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As I sat down to pen this small volume of Divrei Torah in honor of Brian’s first year 

yahrzeit, it occurred to me that it would be aptly titled תפארת ברוך. Of course, ברוך was 

Brian’s Hebrew name and he was affectionately called either that or ברוך צבי by so many 

people who felt a depth of connection with him.  

      

Why תפארת? The word tiferes means glory or to glorify, and while the full 

understanding of the term tends to exist in the mystical realm, the Noam Elimelech 

offers this simple description: 

 

אלא נראה שאמת הדבר כך הוא, שאבות הקדושים היו כל אחד ואחד על מדריגתו כנודע,  

והנה יעקב אבינו ע"ה היה עובד השי"ת  גבורה יעקב בתפארת.אברהם בחסד יצחק ב

במידתו שהוא תפארת, וכל דבר שהיה רואה או שומע או עושה ואוכל לקח ממנו  

התפארות להבורא ב"ה, למשל אם היה אוכל איזה דבר הטוב לחיך, חישב בדעתו זה 

זה המאכל הוא  המאכל הוא נברא, ומי נתן טעם הטוב בזה המאכל, הלא הבורא ב"ה, ואם 

כ"כ טוב טעם הלא בודאי שכל טוב הטעם הוא בבורא ב"ה ית"ש אין קץ ותכלית, וכך הוא 

  חושב בכל דבר.

 

Tiferes is the midda of elevation. Everything, every piece of food, every relationship, 

every experience that Yaakov engaged with he found some way of elevating the 

experience and ultimately deepening his relationship with HKB’H through that process. 

Tefillin, the donning of the Kohanim’s clothing and all of the actions that are tied to the 

midda of פאר, are all about calling to man to elevate their soul and body.  

 

To me this was Brian. He just had a way about him that elevated everything and 

everyone in his orbit. The effect that he had on people, the energy that he brought to a 

room, the way that he absolutely locked into people and made every person he spoke 

with feel as though he was the most important person in the world to him at that 



moment - these are traits that I’ve never seen exist in a person to the degree that they 

beautifully lived in Brian. Brian had every reason to live as a paradigm of middos far 

from the exalted realm of תפארת. He was from the earliest of ages smart, successful, 

incredibly popular, charismatic and attractive and it might have been understandable for 

those characteristics to have created in him a conceit and in a certain way insulated or 

distanced him from humanity at large. For Brian it was just the opposite. His real 

greatness lay in the way that he was able to just completely be there with people, all 

people. Young or old, smart or far from smart, learned or ignorant, with-it or socially 

awkward. Everyone just felt elevated in his presence.  

 

This midda of tiferes for Brian was not just about elevating people or things. He had a 

way of elevating life itself and that was true both during the most joyous of moments as 

well as during those times that felt far more bleak.  

 

Two major moments from my life reflect this incredibly beautiful spirit that he brought 

to the full range of life experiences. The first was in February of 1996 when Ilana and I 

got married. Brian and I were chavrusas in Ohr Yerushalayim at different points in our 

two years in Israel. We then roomed together during his three years in YU. During those 

five years he became as close to me as a brother. B’H he married Adina in June of 1995 

and left to go learn in Gruss Kollel. All of that was great except that it would mean him 

missing my wedding which felt in a way like an incomplete simcha.  

 

A few weeks before the wedding he called me to let me know that he was coming in for 

the chassana. He flew in Motzei Shabbos, came straight to the Wedding Hall in Monsey 

and then was driven back to the airport after the wedding. That act of friendship, 

coming to the States for six hours was an expression of friendship that has shaped the 

type of friend that I aspire (often unsuccessfully) to be in my own life. As I saw him 



walking into the wedding hall that Sunday afternoon - his eyes open wide with that 

special, somewhat maniacal glee that he possessed, wearing that crazy yarmulka, 

necklaces bouncing, fist pumping - it was truly one of the happiest moments of my life. 

He had always brought tiferes to my life, and now he was elevating, through his 

presence and his infectious joyfulness, this most special of moments in my life.  

 

Thinking about that moment I can’t help but reflect on the well-known gemarah in 

Ta’anis (22a) that attributes the entrance of two sages into the World to Come due to 

the fact that they were beduchei - they were people of mirth. Rashi summed up this 

midda in four words שמחים ומשמחים בני‘ אדם - they were people of joy and they 

brought joy to others. That was Brian at that moment and throughout the entirety of his 

years on this earth -  שמחים ומשמחים בני אדם.  

 

Many years passed filled with continued connection and friendship between the two of 

us and our families until that day three plus years ago when we heard the news about 

his diagnosis. I drove down a few days later from Camp Kaylie to visit him in Baltimore 

following his surgery in Hopkins. Most probably already at that moment Brian knew 

ultimately what his fate would be but somehow he managed even in those moments to 

elevate, not just us as his visitors, but the dire situation he was faced with. He told me 

what a zechus it was and how beautiful it was for him to daven Kabbalas Shabbos with 

his children in the hospital. I believe he said that that tefillah was one of the most 

meaningful moments of his life. Just those words - what a zechus it was to daven with 

his children conscious of the value of life at that moment. I drove down to Baltimore 

expecting to find a person more dead than alive and instead I found Brian as Brian. His 

beautiful spirit, his graciousness, his ability to console me (not vice versa) knowing how 

distraught I was, his aliveness - he was simply a living embodiment of a life of   כבוד

  .ותפארת 



I chose in these pages to share some thoughts on Pirkei Avos. Pirkei Avos is far more 

than just life advice or hadracha. In essence the sefer is a series of insights as to how to 

build a Torah personality. A Torah personality describes someone who is more than just 

a sum of all of their parts. One can learn, daven, keep halakha and do acts of kindness 

but he may still be missing the essence of a Torah personality. To me Brian, with his 

overall radiance, was a paradigm of the true Torah personality that the Tenaim in Pirkei 

Avos were attempting to inspire. Furthermore, so much of what I personally learned and 

have tried to integrate about living a life that is noach labrios (pleasant to man) and 

hence noach la’Makom (pleasant to G-d) came from my years spent with Brian and as 

such it would seem appropriate to pick Pirkei Avos as an appropriate topic to reflect on. 

 

Brian had an infectious love of Torah that left its mark wherever he lived. IY’H this is the 

first of a yearly kuntrus/ sefer in his honor.  

 

Brian continues בחייו ולאחר מותו to be a source of inspiration to the thousands of 

people whose lives he has touched. The incredibly deeply felt ahava which I and so 

many others feel for him continues and will continue undiminished and unblemished by 

the passage of time.  

 

T’hei nishmaso tzurah b’tzror hachaim 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



These two pictures are from the two aforementioned moments – dancing at my 
chassana and our time in Baltimore after Brian's first operation. 
                                               
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Insights to Pirkei Avos 

 

One of the most beloved traditions in our broader community is the studying of Pirkei 

Avos. Like most pieces of Jewish learning, Pirkei Avos has been dissected and analyzed, 

both in regards to its conceptual value as well as for its enormous practical relevance. 

Whenever I give shiurim on this mesechta in our shul I always comment on the 

profundity of Chazal. These are lessons taught by the Tenaim some 1,900 years ago, 

living in vastly different times and existing in a universe that is completely foreign to us. 

The lessons and insights however could not be more relevant. It is hard to imagine a 

greater example of the Toras Chaim - the living Torah that continues to shape, inspire, 

and animate the decisions and the character of feeling Jews the world over.  Over the 

course of the next number of pages I would like to select some of my favorite teachings 

from Avos that feel particularly meaningful to me.  

 

I begin with a short history of our relationship with Pirkei Avos. Already by the 9th 

century the Geonim record the practice that Jews in Babylonia used to study Pirkei Avos 

on Shabbos afternoon between mincha and ma’ariv throughout the course of the entire 

year. According to Rav Amram Gaon, this practice was based on the tradition that 

Moshe Rabbeinu passed to his eternal rest on Shabbos afternoon and hence the 

learning was a means of commemorating his death. As the tradition of learning Pirkei 

Avos migrated from Babylonia to the Jewish communities in France and Germany, the 

minhagim as to when during the year that Avos would be recited changed from the 

original Babylonian practice. Some would learn it every week between the Shabbos after 

Pesach until the Shabbos before Rosh HaShana. The Kol Bo, however recorded the 

custom, still popular to this day, to recite Pirkei Avos on the six Shabbatot between 

Pesach and Shavuos. This custom would account for why the Geonim added on the sixth 



chapter to Pirkei Avos as opposed to just the five as had been originally redacted by 

Rebbe Yehudah Hanassi.  

     

Most customs take root for significant conceptual reasons and certainly this custom to 

learn Pirkei Avos between Pesach and Shavuos is no exception. There was a recognition 

that the proper means of preparation for kabbalas HaTorah was as much, if not more-

so, through character development as it was through simply increasing one’s learning. 

The Gra in Even Shleima and Rav Chaim Vital in his Etz Chaim both comment that the 

foundation of a Torah life is middos and that there is no higher cause than character 

development. One implicitly understands that what we ideally strive for is to become a 

Torah personality, as opposed to an automaton who just knows and follows a list of do’s 

and don’ts. That Torah personality with all of the sensitivities and refinement that the 

term implies, was the goal of Har Sinai and certainly explains the custom to learn Pirkei 

Avos in preparation for Shavuos.  

 

The centrality of middos and its unshakeable connection to the mesorah and to mattan 

Torah is highlighted in a comment of the Meiri and by the Rav Ovadiah Bartenura.  The 

Meiri questions why it is that specifically Avos, nestled in the back of Seder Nezikin, 

begins with the transcribing of the mesorah - Moshe kibbel Torah Me-Sinai etc. 

Wouldn’t one think that this brief history lesson should be found at the very beginning 

of Shas as an introductory comment to meseches berachos?  

       

The Meiri answers that the student of Jewish law recognizes that in some shape or form 

the laws of berachos, shabbos, terumah etc. are all connected back to the first moments 

of Jewish practice, which is identified with Sinai, if not earlier. However, this assumption 

might not extend to the world of middos and derech eretz in which one might 

mistakenly assume that the sages of the mishna are advancing their own ideas based on 



the time and place in which they were living and are in no way infused with the same 

Sinaitic import. Hence, specifically it is meseches Avos that needs the beginning refrain 

of Moshe kibbel Torah me-Sinai. Character development has its roots in kabbalas 

HaTorah, no less than any other segment of Torah observance.  

      

A similar connection between middos and the shalsheles hamesorah is advanced by 

many of the meforshim in explaining why this tractate is called Avos. While various 

answers are suggested, the Bnei Yissachar claims that the title harkens back to the actual 

Avos, and that the teachings found within are a call to model our behavior based on the 

original teachings of our forefathers. (See Ramban in his introduction to the Torah). 

Again, the emphasis is that for Bnei Yisroel middos and personal conduct found in Pirkei 

Avos is not some ancient equivalent to Emily Post. Rather the mesechta is highlighting 

that personal conduct is foundational and, in many ways, serves as the starting point for 

all halakhic observance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה א’  -פרק א 

 

ה  ִנים ִלְנִביִאים, ּוְנִביִאים ְמָסרּוָה משֶׁ ִנים, ּוְזקֵּ ַע ִלְזקֵּ ַע, ִויהֹושֻׁ ל ּתֹוָרה ִמִסיַני, ּוְמָסָרּה ִליהֹושֻׁ ִקבֵּ

ה,  ם ָאְמרּו ְשלָשה ְדָבִרים, ֱהוּו ְמתּוִנים ַבִדין, ְוַהֲעִמידּו ַתְלִמיִדים ַהְרבֵּ ת ַהְגדֹוָלה. הֵּ י ְכנֶׁסֶׁ ְלַאְנשֵּ

  ג ַלּתֹוָרה:ַוֲעׂשּו ְסיָ 

 

Moses received the Torah at Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua, Joshua to the 

elders, and the elders to the prophets, and the prophets to the Men of the Great 

Assembly. They said three things: Be patient in [the administration of] justice, raise 

many disciples and make a fence round the Torah. 

