


Rabbi Baruch Epstein (author of 
Torah Temimah) relates in Mekor 
Baruch (memoirs of his meetings 
with gedolei yisroel) a story about 
Rav Yoshe Ber Soloveitchik. 

Rav Soloveitchik was once visiting 
Minsk and naturally all the leading 
dignitaries and scholars of the 
city came to visit him, including a 
former student, now a prosperous 
entrepreneur. Upon meeting him, 
the Rav asked ‘vos machst du - 
what are you doing?’ The student 
responded in some detail about his 
�„�—�•�‹�•�‡�•�•���ƒ�¡�ƒ�‹�”�•�ä�����Š�‡�����ƒ�˜���–�Š�‡�•���–�—�”�•�‡�†��
to converse with some of the other 
visitors. After a short interval, the 
Rav repeated the same enquiry. 
The student again expanded on 
his successful business ventures. 
Once again the Rav interrupted his 
�ª�‘�™�� �ƒ�•�†�� �‡�•�‰�ƒ�‰�‡�†�� �‹�•�� �…�‘�•�˜�‡�”�•�ƒ�–�‹�‘�•��
with some of the other guests. 
Yet again, after a brief period, for 
a third time the Rav reiterated his 
question: ‘vos machst du?’  By this 
time, not only the student, but also 
all the guests were really perplexed 
at the mysterious behaviour of the 
Rav. The student stammered ‘why is 
the Rav troubling himself to ask the 
question for a third time when I have 
already given a detailed response?’

The Rav responded, ‘I heard your 
�ƒ�•�•�™�‡�”���–�Š�‡���¤�”�•�–���–�‹�•�‡�á���Š�‘�™�‡�̃ �‡�”���•�‹�•�…�‡ 

you did not answer my question, 
I hoped that maybe the second 
time you would answer, but having 
established a chazaka by answering 
inappropriately three times, it is 
patently obvious that I could repeat 
my question one hundred times 
and still not receive an adequate 
response. Therefore I will explain 
myself. All the worldly possessions 
that one acquires in this world are all 
due to Divine providence. Whatever 
�‡�¡�‘�”�–���ƒ���’�‡�”�•�‘�•���•�ƒ�•�‡�•���Š�‡���‹�•���•�‡�”�‡�Ž�›��
the agent of Hashem. However our 
sages tell us: ‘Everything is in the 
hand of heaven except the fear of 
heaven.’  (Berachot 33b) All your 
possessions in this world are the 
result of Hashem’s activity not yours. 
You should have understood, I did 
not ask what Hashem has done for 
you, I asked what have you achieved. 
The correct reply to my question 
would have been to elaborate on 
what you have done for Hashem. 
So you should have told me what 
you are doing with respect to your 
Yirat Shamayim not what Hashem 
has done for you. Yirat Shamayim 
embraces love of Torah, love of 
human beings, good deeds, charity 
etc. 

Rav Baruch Epstein adds in a 
footnote an interpretation from the 
Midrash Rabbah at the beginning of 

parshat Miketz, (strangely omitting 
to point out that this explanation 
is to be found in Beit Halevi, Rav 
Soloveitchik’s commentary on the 
Torah).

The parsha begins ‘And it came to 
pass at the end of two years that 
Pharaoh dreamt…’ The Midrash 
Rabbah comments tha t  th is 
corresponds to the verse ‘He sets an 
end to darkness’ (Iyov 28)  i.e. since 
the end of Yosef’s imprisonment was 
reached, Pharaoh dreamt. 

Explains the Beit Halevi, every 
occurrence in this world has a cause 
�ƒ�•�†���‡�¡�‡�…�–�ä�����	�‘�”���‡�š�ƒ�•�’�Ž�‡�ã�����‘�•�‡�‘�•�‡��
purchases merchandise and sells it 
�•�ƒ�•�‹�•�‰���ƒ���’�”�‘�¤�–���æ���ƒ�…�…�‘�”�†�‹�•�‰���–�‘���Š�—�•�ƒ�•��
intellect the purchase of the goods 
caused the profit, so the cause is 
�–�Š�‡�� �’�—�”�…�Š�ƒ�•�‡�� �ƒ�•�†�� �–�Š�‡�� �‡�¡�‡�…�–�� �‹�•�� �–�Š�‡��
�’�”�‘�¤�–�ä�� ���‘�™�‡�˜�‡�”�á�� �–�Š�‹�•�� �‹�•�� �ƒ�� �•�‹�•�–�ƒ�•�‡�ä��
It was divinely decreed that this 
�’�‡�”�•�‘�•�� �•�Š�‘�—�Ž�†�� �•�ƒ�•�‡�� �ƒ�� �’�”�‘�¤�–�á�� �ƒ�•�� �ƒ��
consequence of this decree it was 
arranged that he should purchase 
the goods, so that the cause is the 
�’�”�‘�¤�–�� �ƒ�•�†�� �–�Š�‡�� �…�‘�•�•�‡�“�—�‡�•�…�‡�� �‹�•�� �–�Š�‡��
purchase of the goods. So it was with 
the dream of Pharaoh. Rationally, the 
dream brought about the release of 
Yosef from prison, but the truth is 
precisely the opposite. It was time 
for Yosef to be released hence it 
was arranged that Pharaoh should 

have a dream. The verse accurately 
�”�‡�ª�‡�…�–�•�� �–�Š�‹�•�� �…�ƒ�—�•�ƒ�Ž�� �•�‡�“�—�‡�•�…�‡�ã�� �î���•�†��
it came to pass at the end of two 
years’ when Yosef was due to be 
freed then ‘Pharaoh dreamt’ and 
the Midrash applies the verse from 
Iyov ‘He set an end to darkness’ i.e. 
since the time had arrived to end the 
darkness, it followed that Pharaoh 
should have his dream.

The Midrash has the identical 
message illustrated in the above 
story. Someone to whom Hashem 

wishes to favour is guided to travel 
to a particular location to purchase 
merchandise. The place and the 
merchandise are not the main cause 
of his accumulation of wealth  the 
main cause is the Divine will; the 
location, the merchandise, the 
business are merely incidental - the 
means by which the Divine will is 
achieved.

In a similar fashion, Rav Meir Simcha 
HaCohen (Meshech Chochma) 
expounds in parshat Chayei Sarah 
(24:15) ‘And it came to pass before 
he had done speaking, that behold, 
Rivka came out…with her pitcher 
on her shoulder.’ One would have 
expected the order to be reversed - 
that behold Rivka came out before 
�Š�‡���¤�•�‹�•�Š�‡�†���•�’�‡�ƒ�•�‹�•�‰�ä�����•�–�‡�•�•�‹�„�Ž�›�á���–�Š�‡��
request of Eliezer is what prompts 
the response in the narrative, that 
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every occurrence in this world  
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