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In this week’s parsha, parshas Toldos, we read (Bereishis 
יושב :(27 ,25 ויעקב איש תם  ציד איש שדה  יודע  ויהי עשו איש   “ויגדלו הנערים 

 the lads grew and Eisav became a man skilled at—אהלים”
hunting, a man of the field; while Yaakov was a wholesome 
man, dwelling in tents.  Rashi comments: As long as they were 
small, they were indistinguishable in their deeds; and no one 
could distinguish in them their true natures.  Once they turned 
thirteen years old, this one set out for the Batei-Midrash, and 
the other one set out for idol-worship.  Rashi’s source is the 
Midrash (B.R. 63, 10):

מבית  באים  ושניהם  הספר  לבית  הולכים  שניהם  שנה  י”ג  כל  הנערים...  “ויגדלו 

הספר, לאחר י”ג שנה, זה היה הולך לבתי מדרשות, וזה היה הולך לבתי עבודת כוכבים. 

אמר רבי אלעזר צריך אדם להיטפל בבנו עד י”ג שנה, מיכן ואילך צריך שיאמר, ברוך 

שפטרני מעונשו של זה”.  

Throughout the first thirteen years, they both went to 
school, and they both returned from school.  After the first 
thirteen years, this one went to the Batei Midrash, and this 
one went to the houses of idol-worship.  Rabbi Elazar said: 
A man needs to take care of his son until the age of thirteen; 
thereafter, he must say, “Blessed is the One Who released me 
from this one’s punishment.”  

Indeed, this is the basis of the time-honored Jewish minhag 
brought down by the great possek, the Rama (O.C. 225, 2): מי“ 

של מעונשו  שפטרני  העולם  מלך  אלקינו  ה’  אתה  ברוך  יברך,  מצוה  בר  בנו   שנעשה 

ומלכות” שם   בלא  לברך  וטוב   when someone’s son becomes—זה, 
Bar-Mitzvah, he should recite the berachah: “Blessed are 
You, Hashem, our G-d, King of the Universe, who released me 
from this one’s punishment.” And it is preferable to recite 
the berachah omitting the divine name and the description 
of kingship.  The Rama cites as his sources the Midrash quoted 
above and the practice of the Maharil.  As to why he concludes that 

it is preferable to omit the name of Hashem and the words “King of 
the Universe,” his rationale is based on the writings of the Darkei 
Moshe (ibid. 1): I find it difficult to impose a berachah that is 
not mentioned in the Gemara or the “poskim.”  

The Magen Avraham’s Explanation 
 regarding the Berachah “ברוך שפטרני”

The Magen Avraham explains the intent and significance of 
the berachah: ”זה של  מעונשו  שפטרני   Blessed is the One“--“ברוך 
Who released me from this one’s punishment.”  With this 
berachah, the father is expressing his gratitude to Hashem for 
being released from the obligation to educate his son; for the son 
is now independently obligated to fulfill and observe all of the 
mitzvos.  Furthermore, from that day forward, the father is no 
longer punishable for his son’s transgressions.  Notwithstanding, 
it is important to note the Mishnah Berurah’s (ibid. 7) warning 
concerning the father’s significant responsibility even after his 
son’s Bar-Mitzvah: 

“ודע דאף על פי ששוב אין עליו ענין חינוך, מכל מקום יש על האב מצות הוכחה 

כשרואה שאינו מתנהג כשורה, וכשאינו מוחה בידיו נענש עליו דלא גרע משאר ישראל, 

ואינו  ביתו  באנשי  למחות  לו  שיש  מי  כל  נד:(,  )שבת  ז”ל  חכמינו  שאמרו  מה  וכידוע 

מוחה נתפס בעון אנשי ביתו, וכל מי שיש לו למחות באנשי עירו ואינו מוחה וכו’”.  

