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Hesitation Leads to Dissipation
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Yisro, the minister of Midian, the father-in-law, of Mosh(?,
heard everything that God did to Moshe and to Israel, His

people — that Hashem had taken Israel out of Egypt (18:1).

- NE OF RASHI'S MOST WELL-KNOWN OPENING

comments on a parashah appears in Parashas Yisro.

Jumping on the very first two words of the parashah,

Rashi asks: X1 ynw nymw mn, What did [Yisro] hear [that

caused him to] come? p5ny nnAom Mo o° nyp, The splitting
of the Reed Sea and the war with Amalek.

\s Now, Yisro was far from the only person to hear of these two
miracles. In the shirah we recite each day we say: nmy Wwnw
n_w‘bg 1w ax S MY, People heard — they were agilated;
convulsive terror gripped the dwellers of Philistia (15:14).

The entire world heard about the same events. But Yisro
y\was the only one who acted upon hearing about them.
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|  What this teaches us, above all, is just how obtuse people
can be. The vast majority of the world can live through mind-

boggﬂﬁgﬂﬂr’rrraclesw and it won’t have the slightest effect on
them; they"{\/ﬁl?ontjnue to live their lives as lf “nothing hap-
pened. N
¢ How do we avoid falling into that trap and ensure that
we receive and act upon Hashem’s clear intervention in the
world?

| think the answer lies in one word in the Gemara from
which Rashi extracted this comment. The Gemara (Zevachim
116a) asks: x:1 ynw nymw mm, What did Yisro hear that
caused him to come?

What function does the word “x1, and he came” serve in
this passage? Since the Gemara was trying to understand that
words, “i1n? ynwn, and Yisro heard,” wouldn’t it have sufficed

[ G to ask, “What did he hear?”

This Gemara is teaching us that it’s not enough to have our
ears open to Hashem’s messages. When we receive a jolt of
inspiration from something that happens, we have to act on
it: All the other people in the world heard about the fantastic

/| miracles that surrounded Bnei Yisrael leaving Mitzrayim, and
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they even shuddered when they heard them — but then they
allowed the inspiration to pass. Yisro seized the moment.
X, ynw. Yisro heard, and he immediately came to join Bnei
Yisrael. He turned the inspiration into a deed, instead of allow-
ing it to dissipate.

I'would like to share two stories about people who seized
moments of inspiration rather than squander them.

A young man was acclaimed for being the biggest baki —
having the most encyclopedic knowledge in the entire Volozhin
Yeshivah. Nowadays most yeshivos learn between five and ten
masechtos, and then start over from the beginning of that list.
In Volozhin, they started with Maseches Berachos and went all
the way through Maseches Niddah, without skipping anything.
So the “biggest baki” in Volozhin certainly knew his stnff -

j"hls baki was once sitting at a meal, and someone asked
him a question that he couldn’t answer. Someone else at the
table said, “The answer is spelled out explicitly in Tosafos.”
The baki was beside himself. He_ had forgotten a Tosafos!

He got up in the middle of the meal without finishing his

-\ food and without reciting Bircas HaMazon (the blessing after

\/U,

s

meals), and he ran to the nearest beis midrash, vowing to
learn for the next seven consecutive years.

Supefficially, a very impressive reaction to not knowing a
Tosafos. But someone asked the Rosh Yeshivah, Rav Chaim
Volozhiner, “Did this baki act correctly by not bentching
before he ran off to the beis midrash?”

“Certainly, he should have bentched first,” replied Rav
Chaim Volozhiner. “But it is possible that had he bentched, the
intensity of how he felt about forgetting the Tosafos may have
passed, and he would not have made the vow to learn for the
next seven years ”
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" No one can sanction skipping a Torah-level mitzvah of

[ Bircas HaMazon, but even stopping to bentch can cause a

<

person to lose his moment of inspiration.

The other story occurred in Radin. The financial adminis-
trator of the Chofetz Chaim’s yeshivah received an envelope
in the Polish mail containing 500 rubles in cash. Now, I'm
assuming that the postal workers in early 20th-century Poland
were not honest. Would anyone stick $500 cash in an enve-
lope and mail it through the USPS today, not registered and
with no return-receipt requested?

The circumstances were so strange that the Chofetz Chaim
asked a messenger to find out the story behind this donation.

It turned out that a certain business man was trying to
close a deal. He pledged that if the deal would go through, he
would donate 500 rubles to the Chofetz Chaim’s yeshivah. He
ended up closing the deal late one afternoon, when the post
office was already closed, so he could not mail the money in
a secure manner. ['ll send it tomorrow, he thought to himself.

Next thing he knew, a little voice in his head whispered,

Five hundred rubles? Wouldn't the yeshivah be happy with 50

’V\ rubles?

“When | saw my determination dissipating,” he told the
Chofetz Chaim’s messenger, “] was afraid that if [ would wait
until the next day, my donation would go down to five rubles. |
decided that it was better to stuff the money into an unsecured
envelope and drop it into a mailbox than to wait until the next
morning, when my determination might evaporate.”

The lesson we learn from the baki in Volozhin and the
donor to the Chofetz Chaim’s yeshivah is the same lesson we
learn from Yisro: when inspiration hits, act on it immediately,
because hesitation leads to dissipation.
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