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(רש"י) שיתחזק אדם בהם תמיד בכל כחו - (ברכות לב:) ארבעה צריכים חיזוק   

     A Sichah from Maran HaGaon Rav Gershon Edelstein shlita   Parashas Mikeitz 5776 

Success in Torah  

We have discussed recently how a person merits success in 
learning Torah. We have stated two main factors that 
contribute to this success. The first is finding Torah learning 
to be sweet, and the second is to be very interested in Torah 
learning. 

Torah is sweet, as the Passuk in Tehilim (19:11) states, 
“they are more precious than gold and much fine gold, and are 
sweeter than honey and from the drippings of honeycombs.” 
Even if one does not find that it is sweet, he should have 
proper intent in Birkas Ha’Torah when we say, “Make it 
sweet, Hashem our G-d, the words of Your Torah in our 
mouths.” One cannot succeed in Torah learning unless he 
enjoys his Torah learning. If he does not enjoy it, he will be 
bored, and will not be thinking about learning. I remember 
passing by a child who was reviewing his learning, and I saw 
he was clearly enjoying his learning! This sweetness can be 
had even when learning relatively simple subjects, such as 
Gemara with Rashi.      

While a person will be sickened if he eats too much honey, 
a person who learns a lot of Torah will continue to want to 
hear more Torah. People often become immersed in Torah to 
the point that when others speak to them, they do not realize 
it. This is similar to a person who is reading an interesting 
book. When a person learns in such a fashion, where he is 
merely trying to have a simple understanding of the material, 
he may very well become riveted to his learning, to the point 
where he may not even hear a person who is calling him. This 
is as the Or Ha’Chaim writes in Parshas Ki Savo, “If people 
would realize the sweetness and richness of Torah, they 
would go crazy over it!”    

Additionally, we often say people must learn as if what 
they are studying was a new decree of a king that was just 
issued today. Just as everyone is very interested in every 
nuance of this new decree, so too Torah study must be done 
as if was given each day anew. If someone asks a good 
question regarding a Torah topic, we must be curious to know 
the answer! It indeed is very interesting to know the answer to 

such a question. When someone finally provides a good 
answer, it is such a pleasure! Often during these exchanges, 
people learn new Torah insights that they had never known 
before. Sometimes it is a principle that changes how they 
understood many other Torah thoughts. This illustrates how 
interesting it is to learn Torah.                    

I remember that Rav Shach zt”l once wanted to look up a 
Sefer Ha’Terumos, as he quoted a Ramban regarding a certain 
subject. However, in those years, there was no Sefer 
Ha’Terumos in the regular Beis Medrash of the Yeshivah. 
There was only one in the Otzar Sefarim that was temporarily 
locked. The only other Sefer Ha’Terumos we knew of that 
was nearby, was in the house of the Ponevezher Rav. Rav 
Shach was desperately thinking of a way to be able to see the 
Sefer Ha’Terumos. I told him that perhaps he should just wait 
until tomorrow when the Otzar was going to be unlocked. Rav 
Shach replied, “How can I wait until tomorrow? We will just 
have to find the Ramban (as we had a Ramban in the Beis 
Medrash)!” He was only able to rest after he found the 
Ramban. This is the meaning of the Or Ha’Chaim quoted 
above that, “people…would go crazy over it!”   When people 
learn Torah with sweetness and interest, they merit knowing 
and understanding Torah. 

 Toras  Ha’Yirah 

There is another topic that must be addressed which is 
Toras Ha’Yirah (increasing our fear of Heaven). This 
involves learning Mussar Sefarim that give people more Yiras 
Shamayim. A person is obligated to increase his Yiras 
Shamayim, as the Passuk in Devarim (10:20) states, “Es 
Hashem Elokecha Tira” – “Hashem, your G-d, you should 
fear.” Sifrei Mussar give a person knowledge and 
understanding regarding how to practically increase their 
Yiras Shamayim.                            

