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L E I S U R E    

 

FOR I AM HOLY 
 
   A number of years ago while 

`living in Melbourne Australia, 

Rabbi Yaakov Haber founded a 

Kollel known as the Australian 

Institute of Torah.  

Each year the institute would host a 

Shabbaton to attract non-religious 

Jews. One year the topic for 

discussion at the Shabbatone was 

kedusha (holiness). The Shabbos prior to the Shabbatone Rabbi Haber was concerned. 

Holiness is a very intriguing and important concept and he had not been able to develop a 

down-to-earth message that he felt he would be able to convey. Before he went to sleep he 

prayed that he would be able to find the right message. That Friday evening he had a dream.    

An elderly saintly looking Rabbi that Rabbi Haber had never seen before appeared to him. 

The Rabbi told him not to worry about finding material for his speech for the Shabbatone.    

He told Rabbi Haber that he would teach him whatever he needed to know. The saintly 

Rabbi then explained to him six aspects of kedusha with perfect clarity. In the morning 

Rabbi Haber was ecstatic. The dream was the answer to his prayers. However, when he 

began to review the points he had heard in his dream, he was dismayed that he couldn’t 

remember them clearly. When Rabbi Haber arrived at the kollel shul he saw a new sefer 

(book) on the shelf so he pulled it out and opened it. It was the Nesivas Shalom (chelek 1), 

authored by the Slonimer Rebbe, Rav Shalom Noach Berzovsky zt’l. He was stunned to 

find in the sefer contained a collection of essays about holiness. 

   Some time later, when Rabbi Haber traveled to Eretz Yisroel, he made sure to visit the 

Slonimer Rebbe. When Rabbi Haber introduced himself the Rebbe asked him to recount all 

of the details of his dream. When he completed his account, the Rebbe replied that when he 

wrote the sefer he debated whether or not he should get a haskamah. In the end he decided 

against it because he felt he would not be able to find someone who had studied the depth of 

the topics he had written about as much as he did. But because of that the Rebbe explained 

he was always distressed. But now that he heard Rabbi Haber’s account he was elated to 

realized that in heaven they had obviously accepted his work.  

The following thoughts are adapted from the aforementioned essays of the Nesivos Sholom 

regarding holiness: 

   In Parshas Kedoshim the concept of holiness is mentioned three times:  

 Speak to - דבר אל כל עדת בני ישראל ואמרת אליהם קדושים תהיו כי קדוש אני ה' אלקיכם“ .1

the entire assembly of the Children of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for holy am 

I, Hashem your G-d”.  

2.  After the Torah warns about the severe prohibition of worshipping idolatry the 

verse states, “והתקדשתם והייתם קדושים כי אני ה' אלקיכם – You shall sanctify yourselves and you 

will be holy, for I am Hashem, your G-d.”  

3. At the conclusion of the parsha, after the Torah states that one may not, “render 

your souls abominable” by eating non-kosher birds and any crawling insect, the verse 

states, “והייתם לי קדושים כי קדוש אני ה' ואבדיל אתכם מן העמים להיות לי – You shall be holy for 

Me, for I G-d am holy; and I have separated you from the peoples to be Mine.”  
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   Nesivos Sholom explains that these three verses correspond to the three chief detractions from holiness: Immorality, 

idolatrous beliefs which enervate one’s faith, and partaking of forbidden foods. In regard to these three areas one must 

go beyond the actual prohibitions of the Torah. One must erect personal safeguards and stringencies to ensure that he 

does not fall prey to these egregious sins. 

   Conversely, there are three main sources of holiness from which one can elevate himself: The study of Torah and the 

performance of mitzvos, the holidays and special times which are propitious for spiritual growth, and overcoming 

physical desires and inclinations. The more one transcends his desires for physicality and the pleasures of life the more 

control he maintains over his evil inclination. These three areas represent the cadre of holiness in the life of a Jew. The 

centrality of the commandment of being holy is evident. Becoming a holy, G-dly person is one of the most fundamental 

responsibilities of a Jew. Therefore, it is difficult to comprehend why these concepts seem to fall by the wayside even 

amongst scrupulously observant Jews. 

   The Rebbe explained this enigma by citing a Medrash. The Medrash relates a parable about a king who wanted to 

determine the extent of the allegiance his many servants and sons had to him. He wanted to ascertain who truly loved 

and feared him and accepted his monarchy with reverence. In order to do so, the king ordered an architect to construct a 

palace with an eccentric entranceway. To enter the palace one had to pass through a narrow room, which led into an 

even narrower room, which led to a third even narrower room. One would literally have to squeeze his body, slowly 

pulling and pushing himself through the little room, limb by limb. Beyond the small room was the majestic and opulent 

throne of the king in a vast beautiful royal chamber. When the palace was completed, the king summoned his servants 

and sons. He sat on his throne and waited. He watched as each individual approached walked through the increasingly 

narrower rooms. He watched as some plunged on into the increasingly narrow constraints, while others just walked 

away. Only those who were willing to suffer the pain of the struggle were his true servants and loyalists. The Rebbe 

explained that the narrow rooms symbolize the obligation of a Jew to transform himself into a receptacle of holiness.    

The responsibility of becoming a holy person is arduous. It encompasses every aspect of a person - body, soul, thoughts, 

emotions, desires, and even the things he yearns for. Only one who truly loves his King and wants to be in His embrace 

would accept on himself such a herculean undertaking. It is for this reason that the obligation to be holy is not counted 

among the 613 mitzvos (commandments). Prior to giving the Torah at Sinai, G-d declared to Klal Yisroel, “You shall be  

for Me a kingdom of ministers and a holy nation.”  