Know that even though he is no longer obligated with the 
boy’s “chinuch”; nevertheless, the father is still obligated by 
the mitzvah of reproof, in the event he sees that his son is not 
behaving properly.  If he fails to object to his son’s actions, he is 
punished; for it is no different than for any other Jew.  For, we 
are familiar with Chazal’s statement (Shabbas 54b): “Anyone 
who should reprove the members of his household and does 
not, is accountable for their transgressions; and anyone who 
should reprove the people of his city and does not, etc.”
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In truth, I have always been troubled by the Magen Avraham’s 
rationale.  It seems inconceivable that Chazal would institute a 
berachah whereby a father expresses his gratitude to Hashem that 
from the day of the Bar-Mitzvah forward, the boy’s punishments 
will fall on his own head rather than on the father’s.  After all, it is 
every father’s wish that his son will engage in Torah-study and serve 
Hashem properly and diligently, without the taint of sin.  So, how 
can a father utter the words: ”ברוך שפטרני מעונשו של זה“?  Seemingly, he 
should lament that his son is now culpable not recite a berachah!  

Let us propose an explanation for the opinion of the Magen 
Avraham.  The reason a father is obligated to teach his children 
Torah and mitzvos is so that they will become accustomed to serve 
Hashem while they are young.  As a result, they will continue to serve 
Hashem throughout their lives.  In the words of the wisest of all men 
(Mishlei 22, 6): ”חנוך לנער על פי דרכו גם כי יזקין לא יסור ממנה“—train the 
youth according to his way; even when he grows old, he will not 
swerve from it.  Thus, it should be evident that if a father failed 
to inculcate in his children the ways of Torah and “yirah,” not only 
will he be punished for their childhood transgressions, but he will 
also be held accountable for their lifelong transgressions.  For, it is 
ultimately his fault that they sinned, because he did not educate 
them properly in the ways of the Torah.  

Now, let us examine that which is written in parshas Vayigash 
(Bereishis 44, 32): כי עבדך ערב את הנער מעם אבי לאמר, אם לא אביאנו אליך“ 

הימים” כל  לאבי   because your servant took responsibility—וחטאתי 
for the youth from my father saying, “If I do not bring him to 
you then I will have sinned to my father for all time.”  The Tiferet 
Shlomo views this passuk as an allusion to the mitzvah of educating 
one’s children.  This is what a Jew says to his Father in Heaven: 
“Because your servant took responsibility for the youth.”  Every 
Jew becomes a guarantor to HKB”H, accepting responsibility for 
inculcating in his child the ways of the Torah and service of Hashem.  
For, “if I do not bring him to you”—bringing him closer to his Father 
in Heaven by means of Torah and Mitzvos; “then I will have sinned to 
my father for all time”—all of my child’s transgressions, throughout 
his lifetime will be my fault, for not having taught him properly.  

This then is the way to understand the words of the Magen 
Avraham.  The father expresses his gratitude to Hashem with the 
berachah: ”ברוך שפטרני“—for having had the privilege to educate his 
child in the ways of Torah and mitzvos throughout his childhood.  
Therefore, from this day forward, he should no longer be held 
accountable for his son’s sins.  For, from the aspect of “chinuch,” this 
young man has been fully equipped to follow in the ways of Torah and 
“yirah”; and even should he sin, chas v’shalom, he will surely perform 
proper teshuvah, and Hashem will assist him and forgive him.  

It Is Our Minhag to Recite “ברוך שפטרני”
after the Boy Is Called Up to the Torah

Now, the Rama does not indicate when the proper time for the 
father to recite the berachah of  ”ברוך שפטרני“ is.  We learn from the 
Ben Ish Chai  that it is the minhag of our Sephardic brothers to 
recite this berachah during the meal.  Here is what he writes: 

“הזכר יתחייב במצות בן י”ג שנה ויום אחד, על כן ביום הראשון של שנת י”ד יתפוס 

בלבבו.  ומלכות  שם  ויהרהר  זה,  של  מענשו  שפטרני  ברוך  ויאמר  בידו,  בנו  את  האב 

ויזמין בה תלמידי חכמים, וירבה בסעודה  וישתדל לעשות סעודה לאוהבים וריעים, 

ושמחה כיד ה’ הטובה עליו, שמסעודה זו יהיה סניגוריא גדולה על ישראל, שיאמרו 

מליצי יושר לפני הקב”ה, רבונו של עולם ראה בניך כמה הם שמחים על אשר נכנסים 

בעול מצותיך, וסעודה זו נקראת סעודת מצוה.

