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himself to the world as the consummate gentleman. His manners, his

appearance and his speech were refined and sophisticated Lavan’s
charm, wit, and eloquence are highlighted frequently in the parshah.

Whenever Lavan speaks, his words are like the sweetest music, his

thoughts expressed perfectly and appropriately. "IN72y ANX "1X *20

orn - Here, you are my brother yet you serve me without pay” (Be-
reishis 29:15). There is a ring to these words. Even when he admitted
defeat to Yaakov Avinu in parshas Vayeitzei, his choice of words was
nothing but poetic: “177* WK 1A°127 W 017 APKY AWYR 73 "M - And
to my daughters, what can I do for them this day, and to their sons
whom they have borne?” (Bereishis 31:43). The beauty of Lavan’s words
is recognized by Chazal. Every Jewish bride is blessed by her groom
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and family, “PRI2 W DX TV @M 7237 '0PK? "7 DX - You are to
become myriads, and your seed shall inherit the gates of their enemies”

(24:60). These are none other than Lavan’s flowing, evocative words
to Rivka as she departed with Eliezer! Lavan’s outer refinement is so
deceptive, completely inconsistent with his corrupt nature.

"Upon deeper reflection, Lavans two-faced refinement was precisely
the reason why Rivka remained unaffected by his wickedness. Rivka

was a young girl, either three or fourteen according to the Midrashim,
when Eliezer took her to Yitzchak Avinu. Children of that age are
naturally influenced by appearances. Rivka saw Lavan’s refined and
highly respectable surface, and with the natural trust of childhood,
she took this to be her brother's true personality. Lavan ran to greet a
guest, and he personally prepared lodgings for a perfect stranger. Out-
wardly, he was a man of kindness, refined and charismatic. A child’s
mind tends not to dig below the surface to find ulterior motives. Thus,
Rivka’s neshamah, naturally attuned to the loftier ideals of chessed

and charity, absorbed all the outer expressions of Lavan’s fine behavior
and incorporated them into herself, whilst missing the deeper, more
unsavory aspects of her brother’s character. Indeed the depth of his
own cunning effectively shielded his sister from his corruption. The
poetic speech and behavior she learned from Lavan expressed itself
when she responded to Eliezer’s request for a drink, "I anw - Drink
my master” (Bereishis 24:18), and when she met Yitzchak Avinu for
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the first time: “MAKIPY? ATw3a 00 20 ©RA 0 - What man is this
who walks in the field to meet us?”" (verse 65) She had inherited her
“family’s gift for words, yet was free of the contradictions between in-

ner essence and outer persona that was at the root of the evil within

her family. _ -

Even wicked people want their children to follow in their footsteps.
With the death of Besuel, Lavan became Rivka's guardian, and he
wanted time to educate her in the family’s tradition of deceit. But now
Eliezer had come to take the pure and innocent Rivka away. Faced
with the imminent loss of influence over his younger sister, Lavan
had no choice but to try and delay the now inevitable shidduch. “Let
her remain with us a year or ten months” he said. Lavan hoped to buy
the extra time he needed to shape Rivka’s personality to be like his
own. She had clearly developed her outer personality to a high de-
gree; all that Lavan needed to do was to introduce her to his cunning
apd wicked arts of deception, lies and impurity. Eliezer thus refused
Layan's request and $aid, “Do not delay me, for Hashem has made my
mission a success...” Eliezer realized the vital importance of conclud-

ing the betrothal with the utmost speed. His miraculously shortened “&

journey to Charan impressed upon him the importance of concluding
his business there in similar haste. He understood that he had arrived
at the most auspicious and vital moment. As Lavan spoke, Eliezer saw
the great folly in leaving Rivka in such a place for one moment longer.
Hayom - Now was the moment to take Rivka. She had reached the
peﬁk of what was possible for her to achieve there, and could only be

corrupted by staying there any longer.
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A very important lesson can be learned from these events. A person 3‘_},
should never tolerate a negative influence for even a single moment.

To this end, he must not tarry in a place where he will encounter

temptations or tests of character. It is common for a person to think

to himself that he his stronger than others, or that he is not as easily
tempted. He must tell himself that his inclination is deceiving him; it

is simply an illusion. Certainly, different people have vastly contrast-
] ‘ ] N 7 b2 d ] - ] ]
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And the third deterrent is bad company, in
other words, the company of fools and sinners.

Bad friends are a disaster. And this is what
Scripture says (Mishle 13:20): “And one who
befriends fools will be broken.” Association with
fools is bound to take its toll, even if we do not plan it
that way. For behold, we see many times that even
after man realizes the truth of the obligation of
service of Hashem and of being Watchful regarding
it, he will weaken in it or transgress some elements
of it in order that his friends should not mock him,
or in order to be able to mingle with them.

Knowing the truth is one thing. Standing up to
negative peer pressure is quite another. If we know

what we should be doing, then why do we let our-
selves slip? Because we can't bear the teasing and
taunting of our friends: “Would you look at him! When
did he ever become such a fanatic?” A comment like
that takes deadly aim, and we react accordingly. Or
else, we may just want to be one of the boys.
Everyone is doing..., so even if we know we really
shouldn't, we go along because we don't want to be
left out. It is an irresistible force. We feel that if we're
different, if we are the goody-goody “tzaddik'l,” our
less fastidious comrades will laugh at us or look down
on us, and we'll be social oq‘:::ts, God forbid. This
is more than we can take, so we Tower our standards
in order to fit in.