The Sharei Teshuvah writes in many places that a person 
must increase his Yiras Shamayim on a daily basis. There are 
many levels of Yiras Shamayim. Avraham Avinu was the 
quintessential Yarei Shamayim. This is evident from the 
Passuk in Bereishis (22:12) that states, “Now I know that you 
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are a Yarei Elokim (Shamayim).” While Avraham Avinu was 
clearly G-d fearing before the Akeidah, passing the test of the 
Akeidah raised his level of Yiras Shamayim to perfection.                  

A public person told me that in his position, he is 
constantly approached by people who want him to take 
inappropriate action in order to help them. They pressure him, 
and he knows of those who have failed to withstand the 
pressure. However, he remains steadfast. He told me that this 
is because he learned in Ponevezh, and saw the Yiras 
Shamayim of the Ponevezher Rav and the Mashgiach zt”l. 
Since he saw on their face how scared they were of sin, he too 
is scared of sinning, and is able to withstand the pressures 
exerted upon him.           

I once heard a story about a person who went to visit a 
known righteous person. He came back from his visit 
astounded by the person’s greatness. When people asked him 
why he was astounded, he said that he saw that there is a 
Hashem in the world. His friends asked, didn’t you know that 
already? He replied, “I had heard it said, but I had never seen 
it.” In other words, seeing the conduct of this Tzaddik was 
proof that there was a Hashem in the world.                          

 My father zt”l told me a similar story regarding a Talmid 
Chacham who went to visit an exceptionally righteous 
Tzaddik. When he came back, he was so impressed that he 
proclaimed that he considered himself one of this person’s 
students. His friends asked him, “Don’t you already know the 
entire Shas? How can you say you are his student?!” He 
answered, “While I do know Shas, I see that this person has 
entire Mesechtos of Yiras Shamayim, Ahavas Hashem, and 
Middos Tovos that I do not possess. He knows exactly what 
they are, with many details, and how to fulfill these Mitzvos. I 
do not know all of these things. I am therefore his student to 
learn all of these Mesechtos.”                             

It is well known that Rav Chaim Volozhiner zt”l said to his 
student Rebbi Zundel from Salant (who was the Rebbi of Rav 
Yisrael Salanter), “It is good to learn all Sifrei Mussar, but the 
Sefer Mesilas Yesharim should be your guide.” Mesilas 
Yesharim instructs a person regarding how he should change 
his nature, and to get his nature acclimated to having good 
Middos such as carefulness, alacrity, cleanliness, and other 
positive traits until he reaches holiness.    

One of the sons of the Brisker Rav zt”l testified that the 
Rav used to learn one chapter of Mesilas Yesharim a day. Rav 
Dovid Frankel zt”l once asked this son which chapter of 
Mesilas Yesharim his father had learned that day. The son 
responded that he had learned chapter twenty six, which is the 
last chapter in the Sefer. Rav Dovid replied that he was 
curious to know what he will learn tomorrow, as chapter 
twenty six is the final chapter in the Sefer. His son checked 

the next day, and saw that the Rav had started the Sefer again 
from the beginning. He probably did this for years, and 
finished the Sefer many times. If Rav Chaim Volozhiner says 
that Mesilas Yesharim should be our guide, then that is the 
only advice one can follow. This helped make the Brisker Rav 
into the Brisker Rav – the education of the Mesilas Yesharim.  

There is another story regarding the childhood of the 
Brisker Rav. His father, Rav Chaim Brisker zt”l, saw him 
learning the Sefer Chovos Ha’Levavos. He encouraged him to 
keep learning Chovos Ha’Levavos, “as it is the Shulchan 
Aruch of Yiddishkeit!” The Shulchan Aruch that we learn is 
primarily regarding what we must and must not do, and how 
we must or must not do things. The Chovos Ha’Levavos is the 
Shulchan Aruch of the heart, meaning how we must and must 
not think. This type of learning is not only for pious people, 
but rather it is an obligation for everyone to learn Mussar. 
This is why the Sefer is called Chovos Ha’Levavos, as it is a 
“duty of the heart” to learn how one must think. 