והיושבים  הסעודה,  בתוך  אותה  האב  ויאמר  ומלכות,  שם  בלי  הנזכרת  והברכה 

יברכו את הבן שיזכה לתורה ויראת שמים וקיום המצות, והגדולים שבקרואים יניחו 

תורה,  בדברי  לדרוש  הבן  יודע  ואם  כהנים,  בברכת  אותו  ויברכו  ראשו  על  ידיהם 

ידרוש דבר בעתו מה טוב, ואם לאו ידרוש האב, ואם לאו ידרוש תלמיד חכם אחד מן 

הקרואים”.

A male becomes obligated in mitzvos at the age of thirteen 
years old and one day.  Therefore, on the first day of his 
fourteenth year, a father should grab his son by the hand and 
say: “Blessed is the One Who released me from this one’s 
punishment.”  He should contemplate the divine name and 
Kingship silently in his heart.  He should make an effort to 
make a meal for those dear to him and his friends; he should 
invite Torah-scholars; and he should indulge in the meal and 
in rejoicing, as is befitting the kindness Hashem has bestowed 
upon him.  For, this meal should illustrate Yisrael’s tremendous 
merit.  It will allow their heavenly advocates to say to HKB”H, 
“Master of the Universe, see how much Your children rejoice 
when they accept the burden of Your mitzvos.”  Hence, this is 
referred to as a meal associated with a mitzvah.  

The berachah that is recited without  the divine name and 
mention of Kingship is recited by the father during the meal.  
Those in attendance bless the boy that he will merit Torah-
study, fear of Heaven and the fulfillment of mitzvos.  Those of 
higher esteem should place their hands on his head and recite 
the Birkat Kohanim.  If the son knows how to expound on 
words of Torah, he should expound on a topic that is timely and 
appropriate.  If not, the father should expound; if he cannot do 
so, one of the Torah-scholars in attendance should do so.  

It is our minhag, however, to recite this berachah after the Bar-
Mitzvah boy is called up to the Torah.  Apparently, this practice is 
based on the words of the Maharil cited by the Rama.  After all, the 
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majority of the minhagim established by the Rama are founded on 
the teachings of the Maharil.  Apropos this minhag, the Maharil’s 
pupil attests to the fact that when his mentor’s son became a Bar-
Mitzvah and was called up to the Torah, he recited the berachah: 
זה”.  של  מעונשו  פטרני  אשר  העולם  מלך  אלקינו  ה’  אתה   ,He does not  “ברוך 
however, explain his underlying reason for doing so.  

We can deduce the rationale for this minhag, however, from 
what the Magen Avraham (O.C. 225, 4) writes in the name of the 
Divrei Chamudos (Berachos 89, 30).  It was customary to recite 
the berachah of ”שפטרני  either after the young man prayed “ברוך 
before the ark or after he was called up to the Torah.  For, it was 
then apparent to the public that he was already a Bar-Mitzvah, 
obligated to perform and observe the mitzvos.  

We can add a praiseworthy reason for the practice of reciting 
 after the boy has been called up to the Torah based “ברוך שפטרני”
on what we have learned in the Gemara (Kiddushin 30b): כך“ 

אתם ואם  תבלין,  תורה  לו  ובראתי  הרע  יצר  בראתי  בני  לישראל,  להם  אמר   הקב”ה 

 ,Thus has HKB”H said to Yisrael --עוסקים בתורה אין אתם נמסרים בידו”
“My son, I have created the yetzer hara, and I have created 
Torah as its antidote.  If you engage in Torah-study, you will 
not be delivered into its hand.”  Here it states explicitly that it 
is impossible to overcome or withstand the yetzer hara except by 
engaging in Torah-study.  It turns out, therefore, that the true test 
to determine whether or not the father educated his son properly 
is to see if he taught him to engage in Torah-study.  

Hence, it is the time-honored Jewish minhag for the father to recite 
the berachah specifically after the boy has been called up to the Torah 
and proclaims with great joy the berachah: אשר בחר בנו מכל העמים ונתן“ 

תורתו” את   Who chose us from among all of the nations and—לנו 
gave us His Torah.  Subsequently, after having been called up to the 
Torah, the boy recites: ”אשר נתן לנו תורת אמת וחיי עולם נטע בתוכנו“—Who 
gave us the Torah of truth and instilled in us eternal life.  After 
his son has praised HKB”H, the father can then rejoice and say: ברוך“ 

 He is confident that he will not be punished for  .שפטרני מעונשו של זה”
his son’s transgressions, since he taught him properly to study and 
value the Torah.  Thus, the young man is assured of being able to 
overcome the yetzer hara throughout his life.  