And this is what King Shlomo said (Mishle
24:21), “Do not mingle with those who make
changes.” Sinners who make changes, moving away
from Torah and its requirements, should be strictly
avoided. Contact with this type of person will have
terrible repercussions. Inevitably, we will want to adapt
ourselves to his company and it will drag us down. Put %=
bluntly, we will be ashamed to serve Hashem properly
in the face of his mocking, and we will tone down our
observance in order to be accepted.
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This is where we make our mistake; our Sages
warn us that the effects of even a brush with a bad
crowd can be devastating. And King David said
(Tehillim 1:1), “Happy is the man who did not walk
in the counsel of the wicked, and did not stand in
the path of sinners, and did not sit in the session
of scoffers.” And our Sages have already explained,
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and these are their words (Avodah Zarah 18b): “if
he walked in the end he will stand, and if he stood
in the end he will sit.” What great harm is there in
just strolling by a disreputable spot? After all, it's not
like we're actually associating with anyone there. But
our Sages tell us that if we start with walking by, we
qan rest assured that we will end up standing around,
at first perhaps just to exchange a few words, or at
most have a brief, casual chat. Nothing serious, of
course, but we are no longer just walking by minding
our own business. And once we are standing there, in
the end it is dead certain that we will also sit down.
We will get pretty comfortable about it too, and at that
point, we are lost.

I[ we are wise, we will avoid the temptation of
such a situation altogether, and not even pass by a
place that could exert a negative influence. And King
David says (Tehillim 26:4-5), “And | did not sit with
dishonest people ... | despised the gatherings of
the wicked, etc.” Don't sit with bad people. Don't
devélop a taste for their company. And above all,
don't become a part of their society.

Don't even start.

Man has only to purify and cleanse himself,
and to restrain his feet from the paths of the
masses, who are submerged in the follies of the
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age. The vast majority of mankind is immersed in
worldly nonsense. If we sincerely wish to purify our-
selves so that we can serve Hashem properly, our only
hope is to avoid unwholesome company and the
baggage it carries. Instead, he should turn his feet
to the courtyards of Hashem and His dwelling
places. And this is what David himself concludes
and says (Tehillim 26:6), “1 will wash my hands in
purity and [ will circle around Your Altar, Hashem.”
If we want to keep our hands truly clean, we will shun
even random association with wrongdoers and its
inevitable outcome. Instead, we will spend our time in
altogether different surroundings which can help us
grow and achieve our spiritual objectives: yeshivot
and places of Torah study.
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HAT DO EMUS AND HONDAS HAVE TO DO WITH

cynicism? That's a tough question, especially

since most people don't know what emus are.
All right, for those of you who don’t know, emus are big
ostrich-like birds. Recently, entrepreneurs in Texas have
begun raising emus in the hope they would replace beef in
the American diet of the 21st century. Emu meat is low in
cholesterol, high in protein; it has all the advantages of beef
with none of the disadvantages. This was such a promising
industry that a pair of breeding emus sold for $45,000.

So what do these wonder birds have to do with cynicism?
A lot.

At about the time that emu farming was gathering steam
and credibility, Honda Motors was producing a commercial
to promote its Accord automobile. In the commercial —
which | happened to hear a report about on National Public
Radio — a young man was faced with many career choices
as he prepared to make his way in the world. But when it
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came to choosing an automobile, there really were no choic-
es other than the Honda Accord.

To catch the attention of the public, the commercial

mockingly portrayed one loser profession after another
which the young man must consider and reject. Among
the ridiculed professions was emu farming. Imagine, some
people actually think emu meat will replace beef. Only hicks
from Texas, the commercial implied, could have such a
ridiculous idea.
& The commercial was, of course, not intended as an attack
on the fledgling emu-farming industry. Emu farmers were sim-
ply used as a foil for the sarcastic commentary that would
catch the attention of prospective buyers and direct them
towards the peerless Honda Accord. But believe it or not, this
commercial destroyed the emu-farming industry. Within a
short time, a pair of breeding emus was selling for $500, a
decline of 90 percent from its earlier $45,000 price tag. The
State of Texas brought suit against Honda Corporation of
America, claiming that Honda had defamed the emus and the
entire emu industry. The case is pending.
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Let ‘Ovadia,” who lived with two wicked people [Ah'av
and Izevel] and did not learn from their deeds, come and
prophesy against ‘Esav, who lived with two righteous
people [Yirzhak and Rivka] and did not learn from their
deeds. -2
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/What are those safety nets Our homes; our yeshivos;
our rabbanim; our spouses, who can tell their mates when
they're veering from the path; the time we set aside for learn-
ing Torah and doing mitzvos. All of these are our safety nets,
without which going out into the world would be like cross-
ing Niagara Falls on a tightrope, foolhardy and dangerous.

That has to be our goal — to stay close to our safety nets
as we bring honor,and glory to His great and holy Hame.)






