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In this week’s parsha, parshas Chukas, it is fitting that we 
explore the significance of the following passuk (Bamidbar 19, 
 this is the Torah concerning --“זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל” :(14
a man should he die in a tent. We find an elucidation related 
to this passuk in the Gemara (Berachos 63b) from one of the 
preeminent scholars featured in the Talmud, Rabbi Shimon 
ben Lakish.  He provides us with a fundamental principle that 
is relevant to anyone who desires to learn Torah and attain its 
wisdom: אמר ריש לקיש, מנין שאין דברי תורה מתקיימין אלא במי שממית“ 

 according to Reish --עצמו עליה, שנאמר זאת התורה אדם כי ימות באהל”
Lakish, this passuk teaches us that Torah knowledge is only 
retained by someone who sacrifices himself on its behalf.  

We learn another basic principle in the Talmud Yerushalmi 
(Shabbas 6a): השמועה בעל  רואה  יהא  אומרה,  מפי  שמועה  האומר   “כל 

כנגדו” עומד  הוא   whenever presenting a teaching (ruling)—כאלו 
in the name of its author, one should imagine that the author 
is standing before him.  This concept is explained in the sefer 
Siach Sarfei Kodesh (Lech Lecha), in the name of the Chiddushei 
HaRim, zy”a: The teaching and its novel implications are related 
to the root of the neshamah of the author.  Thus, when one learns 
the teaching and recognizes its Torah-related implications, the 
neshamah of the author of the teaching shines within him.  This 
is what is meant by: “One should imagine that the author is 
standing before him.”  

Applying this concept to Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish, the 
author of the teaching above, it is apparent that his elucidation 
is intimately related to his unique character: תורה דברי   “שאין 

 For, he epitomized the maxim  מתקיימין אלא במי שממית עצמו עליה.”
(Chagigah 14b): ”נאה דורש ונאה מקיים“—one who both expounds 
well and practices well.  As the Gemara (B.M. 84a) teaches 
us, he was initially the leader of a group of highway-robbers, 
until Rabbi Yochanan rehabilitated him, bringing him closer 

to Hashem and teaching him Torah.  Under Rabbi Yochanan’s 
tutelage, he dedicated himself to the study of Torah; ultimately, 
he became a leader of Yisrael, one of the greatest sages of Torah 
she’b’al peh.  His sacred teachings appear throughout Talmud 
Bavli and Talmud Yerushalmi.  

Uprooting Mountains 
and Grinding Them Together

Regarding Reish Lakish’s impressive erudition and 
perspicacity, we find the following statement in the Gemara 
(Sanhedrin 24a): והאמר עולא, הרואה את ריש לקיש בבית המדרש, כאילו“ 

בזה” זה  וטוחנן  הרים   but Ula said: When one saw Reish—עוקר 
Lakish studying in the Beit Midrash, it appeared as if he was 
uprooting mountains and grinding them together.  In other 
words, he scrutinized every teaching to its depth, and diligently 
reconciled all contradictions.  This coincides wonderfully with 
Rabbi Yochanan’s personal testimony regarding his pupil.  For, 
he wept bitterly when Reish Lakish passed away and eulogized 
him as follows (B.M. 84a): 

קושייתא,  וארבע  עשרין  לי  מקשי  הוה  מילתא,  אמינא  הוה  כי  לקישא,  “בר 

ומפריקנא ליה עשרין וארבעה פרוקי, וממילא רווחא שמעתא... הוה קא אזיל וקרע 

מאניה וקא בכי ואמר, היכא את בר לקישא, היכא את בר לקישא”.

With bar Lakish, whenever I would say something, he 
would pose twenty-four difficulties to me, and I would 
provide him with twenty-four solutions; as a result, the 
matter became clear. . .  He (Rabbi Yochanan) would go and 
tear his clothes, and would cry and say, “Where are you bar 
Lakish?!  Where are you bar Lakish?!”  

In other words, through their intellectual give and take 
and analysis of a subject, the subject became thoroughly clear.  
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Hence, when Reish Lakish passed away, Rabbi Yochanan could 
not be appeased; he mourned his loss bitterly and ultimately 
went insane.  