Rabeinu HaKadosh Began Torah She’b’al Peh 
with the Mitzvah of Krias Shema

Following this line of reasoning, let us rise to the occasion 
and elaborate further on the rationale for our minhag of having 
the father recite ”ברוך שפטרני“ only after the Bar-Mitzvah boy has 
been called up to the Torah.  The great author of the Chiddushei 

HaRim, in sefer HaZakus (page 83, Maseches Berachos), explains 
why Rabeinu HaKadosh began Torah she’b’al peh with the mitzvah 
of the evening Krias Shema (Berachos 2a): שמע את  קורין   “מאימתי 

 when is Shema recited in the evenings?  It is because—בערבין”
the very first mitzvah a Jew fulfills  upon becoming a Bar-Mitzvah 
is the mitzvah of Krias Shema, during the Arvis service, at the 
beginning of the night.  This concludes his sacred remarks.  

This idea is also presented in the writings of the great Rabbi 
Tzaddok HaKohen of Lublin, zy”a, in Tzidkat HaTzaddik (4): 
 “מצוה ראשונה שנתחייב האדם כשנעשה בן שלש עשרה שנה, הוא קריאת שמע של

 the first mitzvah that a man is obligated to perform—ערבית”
upon becoming thirteen years old is Krias Shema of Arvis.  At 
the end of the sefer Meishiv Tzedek, Rabbi Tzaddok writes that 
he expounded this chiddush on the day of his own Bar-Mitzvah.  
As mentioned, however, the Chiddushei HaRim adds that it is 
precisely for this reason that Rabeinu HaKadosh began Torah 
she’b’al peh with the mitzvah of Krias Shema of Arvis.  

To expand on this explanation, let us add a spicy tidbit based on the 
following Mishnah (Berachos 13a): אמר רבי יהושע בן קרחה, למה קדמה פרשת“ 

 שמע לוהיה אם שמוע, כדי שיקבל עליו עול מלכות שמים תחילה ואחר כך מקבל עליו עול

 Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korchah said: Why does the passage—מצוות”
of ״שמע״ precede that of ״והיה אם שמוע״?  So that a person should first 
accept upon himself the yoke of the sovereignty of Heaven and 
afterwards accept upon himself the yoke of mitzvos.  

This is why HKB”H, the grand orchestrator, arranged for a 
Bar-Mitzvah boy’s first mitzvah to be the mitzvah of Krias Shema.  
After all, turning thirteen years old and becoming a Bar-Mitzvah 
signifies that this young man has now accepted the yoke of mitzvos.  
Therefore, it is only fitting that he recite Krias Shema so that he “will 
first accept upon himself the yoke of the kingship of Heaven 
and afterwards accept upon himself the yoke of mitzvos.”  

When a Child Can Speak His Father  
Should Teach Him Torah and Krias Shema

I was struck by a wonderful idea concerning the minhag to 
recite ”ברוך שפטרני“ after calling the Bar-Mitzvah boy up to the Torah.  
Our blessed sages teach us a fundamental principle regarding the 
“chinuch” of our children.  The first thing that a father should teach 
his child when he begins to speak is Torah and Krias Shema.  We 
learn this in the Gemara (Succah 42a): 

תפילין,  לשמור  בציצית,  חייב  להתעטף  בלולב,  חייב  לנענע  היודע  קטן  רבנן  “תנו 

אביו לוקח לו תפילין, יודע לדבר, אביו לומדו תורה וקריאת שמע, תורה מאי היא, אמר 

רב המנונא, )דברים לג-ד( תורה צוה לנו משה מורשה קהלת יעקב, קריאת שמע מאי היא, 

פסוק ראשון”. כלומר הפסוק הראשון )שם ו-ד(: “שמע ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”. 