 

The lessons of personal integrity begin in the seemingly innocuous introductory 

comment to the first mishna. Many have commented that the first line is somewhat 

incongruous. For consistency purposes the mishna should be written that HKB’H 

‘massar’ – passed the Torah to Moshe and then Moshe passed it on to Yehoshua etc. At 

the very least if the word used is ‘kibeil’ then let it be written that Moshe received the 

Torah b’Sinai - at Sinai - as opposed to me’Sinai - from Sinai. No editor in good 

conscience would allow a writer to state that a person received an object from a 

mountain. But yet the very first line seems somewhat nonsensical and calls out for 

explanation.  

       

There is a beautiful Chassidishe vort from the Kedushas Levi that explains this unusual 

language.  Reb Levi Yitzchak notices the discrepancy between Moshe’s hesitant reaction 

to becoming the leader of Klal Yisroel versus the seemingly positive embrace of being 

the one to receive the Torah. The Kedushas Levi said that his acquiescence was a result 

of me’Sinai. The fact (Sotah 5a) that Har Sinai was the most diminutive of all the 

mountains allowed Moshe, despite his great humility, to feel more at peace with being 



charged with the task of kabbalas HaTorah. As such the language that Moshe received 

the Torah from Sinai is more readily understandable.  

       

In a sense this idea from the Kedushas Levi seems somewhat simplistic at best. Moshe’s 

decision to receive the Torah based on the physical structure of the mountain seems like 

an idea that a 1st grade child might learn and repeat. With that said, the Berdichiver is 

drawing attention to the fundamental religious personality demonstrated by Moshe 

Rabbeinu. Moshe fundamentally saw himself as a kli, as a vessel. It was not about his 

own stature or the attention and adulation that his role would undoubtedly bring to him 

and to his family. Much in the way that Moshe knew that his place could not be 

standing inside the mishkan when the tabernacle was filled with G-d’s presence because 

fundamentally Moshe understood that he was ‘just’ a facilitator for the presence of 

sanctity. The shiflus, the diminutive nature, of Har Sinai matched and mirrored Moshe’s 

own sense of himself.  

      

There is a profound Ohr HaChaim Hakadosh that highlights this fundamental modesty 

of Moshe Rabbeinu. The medrash asks where did the karnei ohr- the majestic rays that 

emanated from Moshe upon his descent from Har Sinai - where did they come from? 

One of the answers provided by the Medrash was that the rays came from the ink left 

on the bottom of the quill. What an oblique statement. The bottom of the quill - which 

quill and which ink!? The Ohr HaChaim answers that Moshe’s face radiated with the 

letter yud that, out of a sense of discomfort, he had left out of the word ענו when he 

wrote about himself that האיש משה ענו מכל האדם i.e that Moshe was the most modest 

of men. (Bamidbar 12:15) This is not some cute shtick. Rather, the Medrash is 

highlighting that what truly radiated about Moshe was his sense of anivut. It was not 

just a character trait; it was the defining characteristic of Moshe Rabbeinu’s essence.  

      



Much in the way that Moshe radiated that quality of modesty, people in our own orbit 

do the same. How so? It is definitely not through publicly putting oneself down, which 

often is just hidden self-aggrandizement, or unhealthily putting oneself in a ‘one-down’ 

position. Humility is not defined as shrinking in life, both physically and relationally, and 

becoming someone with no voice. True humility can be sensed in a person who is just as 

happy to listen as to talk. In a person who does not need to make everything about 

himself and who’s just as comfortable deferring to others as he is stepping forward 

himself. Humility is seen in a person of deep faith who does not believe that he controls 

every piece of his life. In short humility is a reflection of a person who is fully developed 

and healthy and, when found, which can be rare, gently radiates and impacts the sphere 

of humanity around him. Moshe’s acquiescence to receive the Torah only because it was 

being given on Har Sinai highlights just how critical this midda of anivus is in order to be 

a mekabel Torah 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ג׳  -פרק א 

 

ת   ר, ַאל ִּתְהיּו ַכֲעָבִדים ַהְמַשְמִשין אֶׁ ל ִמִשְמעֹון ַהַצִדיק. הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ ַאְנִטיְגנֹוס ִאיש סֹוכֹו ִקבֵּ

ָלא ֱהוּו  ל ְפָרס, אֶׁ ל ְפָרס,  ָהַרב ַעל ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ ֹּא ַעל ְמָנת ְלַקבֵּ ל ת ָהַרב שֶׁ ַכֲעָבִדים ַהְמַשְמִשין אֶׁ

ם: יכֶׁ   ִויִהי מֹוָרא ָשַמִים ֲעלֵּ

 

Antigonus a man of Socho received [the oral tradition] from Shimon the Righteous. 

He used to say: do not be like servants who serve the master in the expectation of 

receiving a reward, but be like servants who serve the master without the 

expectation of receiving a reward, and let the fear of Heaven be upon you. 

 

Antigonus establishes what seems to be axiomatic - namely that one should serve 

HKB’H, or perform any significant ‘religious’ act with only the right intentions and that 

one should strive to fulfill responsibilities animated by a spirit of lish’ma - for the sake of 

Heaven. (Parenthetically, there is an important discussion in the Rambam and Abarbanel 

who ask which rewards are appropriate to motivate performance of mitzvos. Namely is it 

lishma or she’lo lishma to be motivated by the potential to receive entrance into the 

world to come? At stake is really the question as to what is the goal and purpose of 

mitzvah observance) 

     

While Antigonus’s idea hardly strikes one as novel, the reality is that attempts to 

establish proper motivations is a somewhat complicated venture. Human beings are just 

that - deeply human, and the fundamental question in the ba’alei machshava is how 

much can we, or should we, expect a person to eradicate the ‘self’ from mitzvah practice 

or from the motivations behind mitzvah practice.  

      

Take Tosfos (Pesachim 8b) as a case in point. The gemarah asserts that if one proclaims 

that I will give tzeddakah on the condition that my son has a full recovery from illness, 



then that person is considered to be a tzaddik gamur - completely righteous. The 

problem is an obvious one. The above mishna in Avos, which seems to be universally 

accepted, extols the virtue of the selfless  עבד as opposed to the slave who is driven by 

reward. Yet, the gemarah claims that the reward seeker is still completely righteous 

seemingly because we are focused on actions and not on motivations. Shouldn’t he be 

an example of one who performs a mitzvah for the wrong reasons. If so, why he is he 

called a tzaddik gamur? 

      

Tosfos advances a chiddush that resonates with any sensitive reader who recognizes the 

complexity of their own inner landscape. Namely that the person who we are critical of 

is one who is primarily driven by sechar so much so that if the reason for why he did the 

mitzvah does not come to fruition then he regrets the action. However one who thinks 

to himself that he is giving tzeddakah for the sake of his son’s recovery, and even if that 

recovery doesn’t materialize he still doesn’t regret the donation, then that person still 

falls very much into the rubric of righteousness. In other words, we may not be able to 

expect perfection in motivations as long as primarily the action is being performed for 

the right reason.  

      

What I have always loved about this position of Tosfos, which incidentally can be 

applied broadly to many different circumstances, is that it highlights that Chazal 

understands human nature with all of its complicated nooks and crannies. It is hard, if 

not impossible to strip ourselves of anything that is ego-driven and that feels deeply 

personal, deeply gratifying, self-beneficial and personally affirming. It might be 

impossible to attain that angelic like purity, and furthermore that lack of ‘purity’ in no 

way prevents or diminishes the holiness of the person or of the act.  

 

 



 משנה ה׳  -פרק א 

 

ר, ְיִהי  ן יֹוָחָנן ִאיש ְירּוָשַלִים אֹומֵּ י בֶׁ יְתָך ָפתּוַח ִלְרָוָחה,יֹוסֵּ ָך בֵּ יתֶׁ י בֵּ ה  ְוִיְהיּו ֲעִנִיים ְבנֵּ , ְוַאל ַּתְרבֶׁ

ָאָדם   רֹו. ִמָכאן ָאְמרּו ֲחָכִמים, ָכל ְזַמן שֶׁ ת ֲחבֵּ שֶׁ ר ְבאֵּ מֶׁ ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָשה. ְבִאְשּתֹו ָאְמרּו, ַקל ָוחֹּ

ם ָרָעה ְלַעְצמֹו ה ִׂשיָחה ִעם ָהִאָשה, גֹורֵּ ם:ַמְרבֶׁ יִהנֹּ ש גֵּ י תֹוָרה, ְוסֹופֹו יֹורֵּ ל ִמִדְברֵּ   , ּובֹוטֵּ

 

Yose ben Yochanan (a man) of Jerusalem used to say: Let thy house be wide open, 

and let the poor be members of thy household. Engage not in too much 

conversation with women. They said this with regard to one’s own wife, how much 

more [does the rule apply] with regard to another man’s wife. From here the Sages 

said: as long as a man engages in too much conversation with women, he causes 

evil to himself, he neglects the study of the Torah, and in the end he will inherit 

gehinnom. 

 

There is something incredibly beautiful subtly embedded in this well-known mishna. 

Yosi ben Yochanan encourages one to have an open home and a home in which the less 

fortunate are bnei beischa - like members of your own home. Rabbeinu Yonah writes so 

profoundly that: 

 

וגם שיהיו העניים רגילין לביתו ויעמדו שם בלא בשת פנים בהראותו להם פנים של שמחה 

 ולתתו להם רשות בכל אשר לו כאשר יתן איש לבניו ולאנשי ביתו: 

 

Namely that an עני should feel as comfortable in your own home as one of your own 

children. Reb Yaakov Kamenetsky expounds that just like one’s child feels that the 

father’s generosity is completely natural and hence they don’t feel either embarrassed or 

indebted to the parent, so too we should strive to create the same environment with 

people who come to our door. In a sense, that is the real chesed - not so much the 

money but the alleviating of any shame that often comes with the process of having to 

be on the receiving end.  



      

There is a wonderful family in our neighborhood who are blessed to be people of means 

but are doubly blessed to be filled with an abundance of decency and kindness. Every 

Sunday morning people come far and wide to speak with the בעל הבית about their 

financial woes and to seek his help in their struggles. Rather than make the petitioners 

feel inadequate, the family puts out an entire breakfast spread replete with tables and 

chairs to make the people feel both comfortable and valued. In the scope of things 

placing out tables with food is a relatively small gesture but I am not sure that that there 

exists a better expression of the spirit of kindness that this mishna and so much of Pirkei 

Avos represents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ו׳  -פרק א 

 

ה ְלָך ַרב, ּוְקנֵּה ר, ֲעׂשֵּ ן ְפַרְחָיה אֹומֵּ ַע בֶׁ ם. ְיהֹושֻׁ הֶׁ ִלי ִקְבלּו מֵּ ן ְפַרְחָיה ְוִנַּתאי ָהַאְרבֵּ ַע בֶׁ ְלָך   ְיהֹושֻׁ

ת ָכל ָהָאָדם ְלַכף ְזכּות: ר, וֱֶׁהוֵּי ָדן אֶׁ   ָחבֵּ

 

Joshua ben Perahiah and Nittai the Arbelite received [the oral tradition] from 

them. Joshua ben Perahiah used to say: appoint for thyself a teacher, and acquire 

for thyself a companion and judge all men with the scale weighted in his favor. 

