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THE DIFFERENTIAL BETWEEN POTENTIAL AND REALIZED
POTENTIAL

by Rabbi Yissocher Frand

These divrei Torah were adapted from the hashkafa portion of Rabbi Yissocher Frand's Commuter
Chavrusah Tapes on the weekly portion: Tape # 489, Denying Jewishness. Good Shabbos!

The Differential Between Potential and Realized Potential

This week's parsha contains the first time in the Torah that we are explicitly told the name of Moshe
Rabbeinu's father - Amram ben Kehas ben of Levi. The pasuk says that Amram married his aunt
Yocheved and together they had two sons - Aharon and Moshe [Shemos 7:18-20].

We first learned about the birth of Moshe in last week's parsha. There the pasuk ambiguously says:
"A man went from the House of Levi and took Levi's daughter (and they had a son and called him
Moshe)" [Shemos 2:1]. It would have been more logical, it would seem, to tell us about Moshe
Rabbeinu's father when initially mentioning his birth. Why does the Torah omit the identity of the
parents when first narrating Moshe's birth?

Rav Moshe Feinstein explains that when two people bring a child into the world - at that early stage
in the child's life - the parents really have no great "claim to fame." At that stage, we do not know
who the baby is or what the baby will become. At that point, the baby is only "a bundle of raw
potential" (b'koach, not b'po-al).

Therefore, giving accolades and honors to the parents of Moshe Rabbeinu at the stage of his birth
would be premature. He was only a baby!

In this week's parsha, the situation has changed. In Parshas VaEra we already know who Moshe
Rabbeinu is. This is a person who could have remained comfortably in the house of Pharaoh, but he
grew up and went out amongst his brethren and saw their suffering. Moshe Rabbeinu stuck up for
the oppressed Jew. Moshe Rabbeinu had to flee for his life and go to Midian. Moshe Rabbeinu stood
up for the oppressed daughters of Yisro at the well. This is only a fraction of what he will yet
accomplish. But he is now 80 years old; he has already demonstrated his character.

Now the pasuk can inform us that he is the product of an Amram and a Yocheved. Here the parents
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can now proclaim: "See the child that we have raised." They can now stand up and take credit. Let
the world know who Moshe Rabbeinu's father was. Let the world know who is mother was. Moshe
Rabbeinu is more that just raw potential. The potential has been realized.

The Rabbeinu Bechaye in Parashas Bereishis alludes to the same point. Throughout the days of
creation the Torah uses the refrain "The L-rd saw that it was good." At the end of creation the pasuk
says "And the L-rd saw everything that he did and behold it was VERY good." [Bereishis 1:31].
Rabbeinu Bechaye notes that we find three distinct expressions: "ki tov", "tov", and "tov me'od". The
first expression ("ki tov"), he says, is used when we are looking at the potential of an item or a person
or a day. Each day of creation was "ki tov". There was tremendous potential in each and every day.
But it was only a part of a much greater sum that was going to yet happen.

However, when G-d reviewed all of creation at the end of six days, the full creation was "tov meod" -
potential realized. The sum is greater than all of the parts. The "parts" are merely "ki tov". The sum is
"tov meod."

The Rabbeinu Bechaye - back in Parshas Bereishis - references the language used in connection
with Moshe Rabbeinu here in Shemos. When Moshe Rabbeinu was born, the parents knew they had
something special in their hands. The Medrash says that the room filled with light. His cry was that of
a mature child. This was not just any little baby. This was someone special. The Torah uses the
expression "ki tov hu" at that point [Shemos 2:2]. He was only potential. Therefore, just like the
intermediate stages of creation, he was designated "ki tov". He was potential, unbelievable and
unimaginable potential, but only potential, nevertheless.

But, says Rabbeinu Bechaye, later, when Moshe matured and proved himself, he in fact merited the
accolade "meod" as it is written "And the man Moshe was 'anav meod' (exceedingly humble)"
[Bamidbar 12:3].

Even Moshe Rabbeinu had to reach his potential. Until he did he was merely "ki tov". When he
reached that potential he was "tov meod."

At the end of Parshas Bo, we learn the laws of the firstborn. There is the law of the firstborn of man,
the firstborn of a kosher animal, and the law of the firstborn of a non-kosher animal. There is a
seemingly strange-law called "Petter Chamor." The firstborn of a donkey has to be redeemed with a
sheep. If the owner chooses not to redeem the donkey in this way, he must decapitate the animal.

The Netziv of Volozhin says that a firstborn who wastes his potential forfeits his right to remain in the
world. The firstborn is special. He has special capabilities and special potential. He must develop that
potential and maximize the powers he was given. Failure to do so justifies the harsh fate that befalls
the donkey who was not utilized properly to fulfill the mitzah of "petter chamor."

The Netziv generalizes this to be a "klal gadol b'Torah" [over-arching principle of the Torah]:
Someone who has the capacity for greatness and is lazy and does not realize his potential is far
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worse than someone who never had the potential in the first place. It is a terrible thing to waste
potential. It would have been preferable to have never been born into the world than to waste one's
potential.

This write-up was adapted from the hashkafa portion of Rabbi Yissocher Frand's Commuter
Chavrusah Torah Tape series on the weekly Torah portion. The complete list of halachic topics
covered in this series for Parshas Va'eyra are provided below:

Tape # 039 - Shabbos Emergency: Who Do We Call?
Tape # 082 - Astrology: Is It For Us?
Tape # 130 - The Issur of Entering a Church
Tape # 177 - Magic Shows: More Than Meets the Eye
Tape # 223 - Learning in Kollel: Is It Always Permitted?
Tape # 267 - Do Secular Names of G-d Have Kedusha?
Tape # 313 - Converting a Church Into a Shul
Tape # 357 - Birchas Hamotzi
Tape # 401 - Kadima B'brachos -- Hierarchy of Brochos
Tape # 445 - Shoveling Snow on Shabbos
Tape # 489 - Denying Jewishness
Tape # 533 - Shin Shel Tefillin & Ohr Echad
Tape # 577 - Davening For Non-Jews
Tape # 621 - Kosher Cheese Continued - Cottage Cheese and Butter
Tape # 665 - Checking Out Families for Shidduchim
Tape # 709 - Kavod Malchus & Secular Kings
Tape # 753 - Making Hamotzei - Not As Simple As it Seems
Tape # 797 - Sheva Brachos at the Seder (available January 10, 2006)

Tapes or a complete catalogue can be ordered from the Yad Yechiel Institute, PO Box 511, Owings
Mills MD 21117-0511. Call (410) 358-0416 or e-mail tapes@yadyechiel.org or visit
http://www.yadyechiel.org/ for further information.
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