Parshas Toldos 5777 | 3



The Rabbis taught in a Baraita: A minor who knows how 
to wave is obligated in the mitzvah of lulav; to wrap himself 
with a tallit, he is obligated in the mitzvah of tzitzit; to protect 
the tefillin, his father should buy him tefillin; how to talk, 
his father should teach him Torah and Krias Shema.  What 
is meant here by “Torah”?  Rav Hamnuna said: The passuk ״ 

 What is meant here by “Krias  תורה צוה לנו משה מורשה קהלת יעקב״
Shema”?  The first passuk—in other words, the passuk: שמע“ 

  .ישראל ה’ אלקינו ה’ אחד”

To explain why Chazal chose these two mitzvos specifically—
Torah and Krias Shema—let us refer to the Agra D’Kallah on this 
week’s parsha.  He addresses Yitzchak Avinu’s remark to the wicked 
Eisav (Bereishis 27, 2): ”ויאמר הנה נא זקנתי לא ידעתי יום מותי“-- and he 
said, “See, now, I have aged; I know not the day of my death.”  In 
his own, sacred way, he explains Yitzchak Avinu’s profound intent 
based on what we have learned in the Gemara (Berachos 5a): 

“אמר רבי שמעון בן לקיש, לעולם ירגיז אדם יצר טוב על יצר הרע, שנאמר )תהלים 

אמרו  )שם(  שנאמר  בתורה,  יעסוק  לאו  ואם  מוטב,  נצחו  אם  תחטאו.  ואל  רגזו  ד-ה( 

בלבבכם. אם נצחו מוטב, ואם לאו יקרא קריאת שמע, שנאמר )שם( על משכבכם. אם 

נצחו מוטב, ואם לאו יזכור לו יום המיתה, שנאמר )שם( ודומו סלה”. 

Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: A person should constantly 
agitate his yetzer tov to fight against his yetzer hara . . . If he 
vanquishes it, fine; but if not, he should engage it in Torah 
study . . . If he vanquishes it, fine; but if not, he should recite 
“Krias Shema” . . . If he vanquishes it, fine; but if not, he should 
remind himself of the day of death.  

We learn from this passage that three strategies exist for 
overcoming the yetzer hara:  a) Torah, b) “Krias Shema” and c) 
contemplating the day of one’s death.  We find a very nice allusion 
regarding this teaching in the words of the wisest of all men (Mishlei 
ה’ היא תקום” :(21 ,19 ועצת   many thoughts are—“רבות מחשבות בלב איש 
in a man’s heart, but only the advice of Hashem will prevail.  
The Lachmei Todah provides us with the following interpretation of 
the passuk: ”רבות מחשבות בלב איש“—the yetzer hara introduces many 
thoughts contemplating possible transgressions in a man’s heart; 
 but Hashem’s advice to overcome and thwart the—“ועצת ה’ היא תקום”
yetzer is by means of תקו”ם —which is an abbreviation for: ת’ורה ק’ריאת“ 

  .Torah, Krias Shema and the day of one’s death—שמע ו’יום מ’יתה”

It Is More Effective to Overcome the Yetzer 
by Using Both Torah and Krias Shema

The commentaries ask an obvious question. If the strategy 
of considering the day of one’s death is so effective—seeing as it 
works even when the first two suggestions fail—why don’t the 

sages recommend utilizing this strategy immediately from the get-
go?  Seemingly, this would guarantee victory over the yetzer hara.  

The Agra D’Kallah (Toldos) provides an answer.  There is a 
concern that contemplating the day of one’s death will lead to 
sadness; this will prevent the person from serving Hashem in a state 
of “simchah”—joy and happiness—resulting in the loss of “ruach 
hakodesh.”  Hence, it is preferable to try to eliminate the yetzer first 
by engaging in Torah study and by reciting “Krias Shema.”  Both of 
these activities lead to service of Hashem with “simchah,” in keeping 
with the passuk (Tehillim 19, 9):  פקודי ה’ ישרים משמחי לב, מצות ה’ ברה“ 

 the orders of Hashem are upright, gladdening the—מאירת עינים”
heart; the mitzvah of Hashem is clear, illuminating the eyes.  If 
these two strategies fail to thwart the yetzer, then a person should 
resort to the third option—recalling the day of death—even if 
sadness ensues.  For it is preferable to experience sadness than to 
succumb to the persuasions of the yetzer and violate the precepts of 
the Torah.  Here are the sacred words of the Agra D’Kallah:

נצחו  הרע,  יצר  על  טוב  יצר  אדם  ירגיז  לעולם  ז”ל,  חכמינו  בדברי  שאמרו  מה 

מוטב... ואם לאו יזכיר לו יום המיתה, הוא רפואה בדוקה יותר מקריאת שמע ותורה, 

וינצל מכל רע. אך הוא בוודאי שאינו מהראוי  לו תיכף  יזכיר  מה היא המניעה שלא 

לעורר יראה פחותה הלזו המביאה לידי עצבות, אם לא על צד ההכרח שיראה שאין 

עוזר לו נגד היצר הרע.