Many of the primary Sifrei Mussar contain similar ideas, 
and the topics are merely organized in different ways. It is 
well known that the Mesilas Yesharim is organized based on 
the Beraisa of Rebbi Pinchas ben Yair. However, the same 
ideas appear in Chovos Ha’Levavos. If a person does not 
learn Mussar, he is lacking in his fulfillment of the Torah. 

This is why the Yeshivos have a Mussar Seder, and why it 
is so important. The Chafetz Chaim writes in a letter 
published in his Sefer Beis Yisroel (ch.9), “Without learning 
Mussar, we cannot be sure that Hashem’s Torah, and our fear 
of Him, will be upheld.” If people come late to Mussar Seder, 
or they do not utilize it properly, it is a great loss. They lose 
the ability to properly observe the Shulchan Aruch of the 
heart.                        

Perfection in Middos    

The Gemara at the end of Meseches Makos states, “Six 
hundred thirteen Mitzvos were told to Moshe (Rabeinu). 
David then made them into eleven… Yeshayah made then 
into six… Chavakuk  made them into one, as the Pasuk states, 
“And a righteous one will live with his Emunah.” Rashi there 
explains, “In the beginning, people were righteous, and were 
able to accept many Mitzvos. However, the later generations 
were not so righteous, and if they would try to uphold all of 
them, there would be nobody who would be deemed 
meritorious. David therefore made them into eleven, so that 
they should keep these eleven Mitzvos and be meritorious. 
The same applies to the later generations (of Yeshayah and 
Chavakuk).”           
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This Gemara requires explanation. Did David Ha’Melech 
really lessen the amount of Mitzvos that we are required to 
do?! We must perform all of the Mitzvos, as none of the 
Mitzvos become obsolete! Rather, the commentaries explain, 
David Ha’Melech meant that while we must keep all of the 
Mitzvos, there are eleven types of good Middos and pious 
behaviors that we can do to ensure that we keep the Torah, as 
they help us prepare to do the Mitzvos. If we strengthen 
ourselves in these areas, we will be able to perform the 
Mitzvos properly.        

This is as Rav Chaim Vital writes in Sharei Kedushah that 
the Torah does not explicitly prohibit many types of bad 
Middos. Even though we do find that the Torah prohibits a 
king from being “haughtier than his brothers,” we do not find 
prohibitions against having bad Middos (such as anger or 
jealousy). Rav Chaim Vital explains that this is because 
having good Middos is a prerequisite for keeping the Torah. 
For example, when a person does not properly fulfill the 
Mitzvah of loving his friend as he loves himself, every 
Mitzvah he does is lacking in perfection.  

This is as the Ramban in Vayikra (18:5) writes that the 
reward a person receives when he performs a Mitzvah, is 
dependent on the intent that he had when he performed the 
Mitzvah. If his intent is to perform the Mitzvah l’Shem 
Shamayim, he receives much reward, as opposed to a person 
who performs the Mitzvah Shelo Lishmah, who receives a 
small amount of reward. A middle ground is a person who 
performs a Mitzvah in order that he should have a portion in 
Olam Haba. The Gemara in Pesachim says that such a person 
is deemed to be a “Tzaddik” – “righteous.” However, his 
reward is not as great as a person who performs a Mitzvah 
simply because this is the will of Hashem (i.e. and not in 
order to receive reward). We see that the word “Tzaddik” 
does not refer to the highest level of righteousness from the 
Mishnah in Avos (6:1) that states regarding a person who 
learns Torah Lishmah that his Torah, “prepares him to be a 
Tzaddik, Chasid, Yashar, and Ne’eman.” The general rule is 
that the Mishnah starts from the smallest praise to the biggest 
praise, indicating that “Tzaddik” is the lowest of these four 
levels. Only a person who does Mitzvos Lishmah can possibly 
become a Chasid, Yashar, and even a Ne’eman.                