Reish Lakish’s diligence was truly impressive.  Aside from 
his profound Torah insight—uprooting mountains and grinding 
them together—he would not go to learn with Rabbi Yochanan, 
his mentor, until he had reviewed his lessons forty times—
corresponding to the forty day during which the Torah was 
given.  His ritual is described in the Gemara (Ta’anis 7b): 

“ריש לקיש אמר, אם ראית תלמיד שלימודו קשה עליו כברזל, בשביל משנתו 

שאינה סדורה עליו... מאי תקנתיה, ירבה בישיבה... כל שכן אם משנתו סדורה לו 

מעיקרא, כי הא דריש לקיש הוה מסדר מתניתיה ארבעין זמנין, כנגד ארבעים יום 

שניתנה תורה, ועייל לקמיה דרבי יוחנן”.

Reish Lakish said: If you see a student whose studies are 
as hard to him as iron, it is because his knowledge of the 
Mishnah is disorganized . . . What is the remedy?  He should 
spend more time studying in the yeshivah . . . all the more so 
(would he have progressed) if his knowledge of the Mishnah 
had been organized from the outset—as exemplified by 
Reish Lakish, who would review his Mishnah forty times, 
corresponding to the forty days during which the Torah 
was given, before appearing before Rabbi Yochanan.    

This Is the Way of the Torah

I would like to propose an explanation for the formula 
employed by Rabbi Yochanan in his eulogy of his student Rabbi 
Shimon ben Lakish: ”היכא את בר לקישא, היכא את בר לקישא“—twice 
he laments, “Where are you the son of Lakish?!”  To explain 
this curious lament, let us refer to Reish Lakish’s statement: 
עליה” עצמו  שממית  במי  אלא  מתקיימין  תורה  דברי   Is he actually  .“שאין 
suggesting that a person physically kill his body, so to speak, 
by depriving himself of food and sleep in order to dedicate 
himself to Torah-study?  Or, perhaps, he is suggesting that a 
person must kill his neshamah, so to speak, by exhausting his 
intellect with rigorous Torah-study.  Rather than sufficing with 
a superficial understanding of a topic, he must exert his intellect 
to thoroughly understand each and every Torah issue.  

According to Chazal, it is incumbent upon us to employ both 
methods.  On the one hand, we must learn Torah by depriving 
the physical body of ample food and sleep.  On the other hand, 
we must exhaust our spiritual selves--the intellect in our brains-
-to fully comprehend the Torah we have learned.  

To begin with, we have learned (Avos 6, 4): כך היא דרכה של“ 

וחיי צער תחיה,  תורה, פת במלח תאכל, ומים במשורה תשתה, ועל הארץ תישן, 

 ובתורה אתה עמל, ואם אתה עושה כן אשריך וטוב לך, אשריך בעולם הזה, וטוב

 This is the way of the Torah:  To eat bread with  לך לעולם הבא”.
salt, to drink water in small amounts, to sleep upon the 
ground, to live a life of hardship, and to toil in the Torah.  If 
you do so, you are praiseworthy and it will bode you well.  
You will be praiseworthy in Olam HaZeh and it will bode 
well for you in Olam HaBa.  This Mishnah explicitly states that 
to properly dedicate oneself to Torah-study, one must deprive 
one’s body of significant amounts of food, drink and sleep.  

This coincides magnificently with the statement the Gemara 
(Berachos 63b) juxtaposes to Reish Lakish’s statement (that 
the Torah is only retained by one who kills himself for the sake 
of Torah-study): אמרי דבי רבי ינאי, מאי דכתיב )משלי ל-לג( כי מיץ חלב“ 

 יוציא חמאה... במי אתה מוצא חמאה של תורה, במי שמקיא חלב שינק משדי אמו

 Those of the academy of Rabbi Yanai said: What is the—עליה”
meaning of that which is written (Mishlei 30, 33): “For the 
squeezing of milk yields butter . . .”?  In whom do you find 
the butter of Torah?  In one who regurgitates the milk he 
nursed from the breasts of his mother over it (the Torah).  In 
other words, by minimizing food and drink, a person minimizes 
the mother’s-milk that he consumed.  