 

There is an interesting question that can be found in certain sefarim. Namely how did 

Rebbe Yehudah come to choose the statements that he included in Pirkei Avos. Indeed 

each of these sages said much more than the smattering of sayings attributed to them. 

Furthermore how connected are the several quotes recorded in any given mishna? Are 

they randomly collected idioms or are they several ideas that are somehow 

interconnected? The answer would seem to be both.  

      

The above mishna is a perfect example. On the one hand each of these statements is 

independently true - one should make for themselves a Rebbe, acquire a friend, and 

judge everyone favorably. However, on multiple levels the mishna is deeply connected. 

Let me explain what I mean aided by an incredibly profound idea in the Sefas Emes that 

I was blessed to stumble upon a few years ago.  

      

The Sefas Emes points out that if the mishna was trying to encourage us to judge 

everyone favorably then ostensibly it should have been written    ֶוֱהֵוי ָדן ֶאת ָכל אדם ְלַכף

 judge all of the) כל האדם What does it mean to judge (judge every person) ְזכּות

person)?   The Sefas Emes answered that what is at stake here is not simply judging or 

not judging every person but rather how do we stand in judgement of any given person. 

Is it an opinion or impression that comes from really knowing כל האדם - the totality of a 



person with all of their positive qualities and middos, with the specific history that might 

lead to certain unattractive behavior patterns, with everything they might be going 

through in their own life. The Sefas Emes demands that if we are to judge a person let 

us see them fully, which invariably leads to a far more positive perspective on the person 

in question. 

 A similar idea can be found in the writings of the Malbim. Shlomo Hamelech writes that: 

ַׁשע ָמה ָהֶרֶ֔ ֶמׁש ְמ֤קֹום ַהִמְׁשָפ֙ט ָׁשַּ֣ ַחת ַהָשָּׁ֑ יִתי ַתַּ֣  ְו֥עֹוד ָרִאִ֖

And, indeed, I have observed under the sun:  Alongside justice there is wickedness 

 The question is why does wickedness have to co-exist with justice - the point seems 

counterintuitive. The Malbim writes that if one only views a person or situation through 

the prism of justice there is no chance that they are seeing the full picture and will be 

inclined to evaluate harshly. 

These ideas of the Sefas Emes and the Malbim can allow one to weave a connected 

thread through our mishna. How can one ever be accepting of a Rav or role model if we 

just inspect him or her with a critical eye. Even more so how does one ever acquire a 

friend if they are unable to see the full totality of the person in question. Relationships 

require compassion, patience, tolerance, and an overall forbearing nature. 

As a side note, I try (not always or usually successfully) to keep in mind this Sefas Emes 

in dealing with my children. Any given behavior of one’s child on any given day might 

lead to a fair share of anxiety, handwringing, graying hair and triggered tempers. The 

successful parent can remind themselves to be דן את כל האדם - see the totality of this

special individual who you have been entrusted to safely usher through this world and 

who relies on you for emotional and psychological safety and security. Recognize that 

the picture in front of you, as trying as this specific picture might present, is a small 

snapshot in a broader panorama. Take a deep breath and bring yourself to a higher, 

more expansive and more generous plane. 



 משנה י  -פרק א 

 

ת ָהַרָבנּות, ְוַאל   ת ַהְמָלאָכה, ּוְׂשָנא אֶׁ ב אֶׁ ר, ֱאהֹּ ם. ְשַמְעָיה אֹומֵּ הֶׁ ְשַמְעָיה ְוַאְבַטְליֹון ִקְבלּו מֵּ

  ָלָרשּות:ִּתְתַוַדע 

 

Shemaiah and Abtalion received [the oral tradition] from them. Shemaiah used to 

say: love work, hate acting the superior, and do not attempt to draw near to the 

ruling authority. 

 

Just recently I attended a levaya of an incredibly special woman who passed away 10 

days after her 100th birthday. Her children, grandchildren, great-grandchildren and even 

great-great-grandchild all painted a picture of a woman who never wanted to burden 

herself on others, who valued her independence, who’s word was her bond, who 

accomplished a lot without making a big fuss, who had no time for complaining, who 

possessed an old world simplicity and who, until two years ago, walked at least a mile a 

day. The picture that was painted was of the living embodiment of yashrus, or if you will, 

integrity. While those middos are often associated with this woman’s Western European 

background they really find their roots in Chazal and specifically in the above mishna.  

     

According to Rav Hirsch, each piece of the mishna seeks to encourage the reader to live 

a life in which one is able to maintain a certain healthy level of independence. That 

includes (a) working hard and to love the value of hard work, which, according to most 

meforshim, applies even if a person is independently wealthy and would not need to 

work. (B) not running after positions of authority with all of the challenges of middos 

and integrity that can come with holding public office. And (c) not trying to ingratiate 

oneself to the authorities because doing so can corrupt a person’s independence and, 

on occasion, their moral compass.  

        



I was reminded of a comment by many of the meforshim on the pasuk in Mishlei which 

encourages one to hate gifts. Why such an adamance to reject gifts? Is not giving and 

receiving such a natural and healthy part of relationships. To a sensitive observer the far 

more problematic characteristic might be a person who refuses both help and gifts, 

often creating a scenario in which intimate relationships become quite challenging. If so, 

why then the adamance of שונא מתנות יחיו? 

      

What the meforshim point out is that the problem is not the acceptance of gifts, but 

rather the expectation of the gifts and the attitude of ‘מגיע לי’ - I have it coming to me. 

The second a person has those expectations what is almost immediately gone is a sense 

of independence and the sensation of freedom that comes with independence. As long 

as a person feels reliant on handouts, their sense of integrity can be so easily and so 

subtly altered.  

      

• Rav Yaakov Kamenetsky, among others, reflects on the irony of the statement   ושנא

 which literally means that one should hate positions of authority. Weren’t - את הרבנות

Shemaya and Avtalon themselves people of authority? In fact, most of the Tenaim in the 

mishna and most of the people who comment on the mishna (including Reb Yaakov 

himself) were all people of authority in one way or another. So why hate the very 

authority that our sages in fact occupied?  

      

Rav Yaakov answers that of course there is an imperative that if circumstances dictate it 

that one should be in a position of authority. A person who is able and equipped needs 

to proverbially ‘step up to the plate’. What should be met with apprehension and 

derision is all of the trappings of authority. Seeking out and demanding kavod, secretly 

upset when that kavod does not come, allowing one’s ego to take center stage, lording 

over students and congregants - all of that has no place in the life of a person who 



ideally sees himself/herself as a vessel to do G-d’s will. Rav Yaakov’s personage attests 

to this duality in that he was able to be a person of enormous authority and at the same 

time genuine simplicity.  

      

Reb Chaim Volozhin in his commentary on Pirkei Avos conveys the same message in a 

somewhat creative take on this mishna. What does אוהב את המלאכה ושנא את הרבנות 

mean? Reb Chaim answers that one should love the ‘work’ of the Rabbanus- teaching 

Torah, involved in acts of chesed and answering shailas - but strongly dislike and 

vigilantly abstain from the trappings of authority that come with the position. As anyone 

who has been in the Rabbinate can attest to, such a balance and such self-awareness 

can be sorely put to the test and requires the necessity of continuous work and 

emotional healthiness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה יג  -פרק א 

 

ף  ב ָשלֹום ְורֹודֵּ ן, אֹוהֵּ ל ַאֲהרֹּ ר, ֱהוֵּי ִמַּתְלִמיָדיו שֶׁ ל אֹומֵּ ם. ִהלֵּ הֶׁ ל ְוַשַמאי ִקְבלּו מֵּ ָשלֹום, ִהלֵּ

ת ַהְבִריֹות ּוְמָקְרָבן ַלּתֹוָרה: ב אֶׁ   אֹוהֵּ

Hillel and Shammai received [the oral tradition] from them. Hillel used to say: be 

of the disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace, loving mankind and 

drawing them close to the Torah. 

  

We are introduced in this Mishna to not only one of the core principles in the entirety of 

the Torah but to an ideology that formed the bedrock of Hillel’s world view. Tolerance, 

patience, love, ahavas Yisroel, ahavas habriyos, outreach and other similar concepts are 

all somewhat in vogue in our post-modern world, but they extend far back through the 

millennia and are the guiding principles of the Torah and of many of the Tannaitic 

figures who are the princes of the Torah.  

     

The meforshim paint a picture of inspired human interactions based on these middos of 

Aharon HaKohen. What does it mean to be rodef shalom? It is not simply an abstract 

term like some benign and toothless slogan to be preached about. Famously Aharon 

pursued peace between married couples and sought, even in slightly ‘devious’ ways to 

improve the relationship and connection in the relationships that are often most fraught 

with tension.  

       

But it went beyond that. Aharon had a love for mankind that in the words of Reb Chaim 

Shmulevitz burned in the heart of Aharon and in the hearts of all of his proverbial 

students. That love allowed him to see the best in mankind and animated him, without 

preaching or condescension, to bring people close. In both Avos D’Rebbe Nassan and 

the Rambam the following picture is painted. Aharon would see a type of person who 

might not be allowed to join a minyan in many of our shuls and he would speak with 



him with such love, respect and support that soon the person would seek to change by 

dint of wanting to be worthy of that respect from this most gentle of souls. It was a 

rodef shalom in actu and was a manifestation first and foremost of that genuine love so 

critical to every parent, educator, or friend. 

      

I saw a beautiful vort from the Akeidas Yitzchak many years ago that I believe reflects 

the unique relationship that Aharon shared with the nation. The Torah paints an 

incredibly dramatic scene towards the end of Parshas Korach. For the umpteenth time 

Bnei Yisroel founds themselves complaining, this time wanting to know how Moshe and 

Aharon could have killed Korach and his followers. Subsequently a plague begins in 

response to these continued murmurings. Moshe quickly instructs Aharon to take a pan 

of ketores and to help bring this mageifa to an end. The Torah describes a scene that is 

loaded with drama. Namely that Aharon stood between the dead and the living and as a 

result the plague came to a cessation.  

      

Why? What was the magic formula that allowed a reversal of this new wave of 

punishment? Many meforshim point to the fact that the incense has a certain power and 

therefore it was the presence of the ketores that was effective. While that might be true 

it seems like something even deeper is transpiring which is picked up on by the ba’al 

akeidah. The change did not happen because of the ketores, it happened because in 

that moment of rebellion Bnei Yisroel looked up and saw Aharon standing in that 

bivouac. Aharon who had played the role of the rodef shalom, who had sought out 

peace and goodness, now boldly walking into the midst of this catastrophe. It was that 

visual and the recognition of who Aharon and Moshe were that brought about a 

massive campaign of repentance. The ba’al Akeidah is, very simply, pointing out the 

impact that a person of ahava and shalom can have on the consciousness of the 

individual and on the collective.  



 

 משנה טו -פרק א 

 

ר   בֶׁ ת ָכל ָהָאָדם ְבסֵּ ל אֶׁ ה, וֱֶׁהוֵּי ְמַקבֵּ ה ַהְרבֵּ ר ְמַעט ַוֲעׂשֵּ ַבע. ֱאמֹּ ה תֹוָרְתָך קֶׁ ר, ֲעׂשֵּ ַשַמאי אֹומֵּ

  ָפִנים ָיפֹות:

 

Shammai used to say: make your [study of the] Torah a fixed practice; speak little, 

but do much; and receive all men with a pleasant countenance. 