Once we see that one’s performance of Mitzvos depends 
on how much he has perfected his Middos; we can now 
understand the meaning of the statement, “David Ha’Melech 
made them into eleven.”  This means that he cited eleven 
Middos that would help a person perfect his observance of 
Mitzvos. Even though some of them were beyond the letter of 
the law, David Ha’Melech was indicating that if people would 

have these attributes, they would end up perfecting their 
Mitzvah performance.  

It is therefore imperative for people to work on fixing their 
Middos. The Rambam writes in Hilchos Teshuvah (7:3) that 
just as a person must repent from sin, so too he must repent 
from “bad ideology.” In other words, if a person has bad 
Middos, even if he was born with faulty character traits, he 
must strive to perfect them. Some people lack love for their 
fellow Jew, are jealous of others, and want honor. A person 
must change this type of bad nature.                            

People find it difficult to fight their nature. They excuse 
themselves from this battle by saying, “I was born this way 
and there is nothing I can do about it.” This is incorrect. Even 
if a person was born this way, and therefore he did not sin to 
become this way, a person must remove from himself all 
“Chet.” While we usually translate “Chet” as sin, it can also 
mean lack (see Melachim 1, 1:21, and Rashi there). A person 
must fix any area in which he is spiritually deficient. He must 
find ways to combat this nature in Mesilas Yesharim and 
Chovos Ha’Levavos, or other Mussar Sefarim.  

For example, if a person does not love other Jews, he 
should start involving himself in acts of Chesed. The more he 
performs these acts of Chesed, the more his love for his 
fellow Jews will increase. [See the comments of Rambam to 
this effect in Avos ch. 4 regarding the Mishnah “Everything is 
based on the number of actions.”]      

The Sharei Teshuvah (3:36) writes regarding the 
prohibitions against refraining from giving charity, “[The 
Passuk states] Do not hold back your heart and do not close 
your hand.” This is a warning against letting our soul become 
cruel, as we must instead plant in it pleasant trees, such as 
mercy and true Chesed, as the Passuk states, “And you will go 
in His ways.” This is an obligation that good Middos should 
be rooted in our hearts, and we must strengthen our kindness 
and mercy.       

The Gemara in Bava Metzia (85a) states that Rebbi had 
afflictions for thirteen years. Once he saw a calf being led out 
to slaughter, and the calf ran under Rebbi’s clothes (as it 
apparently understood it was being led to be slaughtered). 
However, Rebbi pushed it out and said, “This is the purpose 
of your creation.” This lack of mercy enabled the afflictions 
to commence. His afflictions ended when his maid wanted to 
sweep some mice out of the house, and he stopped her by 
saying, “And His mercy is on all of His creations.”                

A regular person who would not have mercy on Hashem’s 
creations (in a way where he would transgress a prohibition, 
unlike Rebbi who is only considered to have transgressed to 
his very high spiritual level, see below) would not receive 
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punishment in this world. Rather, he would be punished in 
Gehinnom. However, Hashem has mercy on the righteous, 
and afflicts them in this world, in order that they should not 
have any sins for which they have to go to Gehinnom after 
they die. However, evildoers have a good life in this world 
and go to Gehinnom after they die. This is as the Passuk 
states, “And He pays his haters to destroy them.” The 
afflictions that Rebbi received were to ensure that he would 
not receive any Gehinnom at all. This includes the “sins” that 
Hashem considered him to have performed on his very high 
spiritual level, as we know that Hashem is very exacting with 
those who are righteous.            

People can only hope to perfect their Middos if they have a 
daily Mussar Seder. Just as a person must taste the sweetness 
of Torah and be interested in it, in order to be successful in 

Torah study, so too one must feel the sweetness of Mussar, 
and be curious to understand it, in order for it to be effective. 
If people will say the words of Mussar out loud with intent 
and in the traditional lamenting tune used for learning Mussar 
in Yeshivos, it will be very effective. However, even if people 
do not do this, learning Mussar can be very effective, and can 
change a person’s bad nature.                                                  

May we all merit perfection in Avodas Hashem!             

 

 
 

(This discourse was delivered in Kislev 5776.) 
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