there is no source in the Bible indicating an obligation to recite a blessing before the food, and that this obligation is only a “common sense deduction, since it is forbidden to enjoy anything in this world without a blessing.” The Talmud teaches that to offer a thanks- giving blessing before the meal or before receiving any beneficence is so basic an obligation and self-understood, that the Bible does not have to mention it. The Mexican doormen were indeed justified in demanding an expression of gratitude in advance.   


Rabi Levy asks for an explanation regarding 2 apparently contradictory verses. It is written, (Psalms 24:2, 115:16): “The earth and its entirety belongs to Hashem.” Because everything belongs to Hashem it is understood that we must recite a thanksgiving blessing over everything before deriving joy from it. But there is another verse: “The Heavens belong to Hashem, but the Earth He gave unto man!” - If He gave man the Earth, common sense deduction would not require us to say thanks on what is ours. 

The Talmud explains that there is no contradiction: Before we recite a thanksgiving blessing everything belongs to Hashem, as written: “The earth and its entirety belongs to Hashem.” Only after reciting a thanksgiving blessing it becomes ours, as written: “And the Earth He gave unto man!”


Therefore, “Rabi Hanina Bar Papa says: ‘Whoever enjoys anything in this world without offering a thanksgiving blessing before, - is as if he robbed the Creator and the Jewish people.’” Rashi explains: “He robbed G-d of His blessing, and also the Jewish people, because when we sin the fruits are stricken, - since all Jews are responsible for one another. Since before we offer a thanksgiving blessing everything belongs to the L-rd, therefore anyone who enjoys without reciting the necessary blessing before, is taking by force something that does not belong to him, and this is the precise definition of robbery, therefore this person is called a robber.

The logical conclusion obliges… 

As known, there is nothing in this world that can be acquired without paying a price, or some form of recompense. Although the L-rd created the universe for the benefit of the human being, and we have all the right in the world to enjoy that which was created for us, nevertheless, we must understand, that the reason everything is given us free of charge is only because we are unable to pay the unconscionable price of life and its pleasures. Nevertheless, we are required, at the very least, to pay a symbolic compensation: to evince gratitude and to give thanks for all the bounty that is granted us free of charge, to recognize that there is a Creator, that He is the Master of the universe, and to thank Him before we enjoy any of life’s pleasures, and especially those pleasures we seek. Therefore, the person who enjoys life without paying the minimal compensation of reciting a thanksgiving blessing before, is called a robber, and the item used or enjoyed is referred to as stolen goods. Any self-respecting individual would not use or enjoy stolen goods because they are considered spiritually defective and tainted.


The greatest gift the Creator gave to the woman is motherhood. The Creator, who created Adam and Eve, could easily give life in every generation to other thousands, millions or billions of new human beings. Instead, he gave the woman this great opportunity, the right and satisfaction to become a partner with the Creator in the continuation of humanity.


The names Adam gave to all the creatures, as G-d commanded him, accorded with his wisdom and profound insight into the unique characteristic of each and every one of them. Only in reference to the woman does the Torah explain the meaning of the name Adam gave to his wife: “Chava, Because she was - Aim Kol Chai,” (Breshit 3:2), which can be interpreted either, “Mother of All Life” or “Mother All Her Life.” Adam discerned, that in contrast to all other creatures who nurture their offspring only till they become independent, and afterwards are ignored and not even recognized, except for the camels who will never have relations with their offspring, (Breshit 32:16), Chava and all future mothers nurture their children and are concerned with their welfare all the days of her life. Even if, G-d forbid, her child dies, in her mind she still continues to live with him. Like if, G-d forbid, a person loses a hand, he still tries to touch and scratch the nonexistent hand, because in his brain the nerves of the missing hand are still functioning. Therefore, from Eve to the end of all generations, the most cherished goal and the sweetest dream of every woman is motherhood. And our foremother Rachel, while barren, cried out heartrendingly: “Give me children, or I am dead!” And this heartbreaking sigh repeats itself openly or in the depths of the heart of every woman who cannot conceive.


For this exalted gift, too, the only recompense the Creator asks of the woman, is a little expression of gratitude and thanksgiving blessing before! Immersion in a Mikva is an expression of belief in G-d and recognition of the Creator as the principal partner in the creation of our children. Submission to the Divine will, supplication and thanksgiving blessings before, for the great hope, that the marital relation will prove fruitful and long-lasting accompanied with G-d’s blessing. From the above it is self-understood that the absence of immersion is stealing from G-d His blessing, and robbing from the child G-d’s benediction.

No merciful Jewish mother, if she would only know and understand, would not want to deprive her child of G-d’s blessings, which is: 
"One opportunity for parents only to grant their child lifetime sanctity."

The main and the silent partners

The greater man's achievement the greater his desire to manifest it publicly. Nevertheless, the creation of another human being, “the crown of the universe," is characterized by the intimate privacy of the marital union, in a closed and locked location, in the dark of night, with eyes closed, and in a sleeping position, in contrast to any other important activity that we execute in the light of day, with eyes open, in standing or sitting position. Why, at the height of marital relations does the man lose strength and control over his physical and mental faculties, and the complete recovery time is variable with different people, between 1 to 7 days. Why are we created from a “putrid drop," and through organs that also discharge the body's waste material, and not from one of the organs that we are proud of, like one of the orifices of the head? Why can we not conceive on demand, and once conceived, why do we not have control over whether the child will be born healthy, beautiful, or intelligent, and what will his future be? 


All this in order to help us suppress our exaggerated vanity and inordinate pride, as written, (Yesha’ya’hu 10:15): “Shall the ax boast against him that hews with it?” and make us understand that the creation of a human being is not within our power and wisdom. We are only the silent partners and messengers of the Creator for the continuation of His world. And when we remember whose messengers we are, we will spare no effort in order to execute his mission faithfully, according to all the laws and rules that He established in the Torah: the Laws of Family Purity and Sanctity, through immersion in the Mikva. 

בס"ד

"מ ק ו ה   י ש ר א ל   ה'   מ ו ש י ע ו"!      (Yirmiya 17:13,14:8, Sanhedrin 94).
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