 

This last line of the mishna ‘בסבר פנים יפות’ - roughly translated that one should greet 

everyone cheerfully - seems relevant to a question posed by many people who are 

struggling in their relationship with their teenage and adult children who are going 

through periods of great anger and disappointment aimed at their parents. Of course to 

fully understand the various dynamics between parents and children is far far too 

complicated to even begin to attempt to give a simple explanation. However, parents 

(which of course I am) can often look at everything they have done for their kids - the 

home, clothing, camps, tuitions, trips etc. - and somehow assume that they have given 

their kids everything. Besides the question of whether or not the parents met the child’s 

emotional and psychological needs as opposed to just their needs of sustenance, there 

exists another question. Namely what was the energy behind the needs that were 

provided. In Avos D’Rebbe Nassan on this mishna it is written that ‘if a person bestowed 

upon another every gift in the world but he does so without panim yafos, he does so 

with frustration or letting the person somehow know the financial toll of that gift then 

it’s as though he didn’t give him anything at all’. The objective act, while perhaps 

generous, means nothing if the energy behind the act does not reflect that generosity. 

This is certainly true when it comes to parenting and can be applied equally in all human 

relations. 



 

• One can’t help but notice the seeming contradiction between this statement of 

Shammai and the way that he is portrayed in other places throughout Shas. In this 

mishna, he is all about patience and tolerance, and in other places, most notably in the 

gemarah in Shabbos 31a in his response to the potential convert, he seems just as 

inclined to give a sharp reprimand and send the petitioner on his way. In the Sefer Milli 

D’Avos the author claims that this mishna reflects the real personality of Shammai. 

Shammai in essence was the same gentle personality that we commonly associate with 

Hillel. In times that Shammai appears to act in the reverse of the advice given in this 

mishna, he did so because he felt that ideologically a strong statement needed to be 

made for the sake of kavod HaTorah. There is a lot to be said on this idea, but what is 

noteworthy is the recognition that our natural impulses, even impulses that are 

fundamentally correct, should not always win the day. Our lives demand thoughtful 

reflection and carefully planned action, which sometimes might in fact go contrary to 

our natures, as opposed to just going with what is most natural to us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה א  -פרק ב׳ 

 

ת לֹו ִמן   רֶׁ יָה ְוִתְפאֶׁ ת ְלעֹוׂשֶׁ רֶׁ ִהיא ִתְפאֶׁ ל שֶׁ ר לֹו ָהָאָדם, כֹּ ָיבֹּ ְך ְיָשָרה שֶׁ רֶׁ יזֹוִהי דֶׁ ר, אֵּ ַרִבי אֹומֵּ

ל ִמְצֹות. וֱֶׁהוֵּי ְמַחשֵּ  ַע ַמַּתן ְׂשָכָרן שֶׁ ין ַאָּתה יֹודֵּ אֵּ ב  ָהָאָדם. וֱֶׁהוֵּי ָזִהיר ְבִמְצָוה ַקָלה ְכַבֲחמּוָרה, שֶׁ

ל ִבְשלָשה ְדָבִרים ְוִאי ַאָּתה ָבא   ָדּה. ְוִהְסַּתכֵּ ְפסֵּ ד הֶׁ גֶׁ ָרה ְכנֶׁ ד ְׂשָכָרּה, ּוְׂשַכר ֲעבֵּ גֶׁ ד ִמְצָוה ְכנֶׁ ְפסֵּ הֶׁ

ר ִנְכָּתִבין: ִלידֵּ  פֶׁ יָך ַבסֵּ ן שֹוַמַעת, ְוָכל ַמֲעׂשֶׁ זֶׁ ָרה, ַדע ַמה ְלַמְעָלה ִמְמָך, ַעִין רֹוָאה ְואֹּ  י ֲעבֵּ

 

Rabbi Said: which is the straight path that a man should choose for himself? One 

which is an honor to the person adopting it, and [on account of which] honor 

[accrues] to him from others. And be careful with a light commandment as with a 

grave one, for you did know not the reward for the fulfillment of the 

commandments. Apply your mind to three things and you will not come into the 

clutches of sin: Know what there is above you: an eye that sees, an ear that hears, 

and all your deeds are written in a book. 

 

 We are confronted with a conundrum. On the one hand, we are the proud inheritors of 

the corpus of Jewish law as brought to full expression in the Shulchan Aruch. Each of the 

thousands of halakhos, from the most fundamental to the seemingly prosaic are geared 

in the most meaningful of ways towards refining human behavior, thought and speech. 

Each act, each word has the potential to be elevated. It is the halakha, with all of its 

intricacies, that serves as a roadmap to achieve some level of G-dliness.  

      

But here-in lies the problem. If a person just seeks to obey the demands of the Shulchan 

Aruch they run the risk of becoming a dry automaton who follows laws but miss the 

entire essence and spirit behind those laws. Concepts of darchei noam, kedoshim tihyu, 

asisa ha’yashar v’hatov and others convey what’s often not explicitly written and what, 

due to their amorphous nature, are far more difficult to integrate into practice. Fineness 

of being, gentleness of spirit, nobility of purpose - all of this falls somewhere in between 

the words of the Shulchan Aruch. It is precisely that which the mishna conveys in the 



word tiferes. The path that one chooses is less about specific details, as important as 

details are, and more about a life of splendor with everything that the word implies. It’s 

that splendor which is sought by the Ribbono shel Olam and ultimately brings people to 

the doorsteps of the Torah.  

 

• Many year’s ago, I heard an older talmid chacham rhapse poetic about his love of the 

sefer Nefesh HaChaim. While I didn’t understand either the sefer or this person’s love of 

it, as the years have gone on I have found myself repeatedly returning back to Reb 

Chaim Volozhin’s groundbreaking work. For the uninitiated, Reb Chaim’s basic thesis is 

that man stands at the center of a vast cosmic universe and his actions have the ability 

to effect and impact both physical world that we see as well as the upper worlds that are 

not visually evident to the human eye. Much in the way that a sensitive person 

understands that the energy, good or bad, that one brings into his own orbit has far 

reaching tentacles, so too in the spiritual universe seemingly insignificant acts changes 

the dimensions of an unseen universe.  

      

Reb Chaim in his Sefer on Pirkei Avos, Ruach Chaim, reads the same concept into the 

last line of this mishna. Typically, one would translate דע מה למעלה ממך that in order to 

stay on the straight and narrow one should know what is ‘above’ you. Reb Chaim reads 

the statement with a comma דע מה למעלה, ממך - one needs to know that everything 

that happens למעלה is  ממך - from you and because of you. Everything that happens in 

shamayim, G-d’s relationship to man, all of it is a reflection of  ממך - of corporeal man. 

Nothing is insignificant. In a way we have the tendency just to get lost in the four cubits 

of our own life. Reb Chaim reminds us to look beyond those cubits and to have some 

sense of the cosmological significance of man.  

 



• The mishna encourages one to look at the three devarim so that they do not come to

transgression, the last of the three being the recognition that all of one’s actions are 

written b’sefer. The simple understanding is that all of man’s actions are written in ‘the 

book’ of merits and demerits that HKB’H consults in deciding the fate of any given 

person. The meforshim point out that of course there is no book per se but that this is 

an example of the Torah or Chazal using imagery that the reader can connect with. 

While the mishna requires no further explanation, it is open to other interpretations. 

For me, part of the reason to seek a different explanation is the well-known position of 

the Rambam who speaks disparagingly of one who’s motivation to perform mitzvos is 

based on future reward and punishment. Mitzvah observance argues the Rambam is its 

own reward and connecting behavior to the benefit accrued in the afterlife diminishes 

the significance and value of the act itself. If this position is correct would not Rebbe 

choose something more fundamental and elegant to help motivate appropriate 

behavior other than utilizing the imagery of our ‘book’ of deeds and misdeeds laid out 

in front of the Ribbono Shel Olam.  That is not to say that the Rambam downplays yiras 

shamayim but it wouldn’t seem to be the go to approach in listing the pantheon of 

religious values. 

Maybe one can suggest that the sefer in question is not ‘G-d’s sefer’ but our own 

religious consciousness. Every act and choice of a person creates a legacy and casts the 

author of that act into a different sphere then he had been previously. The concepts of 

mitzvah goreres mitzvah and the changing personal landscape brought about by 

bechirah is all about a narrative, a book so to speak, that is constantly being written in 

which each chapter impacts not just the person but potentially his children and 

grandchildren ad Infinitum. It is that concept, perhaps even more than the concept of 

HKB’H reviewing our life at some later point that Rebbe is suggesting should give a 

person great pause and a sense of incredible personal responsibility. 



 משנה ב׳  -פרק ב 

 

ְיִגיַעת   ץ, שֶׁ רֶׁ ְך אֶׁ רֶׁ ה ַתְלמּוד ּתֹוָרה ִעם דֶׁ ר, ָיפֶׁ ל ַרִבי ְיהּוָדה ַהָנִׂשיא אֹומֵּ ל ְבנֹו שֶׁ ַרָבן ַגְמִליאֵּ

ת ָעֹון.  רֶׁ ָלה ְוגֹורֶׁ ין ִעָמּה ְמָלאָכה, סֹוָפּה ְבטֵּ אֵּ ם ְמַשַכַחת ָעֹון. ְוָכל ּתֹוָרה שֶׁ יהֶׁ ִלים  ְשנֵּ ְוָכל ָהֲעמֵּ

ת ָלַעד.ִעם ַהִצבּור דֶׁ ְזכּות ֲאבֹוָתם ְמַסַיְעָּתן ְוִצְדָקָתם עֹומֶׁ ם ָשַמִים, שֶׁ ם ְלשֵּ ִלים ִעָמהֶׁ  , ִיְהיּו ֲעמֵּ

ם: ה ְכִאלּו ֲעִׂשיתֶׁ ם ָׂשָכר ַהְרבֵּ יכֶׁ ה ֲאִני ֲעלֵּ ם, ַמֲעלֶׁ   ְוַאּתֶׁ

 

Rabban Gamaliel the son of Rabbi Judah Hanasi said: excellent is the study of the 

Torah when combined with a worldly occupation, for toil in them both keeps sin 

out of one’s mind; But [study of the] Torah which is not combined with a worldly 

occupation, in the end comes to be neglected and becomes the cause of sin. And all 

who labor with the community, should labor with them for the sake Heaven, for 

the merit of their forefathers sustains them (the community), and their (the 

forefather’s) righteousness endures for ever; And as for you, [God in such case says] 

I credit you with a rich reward, as if you [yourselves] had [actually] accomplished 

[it all]. 

  

Rabban Gamliel extols the virtue of being one who is involved in the welfare of the 

tzibbur and to do so for the sake of heaven only. Chazal recognizes the dangers of 

being oseik b’tzarchei tzibbur with motivations that are anything but pure. In fact, the 

gemarah in Chagigah goes as far to say that a parnes hamis’gaeh al ha tzibbur - a leader 

who lords over a community - is one of only three people who brings HKB’H to tears 

due to their very existence. The implication, important for anyone involved in 

community work, is that an askan is a representative of HKB’H. Once he brings in his 

own ego needs, once he loses touch with his sacred mission and makes it about himself, 

he distorts and corrupts not just himself but the entire holy enterprise that he is 

involved in.  

 



Obviously, this is tricky in that it is often a person of a certain greatness who has 

ascended in his role in the community. It is that person who is subject to Chazal’s truism 

that the greater a person is his yetzer also expands. Often the yetzer of an adam 

gadol contributed to his ascension in the first place and then it continues to be fed by 

the kavod and accolades that can come with a public life.  