על כן מוטב לו לבוא לידי עצבות, ולא יעבור על התורה לשמוע לעצת היצר הרע, 

אבל כל זמן שיש באפשרי לעמוד נגד יצר הרע באיזה תחבולה אחרת, ירחיק את עצמו 

מיראת העונש ומזכרון יום המיתה, בכדי שלא יבוא לידי עצבות, כי על ידי זה ירע לבבו 

ולא יעבוד את השי”ת בשמחה, ויסתלק ממנו הרוח הקודש”.

This then is the interpretation of Yitzchak’s remark to Eisav: 
מותי” יום  ידעתי  לא  זקנתי  נא   and he said, “See, now, I have --“הנה 
aged; I know not the day of my death.”  Now, it is well-known 
that Yitzchak Avinu served Hashem with fear and reverence, as 
it is written (Bereishis 31, 42):  ”יצחק ופחד  אברהם   the G-d—“אלקי 
of Avraham and the Dread of Yitzchak.  Thus, we might have 
thought mistakenly that he achieved and maintained his attribute 
of “yirah”—fear--by constantly contemplating the day of death 
and the fear of punishment.  

Therefore, Yitzchak Avinu revealed to all future generations 
the source of his “yirah” with the following statement:  ויאמר הנה“ 

 In other words, even though I have aged, I  .נא זקנתי לא ידעתי יום מותי”
have successfully combated the yetzer hara without ever having to 
contemplate the day of my death; for that might have occasioned 
sadness.  Instead, I overcame it by engaging in Torah-study and 
the mitzvah of “Krias Shema”—which are associated with the 
“simchah” of having performed a mitzvah.  Both of these endeavors 
result in the service of Hashem with “simchah” and reverence.  
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This is far more preferable than merely serving Hashem out of fear 
of punishment.  This concludes his explanation.  

“Length of days is at its right; 
at its left is wealth and honor”

As a loyal servant, in the presence of his masters, I would like to 
add a tidbit of my own to their magnificent explanations.  Why did 
Yitzchak Avinu choose to allude to this matter specifically in this 
manner: “I know not the day of my death”?  He alluded to the fact 
that he did not have to contemplate the day of his death in order 
to overcome the yetzer precisely at the moment that he intended 
to bestow the Berachos upon Eisav.  As an introduction, we will 
interpret Shlomo HaMelech’s words of praise regarding the Torah 
(Mishlei 3, 16): ”אורך ימים בימינה בשמאלה עושר וכבוד“-- length of days 
is at its right; at its left is wealth and honor.  

Now, we have learned in the Gemara (Nedarim 64b) that a poor 
person is considered to be like a dead person.  For, sometimes HKB”H 
cuts a person’s life short, chas v’shalom, so that he will envision the 
imminent day of his death.  This daunting thought will motivate him 
to perform teshuvah, thereby overcoming the yetzer and correcting 
his ways.  Similarly, HKB”H may see that a particular person will not 
be able to overcome his yetzer if surrounded by wealth, in keeping 
with the passuk (Devarim 32, 15): ”ויבעט ישורון   Yeshurun --“וישמן 
became fat and kicked, i.e. affluence causes people to become lax 
and even rebellious in the service of Hashem.  This prompts HKB”H 
to subject him to poverty; as such, he will be like a dead person, 
so that he will contemplate the day of death, submit to the will of 
Hashem and avoid the temptations of the yetzer.  

Accordingly, if a person succeeds in overcoming the yetzer hara 
by means of Torah-study, he will no longer need to contemplate 
the day of death by means of shortening his life or becoming poor.  
This then is the message being conveyed by the wisest of all men 
with regards to the merits of the Torah: “Length of days is at its 
right”—a person who engages in Torah-study is privileged to live 
a long life, because his life does not need to be cut short in order to 
arouse him to perform teshuvah by contemplating the day of death.  
Furthermore: “At its left is wealth and honor”—because he does 
not need to be subjected to poverty in order to be considered like 
a dead man in order to overcome the yetzer.  