   Those words were not stated as an obligatory commandment, but rather as a revelation of G-d’s Will. G-d was 

expressing His newfound expectation that the nation receiving the Torah strive for holiness and devoutness. So too, the 

Torah’s instruction, “You shall be holy, for holy am I, Hashem your G-d”, is a statement of G-d’s expectation of His 

Nation. One’s yearning and striving for holiness is a testament to his love and devotion to his Creator. It demonstrates 

his willingness to undergo the travails and self-abnegation necessary to live an elevated spiritual Torah life. The 

statement that one must be holy is an exhortation, not an actual commandment!  

   One can be completely Torah observant, meticulous in his performance of the mitzvos, and pray with fervor and 

concentration, yet be spiritually loathsome. In the timeless words of Ramban, one can be a “naval b’reshus haTorah- a 

repulsive person with the permission of Torah.” Such a person may keep the letter of the law but has completely 

misunderstood the spirit of the law. My Rebbe, Rabbi Berel Wein, explains that the Torah wants us to realize that 

mitzvos are the building blocks - the stepping stones to achieving the goal of being holy. However, the mitzvos 

therefore are not an end in themselves.  

   The true and intended end and goal is kedoshim – to be holy! The mitzvos are the Torah’s description of the means 

available to achieve that end goal. We must pay great attention to the details, halachos, and minutiae of every mitzvah. 

But many times people become bogged down in the mitzvos without realizing the goal of kedoshim that lies at the heart 

and purpose of mitzvos. The Gemara compares mitzvos to silver, money, and wealth. Just as wealth is only a means to 

do good and achieve a better life and should never be viewed as the end and final goal itself, so too the mitzvos are the 

beginning of the process of human elevation and not the end goal all in itself.  

   All of Jewish history has shown that those who attempted to attain holiness without the means of mitzvos have failed. 

But even punctilious observance of mitzvos does not always guarantee holiness. It is not enough to observe the laws of 

Torah but one must internalize its message.  

   The Torah must be a lodestar, not just a book of guidelines and restrictions. In a sense, the true test of one’s devotion 

and love for G-d can be judged by viewing the extent of one’s efforts to achieve holiness.Therefore, the Torah’s 

instruction that one be holy is not a commandment per se, but a rudimentary prerequisite for performance of all mitzvos. 

“You shall be holy, for holy am I, Hashem, your G-d” 

“You shall be for Me a kingdom of ministers and a holy nation” 



(By Rabbi Doniel Staum, LMSW) 



 



A Good Place to Begin 
“…and you shall love your neighbor as yourself…” (Vayikra 19:18) 

      When a convert requested of Hillel to be taught the entire Torah while standing on one 

foot, Hillel told him, “That which is hateful to you do not do to your friend. All the rest is 

commentary. Go and learn!” (Shabbos 31A) Why did Hillel not say what Rabbi Akiva 

called, “the general rule in the Torah”, “and you should love your neighbor as yourself”? Why did he appeal to the standard of not doing 

what is hateful? A king was concerned that the neighboring nation was planning to attack. He didn’t know whom to trust so he dressed in 

ordinary clothing and crossed the border himself. Happily he found not even a whisper of what he had feared and he was ready to head 

home when something terrible happened. One local citizen studying his face said accusingly, “You’re that king!”       He panicked and ran. 

There was a shout, “Let’s get him!” Soon a giant mob was chasing him. He managed to dodge the hordes till, in desperation, he rapped on 

a random door. An elderly Jew noticing his pitiful state took him in. The king told the old man, we’ll call Abe, that he was a king and he’s 

running for his life. The next concern was, “Where to hide?” Abe took him to a small hall closet where linens are kept. He stuffed the king 

into that tiny place where he could hardly breathe and covered him over with pillows. Suddenly an angry army burst in. They searched the 

usual places and then they opened the closet where the king was hiding. A soldier plunged a sword deeply into each shelf five times before 

they left. When the boots faded into the night he opened the closet again expecting a corpse but when he removed the pillows he found the 

king white like a ghost but unscathed. The sword missed each time within a hair’s breadth. Abe housed him till the search died down. The 

farewell it was with emotion. The king thanked him profusely and promised him that in repayment for his kindliness he would grant Abe 

any request. After the king left,       Abe went to the market but no one accepted his money because they suspected him of having harbored 

the king. Abe had no choice.    He had to flee. He made his way to the king’s palace. Ragged and hungry he shouted to the guards to let 

him in. His request was met with derision but after days of pleading they sent a message that a silly old man named Abe insisted on seeing 

the king. They were surprised by the executive order to rush him in. Before the amazed court they sat together eating luscious fruits and 

being entertained by jesters. The king asked Abe if he had any requests before retiring for the night. Reflecting on the great contrast of 

settings Abe asked the king what it felt like when he was in that closet and the swords were probing. The king’s face became beet red. He 

clapped his hands. Soldiers whisked him away to the dungeon. He stayed there for days in total darkness. He heard constant banging. 

Afterwards soldiers dragged him into a bright sun lit courtyard where a stage had just been built. There was the king seated on the stage 

before a large audience. Abe was led prayerfully to the platform where a noose was slipped over his head. The king raised his hand and a 

man with a black hood grabbed a lever to open the trap door beneath. The King queried, “Any last requests?”    The old Jew tearfully 

asked, “Why? What did I do wrong?” To which the king answered, “Nothing! You asked me how it felt when I was in the closet. Well, this 

is how it felt! If I only explained it, you would never know what it really felt like.” 

   We never know completely what other people really feel because we are locked within our own universe of feelings. We can extrapolate 

from our own experiences, though, since we can know more certainly how we feel. The initiate, however most likely possesses an 

incomplete and yet unripe menu of actions to draw upon. Hillel must have understood that it is probable that everyone has a rich list of 

hurtful episodes to inform him about what not to do and that is a good place to begin.  

(By Rabbi Label Lam) 



 