 

The basic simplicity of people like Shraga Feivel Mendolovitz, and others, who was 

makpid that he be referred to just as Mr. Mendelovitz is all the more remarkable 

considering the pitfalls that come with a public life. I am reminded of a story of a Rosh 

Yeshiva and his brother who drove into the Lower East Side for a meeting. After battling 

the NY traffic, they were in need of some sustenance, so they stopped at the Pizza shop. 

The Rosh Yeshiva did not feel comfortable being in a Pizza shop, so he asked his brother 

to retrieve the necessary gruel. When the brother came out, he gave the Rosh Yeshiva 

the food and said, ‘oh and you have regards from Reb Dovid Feinstein’. The Feinstein’s 

were the epitome of the pashtus that comes with public service simply for the sake of 

Heaven.  

 

• What is the value of being involved in tzarchei tzibbur l’shem shamayim? While the 

meforshim provide an array of opinions let me mention two ideas that I have always felt 

personally connected to.  

      

The first is that when one operates for a cause that is greater than oneself, they tend to 

not be embroiled in all of the fears that public life can often trigger. A Rav of a shul who 

is afraid of the congregants in essence is only working for the ba’al habatim (which 

technically he is) and will almost never say anything that pushes people beyond their 

comfort zone. Someone who is comfortable with themselves and feels that they need to 

answer, first and foremost to their own sense of what the ratzon Hashem is, will have the 



temerity, if used judiciously and expressed respectfully, to speak strongly and even 

critically when circumstances demand it. Furthermore, he or she will not be hesitant to 

call upon the members of the community to step forward with their time and money to 

support a cause that the community leader is passionate about. Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, a 

legendary fundraiser, wrote in his autobiography that he never felt meek or apologetic 

when he went to collect money. He walked boldly into someone’s home and told them 

that he is giving them an opportunity to partner in his vision. That type of confidence 

and sense of purpose is a reflection of a person who is acting l’shem shamayim and is 

far far more effective than the same request from a person who becomes small and 

fearful.  

      

The second value of involvement in tzarchei tzibbur l’shem shamayim is born out in 

yekum purkan tefillah that we say before mussaf on Shabbos. The tefillah insists that a 

person who is involved faithfully in tzarchei tzibbur will have all machala and all illness 

removed from him. Is that really true? People involved in communal work do not suffer 

and have all of their illnesses healed? The answer is obviously not. What the tefillah 

might be suggesting is that one who is involved in tzarchei tzibbbur might have a 

different perspective on their own challenges and their own suffering. It is not just 

because one who is involved in the community can say and feel that there are people 

who have it worse, although that also may be true. Rather what would seem to be true 

on a deeper level, is that one who lives a bigger, more altruistic, and more connected 

life simply has a certain breadth of spirit that allows him to relate to his own issues 

differently. A person who is self-involved can sometimes never see beyond the contours 

of his own life. Tzarchei tzibbur opens, broadens, and deepens his own perspective 

which allows him to feel more connected and useful to others and also changes his 

perspective on his own life. Maybe that is what the tefillah is hinting at when it says that 

the person engaged in the community will have his troubles removed.  



 

• The Maharal comments on the curious statement that one who is involved 

with tzarchei tzibbur receives zechus avos (patriarchal merits) Most meforshim explain 

this to mean that the individuals specific zechus avos comes to the aid of one who, due 

to his communal involvement, had to perhaps sacrifice his own learning or other 

personal ambitions in avodas Hashem. The Maharal averred that the zechus avos in 

question are the merits of our Patriarchs - Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. What the 

Maharal is highlighting is the existence of a certain spiritual DNA that was cultivated and 

handed down to us thousands of years ago. This is one of the approaches of the 

Ramban in understanding the concept of מעשה אבות סימן לבנים. It is not just that 

Avraham was a paragon of chessed. Rather the chessed, gevurah and tiferes of our 

forbearers created a certain natural orientation towards these middos, and when one 

follows suit in their own life he/she is fulfilling a mandate and vision that was 

established in the formation of Knesses Yisroel. There is something almost nurturing in 

the recognition of the existence of these spiritual chords.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ד׳  -פרק ב 

 

ל ְרצֹוְנָך  ה ְרצֹוְנָך ִכְרצֹונֹו. ַבטֵּ ַיֲעׂשֶׁ י שֶׁ ה ְרצֹונֹו ִכְרצֹוְנָך, ְכדֵּ ר, ֲעׂשֵּ י הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ י ְרצֹונֹו, ְכדֵּ ִמְפנֵּ

י ְרצֹונֶָׁך. ִרים ִמְפנֵּ ל ְרצֹון ֲאחֵּ ְיַבטֵּ ר, ַאל ִּתְפרֹּש ִמן ַהִצבּור שֶׁ ל אֹומֵּ , ְוַאל ַּתֲאִמין ְבַעְצְמָך ַעד  ִהלֵּ

ְפשָ  ִאי אֶׁ ֹּאַמר ָדָבר שֶׁ ַּתִגיַע ִלְמקֹומֹו, ְוַאל ּת ְרָך ַעד שֶׁ ת ֲחבֵּ ַע,  יֹום מֹוְתָך, ְוַאל ָּתִדין אֶׁ ר ִלְשמֹּ

ֹּא ִתָפנֶׁה:  ָמא ל ְשנֶׁה, שֶׁ ִאָפנֶׁה אֶׁ ֹּאַמר ִלְכשֶׁ סֹופֹו ְלִהָשַמע. ְוַאל ּת   שֶׁ

 

He used to say: do His will as though it were your will, so that He will do your will 

as though it were His. Set aside your will in the face of His will, so that he may set 

aside the will of others for the sake of your will. Hillel said: do not separate 

yourself from the community, Do not trust in yourself until the day of your death, 

Do not judge your fellow man until you have reached his place. Do not say 

something that cannot be understood [trusting] that in the end it will be 

understood. Say not: ‘when I shall have leisure I shall study;’ perhaps you will not 

have leisure. 

 

Hillel establishes the well-known imperative to not separate oneself from the tzibbur. 

The Rambam counts one who is poresh from the community among those for whom 

the ability to do teshuva is withheld.  

     

An open question can be asked as to why Chazal takes such a negative view of a person 

who is more isolated? There are social and less-social people in the world, and if one 

chooses to live a holy but solitary life then why should he be an object of rebuke?  

     

There are many avenues through which one can connect to Hillel’s imperative. The 

Zohar learns from our mishna the value of one’s tefillah being a part of communal 

prayer. Certainly, this is true on a philosophical level, but it is equally true on a practical 

level. Tefillah is simply more effective when it is experienced and evaluated as part of the 

collective. On a simple level one understands that each person brings their own merits 



and strengths to a joint tefillah effort and as such even if any given person might be 

deficient, he is buoyed by the merits of his proverbial neighbor. When Rav Hutner 

became critically ill at the end of his life he made it clear that the Yeshiva and the 

community should not pray for him separately so that he would not lose the merits and 

connection with the broader community. The gemarah in Berachos was critical of an 

amorah, who although not able to come to shul, did not daven privately at the same 

time as the rest of the tzibbur  

      

On a deeper and somewhat more Kabbalistic level, there is a concept called Knesses 

Yisroel with its spiritually vibrant and essential nishmas Yisroel. One who feels a part of, 

and actively connects with, this collective soul of Israel is simply an ish acheir, a different 

person. Any given individual is deeply flawed, but the collective nishmas Yisroel has its 

own unique status of sanctity. There is a beautiful line in the Meor VaShemesh that 

speaks to this reality. He writes that: 

 

אבל להשיג הקדושה העליונה אינו זוכה עד שידבק עצמו אל אנשי השם עובדי ה' באמת  

צות הכל יהיה  ולהשתתף עמהם יחד בעבודה רבה הן בתפילה והן בלימוד התורה ועיקר המ

בכנסי' יחד עם מבקשי ה' ואז יוכל להשיג הקדושה העליונה ולפי הרוב העם המתקבצין יחד 

לעסק עבדות ה' כן שורה עליהם הקדושה עליונה כמו שאמרו חכמי המשנה לפי רוב הקהל כך  

 הן מברכין כי לפי רוב הקהל כן משיגים הקדושה עליונה שברוב עם הדרת מלך. 

 

One can only merit to ascertain the upper realm of sanctity through clinging onto other Jews 

and to join with them in this consequential service, whether it be in tefillah or limmud Torah. 

The essence of mitzvah observance can only be accomplished through joining with others who 

seek closeness with G-d. G-d’s presence will only be fully present and manifest upon the 

collective  

  



Fascinatingly, the gemarah (Kerisus 6b) emphasizes the necessity of all people being 

welcome within that tzibbur. The word ציבור is made up of  בינונים -צדיקים, ב  -צ   

and  רשעים -ר . It is only a tzibbur that brings together all three who’s communal prayers 

and teshuva will be ultimately accepted. This concept of the gemarah clearly exists a 

long distance from the reality of our own communities in which people are often fearful 

to interact with Jews who are perceived to be in a vastly different religious place. Simply 

put, this separatism - in shuls, yeshivot and neighborhoods - is a new invention and 

doesn’t express Chazal’s vision of a tzibbur.  

      

While there are many sources that extol the power of a tzibbur, one of the most 

interesting is the position of the Rambam who argued that if on Yom Kippur a person 

engaged in no acts of teshuva other than simply connecting with the se’ir hamishtaleach 

which was offered on the community’s behalf he is still considered to be a repentant 

(although the effectiveness of his teshuva is more limited). This is what Rav Elyah Lopian 

describes as being an ish klal. Even if all that one has done in his or her life is to connect 

themselves with the tzibbur he is still counted among the holy. בתוך עמי אנכי יושבת (I sit 

among my people) is an ethic no less true today than it was in the times of Elisha 

HaNavi almost three thousand years ago.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ה׳  -פרק ב 

 

ֹּא ַהַקְפָדן   ד, ְול ֹּא ַהַבְיָשן ָלמֵּ ץ ָחִסיד, ְול ֹּא ַעם ָהָארֶׁ ְטא, ְול א חֵּ ין בּור ְירֵּ ר, אֵּ הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ

ה ִבְסחֹוָרה ַמְחִכים. ֹּא ָכל ַהַמְרבֶׁ ד, ְול ל ִלְהיֹות ִאיש:  ְמַלמֵּ ין ֲאָנִשים, ִהְשַּתדֵּ אֵּ   ּוְבָמקֹום שֶׁ

 

He used to say: A brute is not sin-fearing, nor is an ignorant person pious; nor can 

a timid person learn, nor can an impatient person teach; nor will someone who 

engages too much in business become wise. In a place where there are no men, 

strive to be a man. 

 

Rudyard Kipling in his famous 19th century poem ‘If’ extolled the virtues of ‘being a 

man’ even when those around you have fallen by the waist side. Kipling in essence was 

fleshing out Hillel’s concept of the necessity of  להשתדל להיות איש - rise to the occasion 

even when others are silent.  

      

In reflecting on this Mishna, one recognizes something astounding. Who were the great 

leaders in Jewish History? One traces a path from Avraham Avinu through Moshe, to 

Dovid Hamelech to Hillel with many others before, during and after. The common 

denominator of the four mentioned was that the Torah and Chazal underscore that the 

natural personality of Avraham, and those who wore the mantle of leadership after him, 

was what one would describe as docile, gentle, loving and deferential. Not people who 

one would imagine would feel comfortable wading into the bivouac of communal 

leadership with strength and purpose. Yet when their number was called upon, and they 

recognized that the landscape required boldness, they were able to be an ish. The man 

of greatness, both in leadership and in all areas, is one who takes pride in and relishes in 

the nature that was bestowed upon him but is also able to go against that same nature 

when circumstances dictate.  