The Rambam’s Fiery Words

Now, let us introduce the incredible words of the Rambam, 
which every Jew, especially those who study Torah, should review 
constantly.  He elaborates on Reish Lakish’s elucidation—that 
Torah is only retained by one who kills himself for her.  Here is 
what he writes (Hilchos Talmud Torah 3, 12): 

“אין דברי תורה מתקיימין במי שמרפה עצמו עליהן, ולא באלו שלומדין מתוך 

עידון ומתוך אכילה ושתיה, אלא במי שממית עצמו עליהן ומצער גופו תמיד, ולא 

יתן שינה לעיניו ולעפעפיו תנומה. אמרו חכמים דרך רמז, זאת התורה אדם כי ימות 

באהל, אין התורה מתקיימת אלא במי שממית עצמו באהלי החכמים”.

The words of Torah will not be retained by a person who 
applies himself feebly (to obtain) them, and not by those who 
study amid pleasure and (an abundance) of food and drink. 
Rather, one must give up his life for them, constantly straining 
his body to the point of discomfort, without granting sleep to 
his eyes or slumber to his eyelids.  The Sages alluded to this 
concept (Bamidbar 19, 14): “This is the Torah, a man should 
he die in a tent...”  The Torah can only be retained by a person 
who gives up his life in the tents of wisdom.
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In the very next halachah, he emphasizes the importance of 
studying Torah at night.  Apparently, this is part and parcel of the 
requirement to kill oneself for the sake of Torah (ibid. 13): 

“אף על פי שמצוה ללמוד ביום ובלילה, אין אדם למד רוב חכמתו אלא בלילה, 

לפיכך מי שרצה לזכות בכתר התורה יזהר בכל לילותיו, ולא יאבד אפילו אחד מהן 

בשינה ואכילה ושתיה ושיחה וכיוצא בהן, אלא בתלמוד תורה ודברי חכמה. אמרו 

חכמים אין רינה של תורה אלא בלילה, שנאמר )איכה ב-יט( קומי רוני בלילה, וכל 

העוסק בתורה בלילה חוט של חסד נמשך עליו ביום, שנאמר )תהלים מב-ט( יומם 

יצוה ה’ חסדו ובלילה שירה עמי תפלה לאל חיי”

Even though it is a mitzvah to study during the day and 
at night, it is only at night that a person acquires most of 
his wisdom. Therefore, a person who desires to merit the 
crown of Torah should be careful with all his nights, not 
wasting even one with sleep, eating, drinking, idle chatter, 
or the like. Rather, (they should be devoted to) the study of 
Torah and the words of wisdom.  Our Sages declared: “The 
song of Torah can (be heard) only at night, as it states (Eichah 
2:19): ‘Arise, sing out at night . . .’” Whoever occupies himself 
with Torah study at night will have a strand of divine favor 
extended over him during the day . . . 

One Must Sacrifice One’s Life by 
 Studying Torah in Depth and with “Pilpul”

So, on the one hand, the Rambam interprets the elucidation 
of Reish Lakish: עצמו שממית  במי  אלא  מתקיימין  תורה  דברי   “שאין 

 as indicating that one must exert one’s physical body by—עליה”
studying Torah day and night with minimal food and sleep.  On 
the other hand, the great possek, the Turei Zahav (O.C. 47, 3) 
interprets Reish Lakish’s elucidation as an indication that one 
must exert one’s spiritual self, one’s intellect, to the utmost in 
the study of Torah—by debating Torah issues and learning in 
depth.  Here is what he writes: 

שעוסק  דהיינו  עליה,  עצמו  שממית  במי  אלא  מתקיימת  אינה  “שהתורה 

שתהיו  מנת  על  תלכו,  בחקותי  על  שדרשו  כמו  תורה,  של  ומתן  ומשא  בפלפול 

עמלים בתורה, מה שאין כן באותם שלומדים דברי תורה מתוך עונג ואינם יגעים 

בתורה,  עוסקים  מעלת  שעיקר  ממנו  ונמשך  אצלם...  מתקיימת  התורה  אין  בה, 

דוקא דרך טורח ויגיעה”.

Killing oneself for the sake of the Torah means engaging in 
debates and dialectic—“pilpul”-- regarding points of Torah; the study 
of Torah demands labor and exertion; it should not be a leisurely 
endeavor.  Otherwise, the Torah one learns will not be retained.  

