
The Mesilas Yesharim writes that man was 
given the ability to elevate himself. If he 
ignores this ability and does not practice 
zehirut, it is as if he commits spiritual suicide 
and he is considered lower than an animal. 
How can we say this? Doesn’t an animal live 
by instinct while the Torah requires us to 
exercise our mind and our power of free 
choice? Rav Elya Lopian explains that 
knowing Hashem is an intrinsic part of our 
spiritual makeup. It is not something we have 
to work at acquiring. Emunah and yirat 
shamayim are part of our essence. The Zohar 
says, “Hashem, the Torah, and Klal Yisrael 
are one unit.” 

The yetzer hara, though, stops us from 
coming to this obvious recognition. Pharaoh 

said, “Tichbad havoda. Let the Jewish nation 
be so worn out with work that they won’t have 
time to think.” That is what the yetzer hara tries 
to do to us. He doesn’t give us the opportunity 
to contemplate, to think about how can we 
improve and come closer to Hashem. He 
keeps us busy with our business, our career, 
and pursuing social status. And if we do start 
to think about ourselves, we tend to think 
about how great we are, without examining our 
flaws and our obligations. 

Before Hashem brought the plague of hail 
upon Egypt, the Egyptians were warned to 
take in their flock. The Torah says that those 
who feared Hashem took them in while those 
who did not left them outside. Didn’t they 
experience the full brunt of the previous 
plagues? Did they not know that their animals 

would be destroyed? The Torah doesn’t say 
those who were not foolish took in their flock 
but rather “Hayarei et devar Hashem,” those 
who feared Hashem. This teaches us that 
serving Hashem is not dependent on wisdom, 
but on yirat shamayim. 

The Torah uses an interesting phrase to 
describe a nazir who abstains from wine, 
doesn’t take a haircut, and is careful not to 
become impure, “Nezer Elokov al rosho. The 
crown of Hashem is on his head.” Rosho 
refers to the mind. When a person abstains 
from the pleasures of this world his mind 
becomes illuminated. The desires of this world 
destroy our vision. When we clear our minds 
from the impurity around us we can attain a 
higher level of zehirut b’mitzvot. 
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The Role of Chazzan

Life’s Purpose – Mesilat Yesharim A Better Tomorrow Part 2

Back in the days when printed texts were not 
yet accessible, many Jews didn’t own 
siddurim and sefarim as we do today. 
Although there was a small segment of very 
learned scholars, there was also a significant 
percentage of people who were less educated 
than the masses of today and could not daven 
on their own. This was the original context in 
which the concept of chazarat hashatz 
evolved. The shaliach tzibur would repeat the 
text of the amidah in order to enable those 
who didn't know how to pray to fulfill their 
obligation. 

This is in consonance with the principle of 
shomea k’onah. If I listen to a blessing and I 
have in mind to fulfill it, it’s considered as if I 
actually recited the blessing myself. The 
source for this is in the Navi that describes the 
reading of the Torah by Shafan Hasofer, the 
scribe of King Yoshiyahu. The Navi says that 
King Yoshiyahu read from the Torah. Actually, 
the king just listened with the intention of 
fulfilling his obligation and it was considered 
as if he read the words himself.  So too, in 
early times, the chazzan would pray out loud 
and those who couldn’t do so on their own 
would listen, answer amen, and receive credit 
for having prayed. 

Most people today pray on their own. Why do 
we still continue the custom of chazarat 
hashatz? The Rambam has a famous 

responsum in which he writes to a community 
that was not careful with chazarat hashatz. He 
states that today there isn’t much of a reason 
for the chazzan to repeat the amidah and even 
if we say one must hold on to the customs of 
our forefathers, if people will just sit and talk it 
is better to do away with the custom. Most 
communities did not accept this view. 

There’s a second approach that suggests that 
perhaps the repetition of the amidah and other 
prayer services is not just to help those who 
cannot daven. Rav Soloveitchik notes that in 
the time of the Beit Hamikdash the Jewish 
nation brought individual sacrifices as well as 
communal offerings.  Today the silent portion 
of the shemeonei esrei represents the 
individual sacrifice and the repetition 
represents the communal sacrifice. Even if one 
can pray on his own, there is still an obligation 
of participating in the offering of the congrega-
tion. 

Earlier sources such as the Beit Yosef and the 
Maharik reflect this approach. For this reason, 
the Maharik suggests that just as in the Beit 
Hamikdash, the kohen who offered the 
korbonot had to do so with the agreement of 
the people, so too the shaliach tzibur  
represents the community with his public 
prayers.  The Avnei Nezer writes that a 
chazzan should be careful not to lengthen the 
davening. Just as a korbon was brought on 

behalf of the participants, so too the chazarat 
hashatz is offered on behalf of the congrega-
tion and should be done with their full consent. 