 



I thought that perhaps that this was a reason that the mishna uses the word  איש as 

opposed to the word אדם. The word אדם in Chazal implies complexity.   נעשה אדם

 according to the Ramban, was G-d speaking to the entire spiritual and physical ,בצלמנו

universe and stating that man will be an outgrowth of everything that has preceded him 

in the six days of creation. אדם implies an amalgamation of שמים and  ארץ. Perhaps we 

can get lost and distracted in our Adam-ness and in philosophical discussions of the 

nature and value of man.  

 

ּנּו׃  י ִתְפְקֶדָֽ ם ִכַּ֣ ָדָ֗ ּנּו ּוֶבן־ָאָ֝ י־ִתְזְכֶרָּׁ֑ ה־ֱא֥נֹוׁש ִכָֽ  ָמָֽ

What is man that You have been mindful of him, mortal man that You have taken 

note of him?  

 

Perhaps the man qua אדם is hesitant to step forward as Avraham did when he decided 

to to be an ivri - one who can stand mei’eiver (on the other side from). Don’t always 

stand in the self-doubt of the אדם warns Hillel, sometimes one needs to be an ish with 

all of the resoluteness and strength of character that the word implies.  

 

• I just recently saw a pshat in the Medrash Shmuel that explains this mishna in the 

following fashion:  ובמקום שאין אנשים - even when no one is around to watch what you 

are doing,  השתדל להיות איש - still strive to be an איש צדיק ונאמן. What a simple but 

beautiful pshat - and also so difficult to execute. Most people want to strive in one way 

or another for goodness, meaning, generosity and even holiness. How many people 

achieve those standards, and among those who do, how many can claim that the public-

ness of their achievements played no role? When I first began my tenure in Rabbanus in 

Monsey I became acquainted with an incredibly fine person in our shul who came over 

before every Yom Tov with one of his children with 2,000 in cash asking me to disperse 

the money on the condition that I do so anonymously. Since then I have seen many 



similar acts from him and from others, and the sheer modesty of the gesture never 

seizes to leave a deep impression.  

       

The truth is that modesty is really the key word. Sometimes, what is needed is to be the 

public and forceful איש. After all, tzeddakah can be raised publicly in shul on Shabbos 

and Yom Tov as an exemplar to others. Sometimes one’s bid, in learning, charity and 

other worthwhile endeavors needs to be forceful and unequivocal. Rav Ahron Kotler did 

not wait to be asked to go raise money on Shabbos on behalf of the Va’ad hatzala 

during the time of the Second World War. He got in the car, pulled in front of the shul in 

question and marched, all five feet of him, to the lectern to engage in this holy work. 

There was no time for modesty.  

      

But most times the true mark of the man is his modesty. Is he the same person around 

his Shabbos table as he is in shul? Is chessed a life mission or something to do in camp 

for a summer? What’s a person’s tefillah like in the privacy of his own chadrei chadarim. 

One might hypothesize that when the Navi writes that: 

 

ׁש ִמ   ֵ֣ ה ּדֹור  ה־ְיהָוָ֞ ֹוב ּוָמָֽ ם ַמה־טּ֑ יד ְלךָ֛ ָאָדָ֖ ֶכת ִעם־ִהִגִּ֥ ִַּ֥ע ֶלָ֖ ֶסד ְוַהְצנ  ֲהַבת ֶחֶ֔ ֹות ִמְׁשָפ֙ט ְוַאֵ֣ י ִאם־ֲעשׂ֤ ְמךָ֗ ִכֵ֣

יך׃   ֱאֹלֶהָֽ

“He has told you, O man, what is good, and what the LORD requires of you:  Only to 

do justice  And to love goodness,  And to walk modestly with your God; 

 

that perhaps the pieces of the pasuk are deeply related. The requirement for something 

to be considered true mishpat and chessed is that it be performed by someone who is 

fundamentally modest. If in some way the acts of mishpat and chessed are for the 

benefit of the public only, then it changes the whole tenor and dimension of those acts. 

The true act of emes, and the true mark of the man is ascertained  במקום שאין אנשים 



 פרק ב - משנה ז׳ 

 

ה   ה ָנִשים, ַמְרבֶׁ ה ְדָאָגה. ַמְרבֶׁ ה ְנָכִסים, ַמְרבֶׁ ה ִרָמה. ַמְרבֶׁ ה ָבָׂשר, ַמְרבֶׁ ר, ַמְרבֶׁ הּוא ָהָיה אֹומֵּ

ל. ה ָגזֵּ ה ֲעָבִדים, ַמְרבֶׁ ה ִזָמה. ַמְרבֶׁ ה ְשָפחֹות, ַמְרבֶׁ ה ַחִיים ְכָשִפים. ַמְרבֶׁ ה תֹוָרה, ַמְרבֶׁ . ַמְרבֶׁ

ה ָשלֹום. ָקָנה   ה ְצָדָקה, ַמְרבֶׁ ה ְתבּוָנה. ַמְרבֶׁ ָצה, ַמְרבֶׁ ה עֵּ ה ָחְכָמה. ַמְרבֶׁ ה ְיִשיָבה, ַמְרבֶׁ ַמְרבֶׁ

י ָהעֹוָלם ַהָבא: י תֹוָרה, ָקָנה לֹו ַחיֵּ ם טֹוב, ָקָנה ְלַעְצמֹו. ָקָנה לֹו ִדְברֵּ   שֵּ

 

He used to say: The more flesh, the more worms; The more property, the more 

anxiety; The more wives, the more witchcraft; The more female slaves, the more 

lewdness; The more slaves, the more robbery; [But] the more Torah, the more life; 

The more sitting [in the company of scholars], the more wisdom; The more counsel, 

the more understanding; The more charity, the more peace. If one acquires a good 

name, he has acquired something for himself; If one acquires for himself 

knowledge of Torah, he has acquired life in the world to come. 

 

An increase of Torah leads to an increase not just of wisdom, knowledge, and fear of 

Heaven but of life itself. While the concept of a Toras Chaim is in no way novel or 

unique, what does Hillel mean by saying that more Torah leads to more life? 

        

Of course there are many different approaches to this question but personally I have 

always been moved by the incredibly provocative gemarah in Yevamos that  

states: 

 

  כל ת"ח שאומרים דבר שמועה מפיו בעולם הזה שפתותיו דובבות בקבר

The lips of a deceased talmid chacham move in the grave when one says a dvar 

Torah in his name.  

 



What the gemarah is clearly referring to is the notion that the mesorah is a real and 

living entity. Generations become linked through the commonality of the Torah learnt. 

When Rav Soloveitchik spoke about the feeling of his grandfather, Rabbeinu Tam and 

ultimately the Rambam entering the shiur room, he was speaking about something that 

was completely alive and vivid. In a way, the Torah world becomes small. A person can 

sit down to learn a Ramban and be transported back to Cordova Spain of the 13th 

century. A person can feel immediately linked to the Gra and his talmidim in the late 

18th century. These are incredibly real people whose lives, in every meaningful way, 

continue to feel absolutely present.  

 

That sense that Torah allows one to span time is true when it comes to geography as 

well. One can be learning a sugya in Teaneck and walk into a shiur in the Mirrer on the 

same topic and immediately be a part of a Torah dialogue that transcends natural and 

geographical borders. Time, place, language, hashkafa and background all recede in the 

face of the vibrant living mesorah.  

      

I believe that this is alluded to by the statement מרבה תורה מרבה חיים. The more that a 

person is involved in Torah the more they feel the joy of an expanded life. A life not 

limited to one’s small corner of the universe but connects both back through the 

millennia as well as into every corner of the olam HaTorah.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ט׳ -פרק ב 

 

ר, ַעִין טֹוָבה. ַרבִ  ר אֹומֵּ זֶׁ ִיְדַבק ָבּה ָהָאָדם. ַרִבי ֱאִליעֶׁ ְך ְיָשָרה שֶׁ רֶׁ יזֹוִהי דֶׁ ם, ְצאּו ּוְראּו אֵּ י ָאַמר ָלהֶׁ

ת  ה אֶׁ ר, ָהרֹואֶׁ ן טֹוב. ַרִבי ִשְמעֹון אֹומֵּ ר, ָשכֵּ י אֹומֵּ ר טֹוב. ַרִבי יֹוסֵּ ר, ָחבֵּ ַע אֹומֵּ ַהנֹוָלד. ַרִבי ְיהֹושֻׁ

ִבְכָלל   ם, שֶׁ יכֶׁ ן ֲעָרְך ִמִדְברֵּ ְלָעָזר בֶׁ י אֶׁ ת ִדְברֵּ ה ֲאִני אֶׁ ם, רֹואֶׁ ב טֹוב. ָאַמר ָלהֶׁ ר, לֵּ ְלָעָזר אֹומֵּ אֶׁ

ר זֶׁ ָנה ָהָאָדם. ַרִבי ֱאִליעֶׁ ק ִממֶׁ ִיְתַרחֵּ ְך ָרָעה שֶׁ רֶׁ יזֹוִהי דֶׁ ם ְצאּו ּוְראּו אֵּ ם. ָאַמר ָלהֶׁ יכֶׁ  ְדָבָריו ִדְברֵּ

ן ָרע. ַר  ר, ָשכֵּ י אֹומֵּ ר ָרע. ַרִבי יֹוסֵּ ר, ָחבֵּ ַע אֹומֵּ ר, ַעִין ָרָעה. ַרִבי ְיהֹושֻׁ ר, ַהֹּלוֶׁה  אֹומֵּ ִבי ִשְמעֹון אֹומֵּ

ם ינֹו ְמַשלֵּ ֱאַמר )תהלים לז( ֹלוֶׁה ְואֵּ נֶׁ ָחד ַהֹּלוֶׁה ִמן ָהָאָדם, ְכֹלוֶׁה ִמן ַהָמקֹום ָברּוְך הּוא, שֶׁ . אֶׁ

ֹּא יְ  י  ָרָשע ְול ת ִדְברֵּ ה ֲאִני אֶׁ ם, רֹואֶׁ ב ָרע. ָאַמר ָלהֶׁ ר, לֵּ ְלָעָזר אֹומֵּ ן. ַרִבי אֶׁ ן ְונֹותֵּ ם, ְוַצִדיק חֹונֵּ ַשלֵּ

ם יכֶׁ ִבְכָלל ְדָבָריו ִדְברֵּ ם, שֶׁ יכֶׁ ן ֲעָרְך ִמִדְברֵּ ְלָעָזר בֶׁ   : אֶׁ

 

He [Rabban Yohanan] said unto them: go forth and observe which is the right way 

to which a man should cleave? Rabbi Eliezer said, a good eye; Rabbi Joshua said, a 

good companion; Rabbi Yose said, a good neighbor; Rabbi Shimon said, foresight. 

Rabbi Elazar said, a good heart. He [Rabban Yohanan] said to them: I prefer the 

words of Elazar ben Arach, for in his words your words are included. He [Rabban 

Yohanan] said unto them: go forth and observe which is the evil way which a man 

should shun? Rabbi Eliezer said, an evil eye; Rabbi Joshua said, an evil companion; 

Rabbi Yose said, an evil neighbor; Rabbi Shimon said, one who borrows and does 

not repay for he that borrows from man is as one who borrows from God, blessed 

be He, as it is said, “the wicked borrow and do not repay, but the righteous deal 

graciously and give” (Psalms 37:21). Rabbi Elazar said, an evil heart. He [Rabban 

Yohanan] said to them: I prefer the words of Elazar ben Arach, for in his words 

your words are included. 

 

One could spend a lifetime studying the life and teachings of Reb Yochanan ben Zakkai. 