Based on this understanding, the Turei Zahav explains the 
formula instituted by Chazal for the berachah related to Torah-
study: ”תורה בדברי  לעסוק   and He commanded us to—“וצונו 
engross ourselves in words of Torah.  They did not employ 
the formula: ”ללמוד דברי תורה“.  They were emphasizing the fact 
that the essence of the mitzvah of Torah-study is the toil and 
exertion specifically.  Thus, they employed the term ”לעסוק“, from 
the root ”עסק“, indicating that we must actively engage in the 
study of Torah, debating points of ambiguity and disagreement, 
and that a person must treat it like a business transaction.  

This is implied by the Gemara’s statement (Megillah 6b): 
תאמן, אל  ומצאתי  יגעתי  לא  תאמן,  אל  מצאתי  ולא  יגעתי  אדם,  לך  יאמר   “אם 

תאמן” ומצאתי   if a person claims: “I labored and did --יגעתי 
not succeed,” do not believe him; “I did not labor and I 
succeeded,” do not believe him; “I labored and I succeeded,” 
believe him.  The Gemara is referring to laboring and exerting 
one’s intellect to fully understand the Torah’s message.  The 
Gemara proceeds to clarify this point (ibid.): לא תורה   “ולדברי 

 and even with regards to Torah-study, this—אמרן אלא לחדודי”
was not said except in regard to the understanding (fully 
comprehending the Torah one has learned), but in regard to 
retaining one’s learning (and not forgetting it), it depends on 
heavenly assistance.  

Practically speaking, it appears that the two interpretations 
of Reish Lakish’s elucidation go hand in hand remarkably.  
On the one hand, a person must sanctify and purify his body 
to engage in Torah-study by minimizing his food intake and 
sleep.  Regarding this aspect of self-sacrifice, we learned: כך“ 

תישן, הארץ  ועל  תשתה,  במשורה  ומים  תאכל,  במלח  פת  תורה,  של  דרכה   היא 

תחיה”. צער   In similar fashion, a person must sanctify and  וחיי 
purify the neshamah in his brain by exerting his intellect to the 
fullest, disputing points of Torah, as per the Taz.  In the merit of 
purifying both the physical body and the spiritual neshamah, 
we will succeed in attaining Torah knowledge and wisdom.  

These Two Methodologies Represent a “Sinai”  
and an “Uprooter of Mountains”

Following this path of enlightenment, let us elaborate further 
on the two interpretations of Reish Lakish’s elucidation—a 
Jew must sacrifice both physically and mentally for the sake 
of Torah-study.  We can suggest that these two interpretations 
correspond to the two methodologies of Torah-study—learning 
extensively and learning in depth.  In the language of our sages, 
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these methodologies are described as “Sinai” and “uprooting 
mountains.”  For, we have learned in the Gemara (Horayot 14a): 

“אמר רבי יוחנן, פליגו בה רבן שמעון בן גמליאל ורבנן, חד אמר סיני עדיף וחד 

אמר עוקר הרים “

—Rabbi Yochanan said: Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel 
and the Rabbis disputed this point.  One said that a Sinai 
is preferable, while the other said that “one who uproots 
mountains” is preferable.   Rashi explains that a scholar is 
called a “Sinai,” when his familiarity with the Mishnayot and 
Baraitot is so profound that his rulings are as organized in his 
mind as on the day they were given at Sinai.  An “uprooter of 
mountains” may possess powers of analysis that are superior to 
a “Sinai,” but his knowledge of Mishnayot and Baraitot is not as 
extensive.   The Gemara tells us that this question arose when 
the sages wished to appoint a Rosh Yeshivah in Bavel:

רב יוסף סיני, רבה עוקר הרים. שלחו לתמן איזה מהם קודם, שלחו להו סיני 

עדיף, דאמר מר הכל צריכין למרי חיטיא, ואפילו הכי לא קביל רב יוסף עליה, מלך 

רבה עשרין ותרתין שנין, והדר מלך רב יוסף”.

Rav Yosef was a “Sinai”; while Rabbah was an “uprooter of 
mountains.”  They sent this question there (to the authorities 
in Eretz Yisrael): “Which one of them takes precedence (to 
be appointed as the Rosh Yeshivah in Bavel)?”  They sent this 
reply back to them: A “Sinai” takes precedence, because 
the master has said: Everyone needs the owner of wheat 
(to acquire wheat to bake bread; similarly, everyone requires 
a scholar whose knowledge of halachot is extensive).  Even so, 
Rav Yosef did not accept the position.  Rabbah (who was 
appointed in his place) ruled for twenty-two years.  And then 
(after Rabbah passed away), Rav Yosef ruled.  

