
 Good Intentions Count
Towards the end of this week’s Parsha, 

the Torah tells us that the curses mentioned 
earlier will be a sign for us through the 
ages, “Because you have not served Hash-
em, with happiness and a glad heart”. Many 
commentaries struggle to understand why 
we are told off so sharply for something 
that is seemingly minor. Just for not serving 
Hashem with happiness, we will be cursed 
forever?

The Rebbe, Reb Bunim of Pershischa 
explains that the passuk is telling us not 
that we are being punished for failing to 
serve Hashem gladly, rather we are be-
ing rebuked “Because you have not served 
Hashem [and yet, you were] with happiness 
and a glad heart”. It is understandable that 
sometimes a person lapses in his divine 
service, but how can he be happy while this 
is going on?? He needs to keenly feel the 
void.

If one is a true servant of Hashem he 
feels joy when serving Him and sorrow 
when he cannot serve Hashem properly. 
The Sefer Nachalei Binah explains that this 
is why Chassidim make a big deal of watch-
ing their Rebbe’s Avodas Hashem. Not ev-
eryone is capable of serving Hashem pas-

sionately all the time “b’chol levavo u’vchol 
nafsho” like a tzaddik can. But when one 
travels to a tzaddik, and makes a big deal 
about the tzaddik’s Avodas Hashem he is 
showing that he cares deeply about Avodas 
Hashem and wishes that he too can serve 
Hashem on that level. What is certain is 
that when we cannot serve Hashem prop-
erly, the very least we can do is feel bad and 
wish that we can serve him better.

In our personal lives as well, we are 
sometimes faced with criticism from our 
spouses or children, who feel that we’re 
‘not doing enough’ for them. Not always is 
it something that we can necessarily fix. It 
might be due to our nature, or an oversight, 
or lack of other options. Many people tend 
to get annoyed, “Uch! What does he want 
from me now? I anyhow couldn’t have done 
anything differently!” Your spouse often 
does not need you to solve the problem; 
they just want to see that this lack bothers 
you, that you understand their frustration. 
Just listen and show that you care, so that 
your family members know that your heart 
is in the right place. 
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Dear Rabbi Gruen,

Thank you for your amazing shiurim. I find them really helpful.

I very much want to go to Uman for Rosh Hashana, but my wife is being very difficult 
about it. Please don’t tell me to stay home; as a Breslover this is very important to me. 
How do you suggest I go about this? Is there something I can say to my wife that will 
make her happy to see me off... and to welcome me back gladly?
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This is a fairly common question thah tt II get asked 
often. People of many different communities want to often. People of many different communities want to
travel to their rebbe, daven in a specific shul, or join a 
certain kehilla, and their wives are not happy about it.
While my answer will be geared to this specific ques-
tioner, it can and should be applied to any similar sit-
uation. 

This could be a sensitive, hot button topic for many,
but before I address the question, I want to issue a dis-
claimer. I have BH been married for many years and I 
have never been home for Rosh Hashana. I always trav-
el to Eretz Yisrael to spend Yom Tov with my Rebbe,
sometimes for as long as two weeks. I hope this doesn’t 
disqualify me from giving objective advice on the topic. 

•
To some people, traveling abroad for Yom Tov is a 

totally normal and expected part of life, while for others 
it is an absurd notion (see Sukkah 27b). I would like to 
present both sides of the argument, because I think that 
each party has something valid to say.

This husband wishes to travel to the kever of his r
Rebbe. This is not something he made up, and it isn’t 
some newfangled trend. Traveling to one’s Rebbe is
mentioned in sefarim (such as in the Nachalei Binah 
quoted above), and going to Uman specifically has been 
done by thousands of Yidden for many, many years –
often with mesirus nefesh!

There are stories told of ehrliche yidden who prac-
tically escaped from home against the wishes of theirtically escaped from home a
wives and family to be with their Rebbes over Yom Tov. 
While that is certainly not something I condone or ask 
you to imitate, it gives a certain perspective as to how 
important this has been to ehrliche yidden for genera-
tions.

Additionally, to many people, this yearly pilgrimage 
is their spiritual refueling for the year, and they feel like
without it they would be lost. Going away for Rosh Ha-
shana is such a common thing, that even many “Shana 
Rishona” men do it, and they consider it traveling for a 
mitzvah which is permissible.

Furthermore, many men leave their families for 
business all the time – sometimes it isn’t even strict-
ly for business, only business related. Shouldn’t one’s 
growth in ruchniyus be as valuable as someone else’s 
money?

•
On the other hand, it is completely understandable

for the wife to be ambivalent about being left alone
– especially over Yom Tov. Many women got married 
without knowing this would be happening. And even if
she knew at the outset that this was going to happen,
she might not have anticipated just how challenging it
would be. Caring for the children over Yom Tov all on 
her own and conducting solitary seudos might be more
than she can handle. “Why does he have to go precise-



ly then”, she might ask. Why can’t he go over Yom Kip--
pur when there are no seudos or on a regular Shabbbosos 
during the year?