The Gemara in Brachot says, “B’makom rina 
sham tehei tefilah.” One should pray in a place 
of song. Rashi explains that it is proper to 
beautify the davening by singing at the 
appropriate times during the prayers. He 
seems to indicate this was common practice 
going back to Talmudic times and perhaps 
even before. Rabbeinu Bachya in his introduc-
tion to Parshat Ki Tavo cites a Midrash on the 
verse in Mishlei, “Kabed et Hashem 
mei’honcha. Honor Hashem with your wealth.” 
The Midrash explains that this means you 
should honor Hashem with the gifts that He 
bequeathed you. If a person has nice handwrit-
ing he should become a scribe. If he has a 
steady hand he could become a mohel. And if 
he has a pleasant voice he should become a 
shaliach tzibur. However Rabbeinu Bachya 
warns us that there’s a very fine line between 
serving Hashem and serving oneself. Daven-
ing before the congregation with the intention 
to show off one’s voice is a terrible act. In fact 
the Gemara says that if one is asked to be the 
shaliach tzibur one should express humility 
and hesitance the first two times the gabai 
asks him. The third time one can go up and 
daven with the intent to use one’s melodious 
voice in service of Hashem.
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Divinely Directed: Parshat Chayei Sarah

In Parshat Chayei Sarah,  Eliezer is sent on a 
mission to find the right girl for Yitzchak. 
When he arrives in Charan, Eliezer asks 
Hashem, “Hakrei na lefanaiy hayom. May it so 
chance before me this day that the maiden 
that I ask for water will offer me drink and for 
my camels as well, and she will be the right 
girl for Yitzchak.” Was Eliezer’s request 
proper? Or was there an aspect of sinful 
divination?  Perhaps his request contained 
elements of both? Our commentators discuss 
these possibilities and take different opinions.

The Siftei Chaim asks a question. What did 
Eliezer mean by “may it so chance?” Next, 
what is the meaning of the phrase “before 
me?” Who else could he refer to? 

The Ohr Doniel explains that Eliezer knew 
that Hashem would ultimately find the proper 
match for Yitzchak. But he requested that he 
merit to be the agent. Just as we all hope to 
succeed in our challenges, Eliezer prayed that 
he be successful. Rather than looking at his 
mission as a challenge, Eliezer considered 
this an opportunity to do chesed. When we 
face an inconvenient tzedakah emissary at 
our door or our neighbor who needs a ride, 
we should consider them as opportunities to 
do kindness. 

Oznaim LaTorah observes that although the 
words Eliezer used may have sounded like 
divination, Eliezer’s words were actually a 
prayer.  The Chochmat Hamatzpun still asks, 
how would this be an appropriate test for the 
future matriarch? Eliezer wanted to be certain 

that the girl would have a good heart and 
would seek out opportunities for chesed. 
Therefore, if she would continue to bring water 
to an able-bodied man and his camels, she 
possessed a giving nature, a trait that would 
ensure a peaceful household. 

Nevertheless, she also needed to be a person 
of deep faith. What is the connection between 
being a baal chessed and having emunah? 
Letitcha Elyon concludes that someone who 
continuously wants to do kind acts must have 
a humble soul. Citing Rabbi E. Wasserman, 
Rabbi Leff writes that every human being 
understands intellectually that there is a 
Creator. It is not his mind but his heart’s 
desires that blind him to the truth. As Rabbi S. 
R. Hirsch writes, “Emunah is not the 
knowledge that there is a God, but rather the 
acknowledgment.” Avraham, the greatest 
believer who brought monotheism to the world, 
served also our great role model of a doer of 
kind deeds. 

Rabbi Leff quotes the Baalei Mussar that the 
one major difference between a mirror and a 
window is a layer of silver, kesef. Kesef is 
derived from the root word for desire. Our 
personal desires distort our perception and 
prevent us from looking outward to see the 
world and its truth, and the needs of others. 
What Eliezer perceived in Rivka was the 
proper outlook. Such selflessness forms the 
basis of true emunah  and chesed. 

Why did Eliezer insist that Hashem make it 
happen today? Indeed, had Eliezer had the 

proper faith, he could have overcome his 
personal agenda and relied on Hashem’s help 
in finding Yitzchak’s proper spouse, writes the 
Siftei Chaim. But Eliezer had a daughter of his 
own, writes the Ohr Chodosh, that he had 
hoped would marry Yitzchak. Yet he prayed to 
Hashem that he would be able to carry out 
Avraham’s mission faithfully, and not let his 
personal wishes impede it.  The faster he 
could achieve his goal, the less likely he would 
compromise his mission. 

Yalkut Lekach Tov notes that we are all here 
on a mission from Hashem. We all have 
personal temptations that can prevent us from 
attaining the goal. With the proper desire to do 
His will rather than succumb to our own, we 
will be able to succeed without supernatural 
intervention.

Rav Hirsch explains that mikreh is not blind 
chance, but a calling to an individual from a 
higher plane, as Ruth was “called” by chance 
to the field of Boaz. This chance would set the 
foundation for the Davidic Dynasty. The Siftei 
Chaim writes that life is not a random series of 
events. Hashem orchestrates everything to 
help us grow and become righteous. However, 
we still retain our ability to choice. Eliezer 
received his directive from his master Avraham 
and we each have received our directive from 
our Master above. Let us pray that we see 
Hashem’s personal hand in everything in our 
lives and that we reach the potential He 
destined for us.