This explains very nicely why Yitzchak Avinu chose to deliver this 
message to Eisav prior to giving him the Berachos: “See, now, I have 
aged; I know not the day of my death.”  He wished to give him 
the Berachos, so that he would not suffer from poverty or neediness.  
This is only possible for someone on the level of Yitzchak Avinu, who 

engages in Torah-study, and does not need to resort to contemplating 
the day of his death.  Otherwise, he would need to experience poverty 
and be like a dead person in order to defeat his yetzer.  

Therefore, as a prelude to the Berachos, Yitzchak explained: 
“See, now, I have aged; I know not the day of my death”—I did 
not have to contemplate the day of my death, because I overcame 
the yetzer by studying Torah.  He wished to teach Eisav this vital 
lesson--that receiving and maintaining the Berachos hinge on this 
condition.  In the end, it was orchestrated from above that the 
wicked Eisav would not receive the Berachos.  In his stead, Yaakov 
Avinu, who dwelled in the tents of Torah, was deemed to be the 
suitable recipient of the Berachos.  

“And you shall choose life, 
so that you will live--you and your offspring”

Here is a precious gem from the writings of the Panim Yafos 
(Nitzavim).  He focuses on HKB”H’s statement to Yisrael (Devarim 
 see, I—“ראה נתתי לפניך היום את החיים ואת הטוב ואת המות ואת הרע”  :(15 ,30
have placed before you today life and good, and death and evil.  
HKB”H concludes His statement with the words (ibid. 19):  ובחרת“ 

 and you shall choose life, so that you—בחיים למען תחיה אתה וזרעך”
will live--you and your offspring.  It seems unimaginable that 
a person would not choose to live.  So, why does HKB”H have to 
request of man to choose life?  

First he explains why it is preferable to overcome the yetzer by 
means of the first two strategies—engaging in Torah-study and reciting 
“Krias Shema.”  For, engaging in Torah-study is a tremendous mitzvah.  
In fact, the Mishnah teaches us (Peiah 1, 1):  ”ותלמוד תורה כנגד כולם“—and 
the study of Torah is equal to them all (all of the other mitzvos).  
Similarly, “Krias Shema” is an invaluable mitzvah; for it involves 
accepting upon oneself the yoke of the sovereignty of Heaven and the 
yoke of mitzvos.  Having in mind the day of death, on the other hand, in 
and of itself, is not a mitzvah at all.  It is merely a device for thwarting 
the efforts of the yetzer, which is about to overwhelm him.  

Therefore, it is clearly preferential to overcome the yetzer 
hara by employing the first two strategies—engaging in Torah-
study and reciting “Krias Shema.”  For, they themselves constitute 
valuable mitzvos.  Nevertheless, our blessed sages added a third 
strategy for the masses—for those who are not capable of learning 
Torah with proper intent or reciting “Krias Shema” with proper 
intent.  For them to overcome their yetzers, it is necessary to 
consider the eventuality of death.  

Based on this premise, he interprets the passuk as follows:  
היום” לפניך  נתתי   I have provided you with two strategies—“ראה 
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for overcoming the yetzer.  First of all:  ”והטוב  by means—“החיים 
of Torah and “Krias Shema,” representing “life and good.”  By 
employing them, it is unnecessary to recall the day of death; one 
need only consider life and good.  Secondly:  ”ואת המות ואת הרע“—
contemplating the day of death and recognizing that HKB”H will 
mete out punishment in Gehinom for all of your wrongdoings.  
Hence, HKB”H requests:  ”ובחרת בחיים“—that you please choose the 
strategy involving life to overcome the yetzer, utilizing Torah and 
“Krias Shema”--"למען תחיה אתה וזרעך" .  