Anotherr cocommmmoon refrain is, “Hashem is eve ery-
where! You can ddavaveen just as well in a local shulul.”” Or, “If 
it’s your spiritituual fufuel, then why don’t I see anyn  differ-
enencec  in yourur spirituuality after you return?”

InIn tthihis case sshhe might also be bothereedd by the spe-
cific destination, and fear that others wwilill judge her or 
talk behind her babackc  that heer r huhusbsbanandd leefft her over Yom
Tov to go to “Umann”.

Aside from whatever argument sshehe’s’s presenting, or
any excuse she’s offering, she mighht sisimpm ly not like the 
idea of being apart from her husbabandnd oovev r Yom Tov – 
and that’s not necessarily a bad thing! InIn aa wwaya , it’s nnicice 
to know how much your wife wants to hahavve yyouou aaround 
and grace important family seudos with your presence.

•
And so, the arguments in both directions can flfly y 

back and forth. The bottom line is: this is normal. Thessee
are two regular people, who both have opposing opin--
ions, and very valid arguments. Knowing that there aree 
many people who deal with similar issues, while not a 
solution to your particular problem, can lower the tem-
perature a bit. None of you are crazy for feeling the way 
you do.

Having said that, let’s discuss what happens in a 
general situation where the husband and wife do not 
agree. This can come up, as mentioned earlier, in many 
different variations.

I believe there are four main points that come into 
play here:

The first thing is boundaries.

What belongs to whom in a relationship? In every 
relationship there is what’s yours, what’s the other par-
ty’s, and then there are things that belong to both of 
you. 

When I speak about this topic in a lecture I usually 
take my speaking engagements as an example. The au-
dience and I are in a relationship of sorts. I speak, they 
listen. It is up to me to choose the content of my speech, 
what I should wear, and whether I stand or sit while I 
speak. The audience can ask me to do things different-
ly to suit their preference, but they shouldn’t demand 
or force me to do as they wish. Then, there are things 
that belong to both of us, such as the temperature in 
the room. Even if I would prefer to speak in a sweltering
room, I should really check with the audience if they are 
okay with it, as well. 

I also like to use the example of the wife who wants 
her husband to wear a specific style shirt that she likes. 
If he does not like it, she should certainly not try too foforcrcee
him to wear it. Arguments such as “Everyonee eelslsee isi  
wearing it” or “I’m embarrassed by your other shhirirtt”” ara e 
not justified, because the clothing he chooses to wear
is his domain. Of course, if they can choose a design 
that they both like, they should totally do that. But one 

spouse does not have to abandon their personal prefer-
ence just because the other spouse has an issue with it.

In the case of our questioner today, a wife cannot
insist that her husband be at a certain location. Often,
when she “does not allow” him to go somewhere, it is
an infringement of his boundaries. If he wants to go to 
a place that is reasonable and not wrong or prohibited,
especially something many find to be normal and ac-
cepted, regardless if her resistance is her opinion and 
taste, or what her friends will say, she really shouldn’t 
try to impose her will on him. 

•
This would all be very clear cut if hihis s chchoioicce of f

wwhere to go is not imposing or affecting her,r, ffor example
if it’s a choice of two Shuls in the neighghboborhrhood.

However, in many situatitioons whheen a hhuusband
chooses to go away – espececiaially ovoverer YYom Tovov – it mosts
certainly does affect botothh of tthehem. After aalll, the eentirere
burden of the houssee aand chilildd care willll ffall on her shououll-
ders when hehe iiss away. Becaaususee ofof tthhis, it isis iincncumu bent
upon botothh of them to find a workaabble solution.

A husband can’t say to hhisis wwifife, “Goodbye Charlie!
This is my life and I get toto go whheere I want. Figure it 
out!” As an equally respononsisiblble e papartty,y, hhe e neneededss tto hhelp 
her come up with a plan. Maybe he can takek  along some e
of the kids (like I do), or offer to leave her extra money y
for ready food so that she doesn’t have to be so busy 
cooking. It might be even more helpful if he can come e 
up with ways to make it easier for his wife byy hhelelpipingng
arrange for babysitters, cleaning help, oror aa pplalacece ffor hherer
to be while he’s away. He doesn’t necessarrili y hah ve to 
abandon his plans of going, but he does need to be con-
siderate and not leave her vulnerable and helpless.

Another point to consider is that this husband can
now expect his wife to take a few days off from the
home as well sometime, when she feels the need, or
has sisters going together on vacation - of course after
making sure the kids are taken care of, just like he did.

•
One should not hold back from bringing up and as-

sertively discussing something they want to do because
they are afraid their spouse will retaliate. Very often,
when a spouse is controlled, it happens because they
were afraid to speak up for themselves one time too 
many. But you should definitely be mindful of how your
choices affect your spouse, and find a solution to any
problems that may arise. 