The above mishna alone is enough to pen a vast ethical treatise. I have always been 

fascinated by one, seemingly innocuous, line. Namely Reb Yochanan asked his students 

to find the life path that one should cling to and then conversely the life path that one 

should distance themselves from. What we are speaking about is a path, a fundamental 



way of being. A good heart, a good perspective, and other similar statements all would 

seemingly fit into the rubric of the challenge posed by RYB’Z to his students.  

       

The odd man out so to speak is the derech of being a  לוה ואינו משלם - one who 

borrows and does not pay back. Is that a life derech per se? Does that somehow 

conceptually equate with the other life perspectives, good and bad, advanced by the 

talmidim?  

       

Clearly what R’ Shimon is getting at is exactly that. Borrowing without reimbursement is 

indicative of a life derech. It is a reflection of a person who simply does not fully see the 

other person in the equation. What we are speaking about is someone who receives, 

from parents, children, the community, and friends and who has a hard time adequately 

seeing, feeling, and expressing the gratitude for that which has been received. It is 

speaking about the parent of a child whose teacher goes above and beyond to provide 

a meaningful experience for the student. When the parents are asked if they got a 

present or in some way recognized the efforts of the teacher in question, they might 

respond ‘no, why should I, it’s their job, they are just doing their job’. Technically they 

are right, but I believe this is the pernicious derech that Rebbe Shimon is alluding to.  

     

Without going on a rant, my experience in life and especially in the Rabbanus is that this 

‘derech’ plays itself out almost across the board. The person who fundamentally is a   לוה

 the person who receives and acknowledges, is likely to be makir tov to the shul ,ומשלם

for its efforts, tends to be cognizant of being respectful of the other mispallelim around 

them, is likely to walk into a shul with a sense of humility and not arrogance etc. It is an 

entire מהות of healthily knowing one’s place, recognizing, and respecting the place of 

others, and always having a perspective of gratitude, humility and a desire to contribute 



to the welfare of the collective. It is a way of life - to receive from everyone (including 

from HKB’H) and everything and to feel a depth of gratitude and kindness as a result.  

      

I’ve always had a practice in the Rabbanus that I would call teachers from the local 

schools to share nachas with them when I saw how beautifully kids in the community 

would come to shul and sit respectfully and daven. I thought that that behavior is a 

great reflection of both the home, as well as of the teachers who they are exposed to for 

so many hours a day. On almost every occasion when the teacher/Rebbe/ Morah found 

out that the sole purpose of the call was to thank them for their efforts, invariably the 

response was ‘that’s it, that is all your calling for’?? They were waiting for the proverbial 

other shoe to drop. There must be some other reason for the call as well - criticism, 

advice etc. - but just to call to compliment and express thanks, the teachers claimed 

across-the-board that such a phone call they had never received.  

       

I never saw those responses as a reason for me to puff out my chest. Rather it seemed 

like an opportunity to reflect on the continued work necessary that we collectively as a 

community (myself included) need to address in relation to this midda of being a   לוה

 a recognizer, acknowledger and re-payer in every meaning of the word. That - ומשלם 

life which entails real generosity of spirit is such a beautiful way of living   שידבק בה

  .האדם

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 משנה ו׳  -פרק ג 

 

יֹוְשִבין ְועֹוְסִקין ַבּתֹוָרה, ְשִכיָנה ְשרּו ר, ֲעָׂשָרה שֶׁ ן דֹוָסא ִאיש ְכַפר ֲחַנְנָיה אֹומֵּ ָיה ַרִבי ֲחַלְפָּתא בֶׁ

ֱאמַ  נֶׁ ל. ּוִמַנִין ֲאִפלּו ֲחִמָשה, שֶׁ ֱאַמר )תהלים פב( ֱאֹלִהים ִנָצב ַבֲעַדת אֵּ נֶׁ ם, שֶׁ יהֶׁ ינֵּ ר )עמוס ט(  בֵּ

ט. ּוִמַנִין ב ֱאֹלִהים ִיְשפֹּ רֶׁ ֱאַמר )תהלים פב( ְבקֶׁ נֶׁ ץ ְיָסָדּה. ּוִמַנִין ֲאִפלּו ְשלָשה, שֶׁ רֶׁ   ַוֲאגָֻׁדתֹו ַעל אֶׁ

ב ה' ַוִיְשָמע ְוגֹו' הּו ַוַיְקשֵּ עֵּ ל רֵּ י ה' ִאיש אֶׁ ֱאַמר )מלאכי ג( ָאז ִנְדְברּו ִיְראֵּ נֶׁ ּוִמַנִין   .ֲאִפלּו ְשַנִים, שֶׁ

ַרְכִּתיָך:  יָך ּובֵּ לֶׁ ֹּא אֵּ ת ְשִמי ָאב ר ַאְזִכיר אֶׁ ֱאַמר )שמות כ( ְבָכל ַהָמקֹום ֲאשֶׁ נֶׁ ָחד, שֶׁ   ֲאִפלּו אֶׁ

 

Rabbi Halafta of Kefar Hanania said: when ten sit together and occupy themselves 

with Torah, the Shechinah abides among them, as it is said: “God stands in the 

congregation of God” (Psalm 82:1). How do we know that the same is true even of 

five? As it is said: “This band of His He has established on earth” (Amos 9:6). How 

do we know that the same is true even of three? As it is said: “In the midst of the 

judges He judges” (Psalm 82:1) How do we know that the same is true even of two? 

As it is said: “Then they that fear the Lord spoke one with another, and the Lord 

hearkened, and heard” (Malachi 3:16). How do we know that the same is true even 

of one? As it is said: “In every place where I cause my name to be mentioned I will 

come unto you and bless you” (Exodus 20:21). 

 

Every person young or old who walks into a Beis Medrash hears an unending series of 

comments about the value of limmud Torah, but perhaps no sefer or shmuz can capture 

the potentially profound experience of לימוד תורה as meaningfully as Rebbe Chalafta 

ben Dosa manages to do in just a few words. What’s really at stake, more than ‘just’ 

learning and knowing halakha, lomdus, Shas, Tanach, Ramban al HaTorah etc. is the 

opportunity to capture, maybe even just fleetingly, a feeling of connection with an 

eternal spiritual force that exists in a realm beyond our own. That feeling popularized in 

the Nefesh HaChaim of ישראל ואורייתא וקידשא בריך הוא חד הוא (Bnei Yisroel, the Torah 

and HKB’H are ‘one’) finds expression in one simple line in this mishna: From where do 



we know Rebbe Chalafta asks that even one person learning themselves that the 

shechinah descends upon him? 

 

יָך  י ָאבֹא ֵאֶליָך ּוֵבַרְכתִּ יר ֶאת ְשמִּ  Anywhere that my name is - ְבָכל ַהָמקֹום ֲאֶשר ַאְזכִּ

mentioned ‘I’ will come to you and bless you in that place.  

 

With this one line, and with the promise of communion that the line expresses, Chazal 

captures the ambition of an entire community of people. Without exaggeration, how 

many fathers stand at the Bris of their newborn son and when the beracha of l’hachniso 

is said, hopes that their son at some point in their lives can have a taste of the deveikus 

Ba’Hashem that our mishna alludes to.  

 

In his Mishnas Reb Ahron, Rav Ahron Kotler highlights what I believe to be an incredibly 

meaningful nuance in the pasuk. In theory the pasuk should have said    בכל ַהָמקֹום

 i.e that anywhere that you mention my name I will שתזכיר את שמי אבא אליך וברכתיך

come to you and bless you. Instead the pasuk says שאזכיר - that I will mention my own 

name. Reb Ahron highlights that in truth the experience of limmud Torah in an ideal 

sense is that of feeling that HKB’H learns along together with the person. The symphony 

that I alluded to in an earlier mishna is a cacophony of the voices, which includes the 

voice of the one who is learning, his own ancestors and Rebbeim, the Tenaim, Amoraim, 

Rishonim and Acharonim of the pages in front of him along with the unheard but 

powerful kol demamah dakah of the Ribbono Shel Olam. I just heard again this week the 

video from Rav Soloveitchik describing his own experience of the gentle hand of HKB’H 

resting on his shoulder when he was learning specifically during the most difficult 

moments of his life. That is the true meaning of the word שאזכיר - HKB’H’s promise of 

his presence joined together with the אדם הלומד.  

  



 משנה ז׳  -פרק ג׳ 

 

ה ּוַמה נָ  ה ִאיָלן זֶׁ ר, ַמה ָנאֶׁ ְך ְושֹונֶׁה, ּוַמְפִסיק ִמִמְשָנתֹו ְואֹומֵּ רֶׁ ְך ַבדֶׁ ר, ַהְמַהלֵּ הַרִבי ִשְמעֹון אֹומֵּ   אֶׁ

ב ְבַנְפשֹו: ה ָעָליו ַהָכתּוב ְכִאלּו ִמְתַחיֵּ ה, ַמֲעלֶׁ   ִניר זֶׁ

Rabbi Jacob said: if one is studying while walking on the road and interrupts his 

study and says, “how fine is this tree!” [or] “how fine is this newly ploughed field!” 

scripture accounts it to him as if he was mortally guilty. 

 

70 faces to Torah. For some that makes Judaism so nebulous and unnecessarily 

complicated. Do not tell me that everything is a machlokes and that almost every issue 

has at least three approaches. Too much contradiction and conflict and not enough 

absolute clarity, one can argue, diminishes the sense of an absolute truth.  While one 

can hear that claim, I believe that a full panoply of approaches to an issue (within 

reason) highlights the feeling that almost everyone can find a place within that spectrum 

and/ or that for any given person there might exist different pieces within himself that 

connect at different times in his life with different conceptual ideas on that spectrum.  

       

What do I mean by that and how is any of this relevant to the mishna at hand? The 

mishna says that anyone who interrupts his learning to admire the beauty of a tree is in 

some way culpable and responsible - מתחייב בנפשו. Responsible for what? Why?  

       

The range of opinions as to how to understand the mishna is simply incredible. On the 

one hand most of the classic meforshim (Tosfos Yom Tov, Bartenura, Rabbeinu Yonah) 

emphasize that what’s at play is a critique of bittul Torah, lack of concentration in one’s 

learning, and one who might be placing greater emphasis on the world of nature over 

the world of תורה. The mishna is critical of one who’s concentration is deficient and 

therefore finds himself distracted even by the presence of something, in this case a 

beautiful tree, that in a different context would require a beracha.  



      

Rav Hirsch, perhaps surprisingly, speaks in this same vein but emphasizes a broader 

conceptual point. A person who does not recognize that all beauty and all knowledge of 

G-d can be found in the Torah is mechayev b’nafsho. The mishna is critical of the person 

who needs to look elsewhere for meaning and connection and finds that his spiritual 

needs and aspirations are not satisfied in a broader sense by his learning.  

       

On the other end of the spectrum is a position espoused by many of the ba’alei 

machshava including the students of the Alter of Slobodka who focus instead on the 

idea that one would view observing G-d’s beauty in nature as a ‘hefsek’ - an 

interruption. The problem is not that he is taking in and assessing the majesty of the 

world but that he feels that in some way his appreciation of nature is not in some way 

an outgrowth and an extension of his learning. In a way this position is consistent with 

the shittas HaRambam who emphasizes the study of nature and physics as the 

appropriate vehicle for increasing yiras Shamayim.  

       

It goes without saying that the range of views expressed as to how to interpret the 

mishna are part of a broader debate about Torah im derech eretz. I think what’s true is 

that while some would argue that these positions are absolutes and that one needs to 

‘take a side’; far more attractive is that both positions - focus on Torah only vs. an 

approach that is broader - have validity. What’s left is for each person to embark on a 

process, one based among other factors on their own nature, background, life 

circumstance and inclinations to figure out which model of avodas Hashem feels more 

personally enriching. If the starting point is a sincere desire to be יודעי ה׳ and to live a 

life of meaning, then then there is some latitude as to the contours and expression that 

those desires ultimately take.  