“By the word of two witnesses or three witnesses 
shall the condemned person be put to death”

Here is another precious gem from the Panim Yafos (Shoftim), 
which explains magnificently the following pesukim (Devarim 17, 
 “על פי שנים עדים או שלשה עדים יומת המת לא יומת על פי עד אחד, יד העדים  :(6

מקרבך” הרע  ובערת  באחרונה  העם  כל  ויד  להמיתו  בראשונה  בו   by the—תהיה 
word of two witnesses or three witnesses shall the condemned 
person be put to death; he shall not be put to death by the 
word of a single witness.  The hand of the witnesses shall be 
upon him first to put him to death, and the hand of the entire 
people afterward, and you shall destroy the evil from your 
midst.  It can be suggested that the holy Torah is alluding here 
to the three strategies employed to overcome the yetzer—Torah, 
“Krias Shema,” and contemplating the day of death.

Here is the allusion:  ”על פי שנים עדים“—the two witnesses alluded 
to are the two strategies of Torah and “Krias Shema”; שלשה  “או 

 here the passuk alludes to all three strategies, including—עדים”
recalling the day of death; this third method is employed when 
the person cannot overcome the yetzer by means of the first two 
strategies—Torah and “Krias Shema”; ”יומת המת“—in this manner, 
the yetzer hara shall die; however:  ”אחד עד  פי  על  יומת   it is—“לא 
not recommended to eliminate the yetzer by means of the third 
method alone—recalling the day of death.  

His interpretation continues:  ”יד העדים תהיה בו בראשונה להמיתו“—
first a person should rely on the two witnesses alone to exterminate 
the yetzer; ”ויד כל העם באחרונה“—but for the majority of people who 
are incapable of overcoming the yetzer by means of Torah and “Krias 
Shema” alone, they have no other choice but to resort to the third 
and last strategy—contemplating the day of death.  For, all of these 
strategies share a common goal:  ”ובערת הרע מקרבך“—eliminating the 
yetzer hara from our midst.  This concludes his explanation.

We have learned from this discussion that one should make every 
effort to overcome the yetzer by means of the first two strategies—Torah 
and “Krias Shema”—and not resort to the third strategy—envisioning 
the day of death.  For, as the Agra D’Kallah explained, it is best to serve 
Hashem with “simchah” rather than sadness.  Alternatively, as the 
Panim Yafos explained, when a person employs the strategies of Torah 
and “Krias Shema,” he is serving Hashem and performing mitzvos; he 
is not merely employing a strategy for overcoming the yetzer hara.  
Notwithstanding, if a person is unsuccessful in his efforts to thwart 
the yetzer by means of the first two strategies, he must resort to the 
third strategy—envisioning the day of death.  

In summary, we have learned that it is imperative to make every 
effort to overcome the yetzer hara by means of the first two strategies 
proposed by the Gemara—Torah and “Krias Shema”—and not to 
resort to the third strategy—contemplating the day of death.  If, 
however, a person fails to overcome the yetzer hara utilizing the first 
two methods, he has no choice but to resort to the third method.  

Hence, it is with great joy and enlightenment that we can now 
appreciate the lesson Chazal taught us with regards to educating 
our children.  When a child is able to speak, his father “should 
teach him Torah and Krias Shema.”  For, these two strategies will 
provide him with a solid foundation for the rest of his life, enabling 
him to vanquish the yetzer hara without needing to contemplate the 
day of his death.  As we learned, this was the message conveyed by 
Yitzchak Avinu with his remark: ”הנה נא זקנתי לא ידעתי יום מותי“.  This 
explains very nicely why Rabeinu HaKadosh began Torah she’b’al 
peh with the mitzvah of Krias Shema.  He wished to establish the 
magnificent partnership that exists between Torah and Krias 
Shema, with which a person can overcome the yetzer hara.  

It is with great pleasure that we can now comprehend the time-
honored Jewish minhag discussed at the beginning of this essay.  
After fulfilling the mitzvah of Krias Shema the night before and in 
the morning as well, and after being called up to the Torah in the 
morning, it is evident that the Bar-Mitzvah boy’s father fulfilled 
his obligation in the fullest sense of the word.  He dutifully and 
devotedly followed Chazal’s advice to teach his child, as soon as he 
was able to speak, Torah and Krias Shema.  Therefore, that is the 
precise time for him to recite the berachah: ברוך שפטרני מעונשו של“ 

 He will not be held accountable or punishable for not having  .זה”
educated his son properly.  After all, his son is already equipped 
with two amazing weapons with which to vanquish the yetzer hara 
throughout the duration of his life—Torah and Krias Shema. 