•
The secondn  thing to consider is timing.

Even thohougughh a huh sbbandd mimighghtt nonott neneeded hhisis wwifi e’s 
“permim sssioon”n” tto goo, he still needs to let her know hhisis 
plplananss ana d did scuss it with her beforehand. You can’t just
call her up on the way to the airport and expect her to 
be fine wwith iti ..

FFind a calm mmoment to broach the topic with her,
and tell her how mucch it would mean to you if she sup-
ported youur r plplanans. DDonon’t’t bring arguments or proof from
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sefarim why it’s something you have toto ddo.o. TThihiss type of
persuasion hardly prprovo eses eeffeffectctivive. Talk k ababououtt “your-
seselfl ” and the reeasasonons why yoouu fefeel like you shs ouuldld ggo.o

SoSomme ppeooplple neneeded llots of time to proocess thihingngs,s,
while othersrs wwill l ffreak ouout if they hear aboutt iit too early. 
Choose youour r titimim ng – and yyouo r words – wisely!!

•
The thirdd ththining is to be understanding.

Just like you want your wife to understand yyouo r
position, take the time to really listen to her side of ththee
story, aass wew ll. Don’t get stuck on how you think she 
shouldd bbe feeeling. If your wife gets the feeling from you 
that yoou tthihinknk she’s crazy for even considering not being
on boardd, sshe will automatically put up a much stronger
resistance.

EmEmpapaththizizee wiwith her ddiffii culty anndd rer alize that itt rere-
ally is nnot eaasysy fforor hher! Whhene  she sees ththatat yyou reaallllyy
understand herer sstrtrugugglglee - anandd this is no game, ddoo itit sin--
cerelyy - sshehe will bebe less inclined to fight with you, espe-
ciallyy wwhen shee sees yyouo  honestly trying to help her out 
byby ooffefferirinng her wwayays too mmake it easier for her.

Another point is ttoo sincerely appreciate her sac-
rifice. Even if you donon’tt tthihink of it as such, understand 
that to her it very muchh ffeeeelsls that way. Don’t take her
acquiescence for granted!

•
And finally, the entire background needs to be con-

sidered.

When I receive a question, I don’t get much context 
and only know what I’m being told. But the surrounding 
details, the ones I’m not being told, usually make all the 
difference.

Whenever a question about a technicality comes 
up, it is often not about this one thing. There could be 
an easy, straightforward answer to the question, but 
what is the context? How does this couple normally get 
along? Are they connected to each other? Do they usu-
ally help each other out and support each other?

When you want to be able to properly communi-
cate with your spouse, you need to make sure that you 
have a platform for such a discussion. If you don’t feel 
comfortable having such a conversation, it could be a 
sign that your relationship needs some work. It doesn’t 
mean that it’s your fault or that you don’t have a healthy 
marriage, but this is certainly something you want to

establish soo tthhat whenen sscecenanarios such as these ccome 
up, you hahaveve an easier ttime getttining g ththror ugh to each ooth-
er.

•
It’s also impoportrtannt t too evavaluate whhatat tthe backgrounnd 

ofof yyouur rereququest is. WWhat iss yoy ur relatioionsnshih p with this s
kehilla or rebbee oorr place you waw nt to visit?t? WWhat is your
wife’ss pperercecepption of it? Does shshe feel like e itit competes 
withh her for your attention, or thhata  you caree mom re about
theem tthan about her?

Befoforere I got married, a very ssmaart pererson told me,
“Shimonn, youou’re a chassid and youu’re ababououtt to get mar-
ried. Reememberer this one thing: AAnythining challenging
or unppleleasant shhouo ld not be quoteed from the Rebbe.
The Rebbbbe should aalwl ays be the goood guy! The Rebbe
should bee your family’y’s s guiding light, aa source of inspi-
ration, blesessing and growtwth, not of resttrictions and neg-
atativity.”

Finally, think about the background to your re-
quest. How long are you planning to be gone? How are
you going to pay for this trip? These are all big parts of
the question which may not be as simple as anything I 
mentioned earlier. If you’re being unreasonable in one of 
these areas you can surely expect resistance!

Here’s another question: Are you really a Breslover
chassid, or do you only play the Breslov card when it 
comes to traveling to Uman for Rosh Hashana – some-
thing that you know bothers her?

Make sure that the entire background is reasonable
and justified and makes sense for you, for your home,
and for your specific situation.

•
In summation, while you should definitely not al-

low yourself to be controlled and your boundaries need
to be respected, you have to be mindful of when your
decisions impact other people. When they do, it is up to
you to find a way to make it work for both of you. You 
also need to choose your timing wisely, as well as be 
genuinely understanding and empathetic to your wife’s 
position. And finally, work on the overall relationship so 
that you have the strong background to be able to work
out issues such as these.

Last but not least, you should merit a Shana Tova,
wherever you may be on Rosh Hashana of this year!

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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