 



  משנה א׳  -פרק ד׳ 

 

ֱאַמר )תהלים קיט( ִמָכל ְמַלְמַדי ִהְׂשַכְלִּתי   נֶׁ ד ִמָכל ָאָדם, שֶׁ הּו ָחָכם, ַהלֹומֵּ יזֶׁ ר, אֵּ ן זֹוָמא אֹומֵּ בֶׁ

יָך ִׂשיָחה ִלי.  ְדֹותֶׁ ְך ַאַפִים ִכי עֵּ רֶׁ ֱאַמר )משלי טז( טֹוב אֶׁ נֶׁ ת ִיְצרֹו, שֶׁ ש אֶׁ הּו ִגבֹור, ַהכֹובֵּ יזֶׁ אֵּ

ד ִעיר. ל ְברּוחֹו ִמֹּלכֵּ ְלקֹו ִמִגבֹור ּומשֵּ ַח ְבחֶׁ הּו ָעִשיר, ַהָשמֵּ יזֶׁ ֱאַמר )תהלים קכח( ְיִגיַע אֵּ נֶׁ , שֶׁ

י יָך ְוטֹוב ָלְך. ַאְשרֶׁ ל ַאְשרֶׁ ֹּאכֵּ יָך ִכי ת הּו ְמכָֻׁבד,  ַכפֶׁ יזֶׁ ה. ְוטֹוב ָלְך, ָלעֹוָלם ַהָבא. אֵּ ָך, ָבעֹוָלם ַהזֶׁ

ַזי יֵָּקלּו:  ד ּובֹּ ֱאַמר )שמואל א ב( ִכי ְמַכְבַדי ֲאַכבֵּ נֶׁ ת ַהְבִריֹות, שֶׁ ד אֶׁ  ַהְמַכבֵּ

 

Ben Zoma said:Who is wise? He who learns from every man, as it is said: “From all 

who taught me have I gained understanding” (Psalms 119:99). Who is mighty?  He 

who subdues his [evil] inclination,  as it is said: “He that is slow to anger is better 

than the mighty; and he that rules his spirit than he that takes a city” (Proverbs 

16:3). Who is rich?  He who rejoices in his lot, as it is said: “You shall enjoy the fruit 

of your labors, you shall be happy and you shall prosper” (Psalms 128:2) “You 

shall be happy”  in this world, “and you shall prosper”   in the world to come. Who 

is he that is honored? He who honors his fellow human beings as it is said:  “For I 

honor those that honor Me, but those who spurn Me shall be dishonored” (I Samuel 

2:30). 

 

Wealthy is the man who appreciates and rejoices in his lot. This sounds so simple yet 

how many people could we look at and say, ‘oh yes, this mishna fits him to the tee’.  

Why is the joy of sameach b’chelko so seemingly elusive?  

      

On a somewhat superficial level perhaps one could question how a person is to know 

what their chelek is and when they should or should not be happy with their portion. 

Perhaps a person who is perpetually broke could argue that their chelek should have 

been something else altogether, but because of their own dysfunction they have ended 

up in a completely different life situation. Besides the thorny theological issues that this 



approach would engender it would seem that psychologically there is something far 

deeper at play as to why people don’t live in the constant state of שמח בחלקו.  

       

This approach is hinted to in Rashi towards the beginning of sefer Shemos:  

 

ם אֶ  ֹו ֶאת־ַאְבָרָהִ֖ ר ֱאֹלִהי֙ם ֶאת־ְבִריתֶ֔ ם ַוִיְזכ ֤ ים ֶאת־ַנֲאָקָתָּׁ֑ ע ֱאֹלִהִ֖ ב׃ַוִיְׁשַמ֥ ת־ַיֲעק ָֽ ק ְוֶאָֽ ְַּ֥רא   ת־ִיְצָח֥ ַוַי֥

ים׃ ַַּ֥דע ֱאֹלִהָֽ ִ֖ ל ַוי  ָּׁ֑ ַּ֣י ִיְשָרא  ים ֶאת־ְבנ    ֱאֹלִהִ֖

God heard their moaning, and God remembered His covenant with Abraham and 

Isaac and Jacob. God looked upon the Israelites, and God took notice of them. 

 

What does it mean that וידע אלוקים, that G-d knew? Rashi comments that: 

 

יָניו: ב ְול א ֶהֱעִלים ע  יֶהם ל   וידע אלהים. ָנַתן ֲעל 

AND G-D KNEW — He directed His heart to them and did not hide His eyes from 

them . 

 

In a way, Rashi is describing the process of HKB’H’s liberation of Klal Yisroel as involving, 

as we would say in contemporary parlance, mindfulness. He focused on them, he saw 

them, he connected with them and he refused to remove his ‘gaze’ from them. Rav 

Wolbe (Alei Shur 2:200) establishes this Rashi as essentially the core of all humane and 

righteous behavior - really seeing another person. Stopping to just contemplate one’s 

life or the life of another.  

     

If a person were to be someone who was sameach b’chelko this same two-step process 

would be necessary as well. One would first have to truly be conscious to see the 

beautiful chelek they have been given and once and only once that has happened can 



they rejoice in that chelek. Real simcha can only be an outgrowth of a deep appreciation 

for the simple beauty of one’s life. 

     

I have not spoken about Brian throughout these pages, but I would like to take the 

opportunity to reflect on what I believe was one of his most outstanding characteristics, 

namely his ability to rejoice in his life. He was a person who was ‘makir’ what he had in 

his life and consequentially felt deep and profound joy. 

 

 In 1990 during our first year in Ohr Yerushalayim, he and I would get together with two 

of our friends late on Friday nights to say over some divrei Torah, sing a little, have a 

little mashkeh and just talk deeply about life. At least for me these were really special 

evenings.  

      

During one of these evenings one of the chevra posed the question to the rest of the 

group as to what the most special moment of our lives were up until this point. I do not 

remember mine or the other two guys answer but I do remember distinctly what Brian 

said. He told us that the past year his parents were honored by Hebrew Academy of 

Miami Beach and that the evening felt like an incredible celebration of his amazing 

parents, the Galbut family as a whole, the relationship of the family with the Miami 

Beach community. He spoke about how moving the evening was - friends, school, shul, 

grandparents, parents, cousins, Torah and community activism etc. - all of the pieces of 

his life converging in one snapshot. I remember the look on his face when he spoke 

about his life, family, and community. Was he blessed to have an amazing life - 

absolutely. Even more so he was blessed to have the ability to see and to deeply know 

the blessings that HKB’H had brought to him. That perspective is what allows one to 

experience a life of genuine עשרות.  

 



 משנה יד׳ -פרק ד׳ 

 

ה  ר, ֱהוֵּי גֹולֶׁ יָך ְיַקְימּוָה  ַרִבי ְנהֹוַראי אֹומֵּ רֶׁ ֲחבֵּ יָך, שֶׁ ֹּא ַאֲחרֶׁ ִהיא ָתב ֹּאַמר שֶׁ ִלְמקֹום ּתֹוָרה, ְוַאל ּת

ן )משלי ג(: ל ִביָנְתָך ַאל ִּתָשעֵּ ָך. ְואֶׁ   ְבָידֶׁ

 

Rabbi Nehorai said: go as a [voluntary] exile to a place of Torah and say not that it 

will come after you, for [it is] your fellow [student]s who will make it permanent in 

your hand and “and lean not upon your own understanding” (Proverbs 3:5). 

 

Exile to a place of Torah. To whom does this refer? Most commentators say that this is 

referring to a person who wants to go learn in Yeshiva. He needs to be away. Away from 

the action and excitement, the distractions, the big city, and all that comes with it. There 

is a reason that when Rav Ahron Kotler began a Yeshiva in this country he did so in what 

was then (and perhaps still now) a place in the middle of nowhere. Same with Beis 

Medrash Elyon in Monsey along with many other Torah institutions. Rav Hunter said 

that Yeshiva does not just mean a place to sit but rather implies a place of ישוב הדעת. 

Sometimes that requires a little bit of ‘galus’.  Similarly, many people point out that the 

mishna is emphasizing the necessity of living in a Torah community and to have 

influences in one’s life that encourage growth in Torah and yiras Shamayim.  

      

While these pshatim are undoubtedly true the Tiferes Yisroel says that it’s actually 

something even more specific. Namely that the mishna is encouraging parents to send 

their children away from home -literally to be goleh- so that they can fully grow. He 

speaks so poignantly about the necessity of a young man to be away from home. The 

realization that as long as he is at home, he’s simply doing what his father and the 

family expects as opposed to coming to deep meaning on his own and really claiming 

ownership over his life. The realization that as long as he is home, he is the kid. He’s 

nestled in the proverbial bosom of his parents embrace. As long as he’s just the  ילד in 



the same patterns that he has always existed in then he’ll continue to be treated as the 

 and will continue to only see himself as such. Growth requires some distance and ילד

maturity that are often hard to come by in the home environment.  

      

With that said, it bares noting that the issue of sending a boy away to Yeshiva is not a 

simple one. Rav Wolbe writes in zeriyah u’binyan b’chinuch that parents should not send 

their boys away to a dorm because a child needs the warmth and embrace of his mother 

and if he doesn’t get that from home he will look for that nurturing and attention from a 

different and far less healthy (and potentially dangerous) source.  

      

Which approach is correct? It would seem clear that one can make all sorts of 

distinctions. How old is the boy? Where is he going? What is the child like? What type of 

supervision will he be receiving? Who will his friends be? There are as many variables as 

kids themselves. The only common denominator in any decision of a kids life needs to 

be honesty. Who really is my child? Is a certain Yeshiva, whether it be in town or out of 

town, right for him, or am I sending him to the place that I want my son to go to? Is it 

best for him to spend more time in an out of town Yeshiva or in Eretz Yisroel but I don’t 

want him to because either I will miss him/her too much or I’m afraid that he or she will 

turn out differently than me? This is all part of the process of being chanoch la’naar al pi 

darcho, which sounds easy but is far more complicated in actuality.  

 

Of course, part of a parent’s responsibility is to daven for one’s kids. That process of 

tefillah is important for its own intrinsic value but also because it communicates to one’s 

children that they are the epicenter of their parents emotional and spiritual lives. When 

Brian and Adina were in Yale for medical school they spent several Yom Kippurs in our 

apartment in Washington Heights beginning for the first time in 1997. My daughter 

Ahuva had been born the previous December and Shoshana Galbut (Barishansky) was 



brought into the world in March of that year. As we were rushing out for Kol Nidrei, 

Brian laid Shoshana on his lap, rested his hands on her head and with enormous feeling 

gave her the special beracha that parents bentsch their children with on Erev Yom 

Kippur. Almost 23 years later that scene that was infused with such love, aspirations and 

concern is still etched into my consciousness. This morning Shoshana and Gaby had the 

Bris for their new son, Brian’s first grandson, and I could not help but remember that 

beautiful scene on Erev Yom Kippur from so many years ago.  

 

It’s the depth of emotion in those moments, it’s the absolute identification that often 

exists between parent and child, that make the relationships so incredibly deep and 

enriching but that also make decisions throughout a child’s life so potentially 

complicated. What a blessing to be able to feel so deeply for another person. That love, 

writes Rav Kook, is the greatest expression of HKB’Hs presence in this world and it’s that 

love that continues to live on both during the parents lifetime as well as after the parent 

leaves the world.  

 