Now, it appears that the two interpretations of Reish Lakish’s 
elucidation correspond to these two types of Torah-scholars—a 
“Sinai” and an “uprooter of mountains.”  The Rambam’s viewpoint 
that one should engage in Torah-study day and night, while 
minimizing food intake and sleep, corresponds to the category 
of “Sinai.”  Only in this manner, can one attain the proficiency in 
all aspects of the Torah resembling the day it was given at Sinai.  
In contrast, the Turei Zahav’s viewpoint that one must engage in 
Torah-study by debating issues corresponds to the category of 
“uprooter of mountains.”  Even though the Gemara concludes that 
a “Sinai”—a scholar with extensive knowledge – is preferable; 
nevertheless, it is essential to also study Torah in depth and 
employ dialectic like an “uprooter of mountains.”  For, without 
intellectual exertion, the Torah is not retained.  

In fact, it is apparent that Reish Lakish, the author of this 
elucidation, was true to both viewpoints.  He employed both 
methodologies in his Torah-study; he was both a “Sinai” and an 
“uprooter of mountains.”  We saw that Ulla attested to the latter: 
 On the  ״הרואה את ריש לקיש בבית המדרש, כאילו עוקר הרים וטוחנן זה בזה”.
other hand, his Torah knowledge was so organized in his mind 
that he was also a “Sinai.”  As we learned, he never went to learn 
with Rabbi Yochanan without first reviewing his lessons forty 
times, corresponding to the forty days during which the Torah 
was given on Har Sinai.  

Accordingly, we can propose that this is why Rabbi Yochanan, 
when eulogizing his prize pupil, utilized the double language: 
 Firstly, where are you the son  .“היכא את בר לקישא, היכא את בר לקישא”
of Lakish, whose Torah-knowledge was so extensive that you 
were a “Sinai”?  Secondly, where are you the son of Lakish, whose 
acumen and powers of analysis were so great that you were also 
an “uprooter of mountains”?  Regarding the latter description, 
for every point of Torah, you raised twenty-four difficulties 
compelling me to come up with twenty-four solutions.  

Both Methodologies 
 Were Present at Matan Torah

It is with great pleasure that we can apply this concept to 
explain that which is written concerning Matan Torah (Shemos 
בתחתית :(17 ,19 ויתיצבו  המחנה  מן  האלקים  לקראת  העם  את  משה   “ויוצא 

 Moshe brought the people forth from the camp --ההר”
toward G-d, and they stood under the mountain.  We find the 
following elucidation in the Gemara pertaining to this passuk 
(Shabbas 88a): ,ויתיצבו בתחתית ההר, אמר רבי אבדימי בר חמא בר חסא“ 

 מלמד שכפה הקב”ה עליהם את ההר כגיגית ואמר להם, אם אתם מקבלים התורה

 the passuk states: “they stood --מוטב, ואם לאו שם תהא קבורתכם”
at the foot of the mountain.”  Rav Avdimi bar Chama bar 
Chasa said:  This teaches that HKB”H held the mountain 
over them like an upturned barrel.  Then He said to them: 
“If you accept the Torah, fine; but if not, your burial will be 
there.”  Tosafot ask why was it necessary to intimidate them in 
this manner—by holding the mountain threateningly over their 
heads.  After all, they had already agreed willingly to accept the 
Torah by proclaiming: “na’aseh v’nishma.”  

Based on our current discussion, we can propose a novel 
idea.  At Har Sinai, Yisrael received the Torah in the category of 
“Sinai”—they possessed extensive knowledge regarding all of 
the mitzvot.  Nevertheless, HKB”H also wanted them to engage 
in Torah-study by employing “pilpul”; He wanted them to also 
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be “uprooters of mountains.”  For, intellectual toil and effort are 
necessary to attain Torah-knowledge, as we have learned: לא“ 

ומצאתי אל תאמן”  Therefore, HKB”H cleverly uprooted Har  .יגעתי 
Sinai from its place, in order to combine the two categories—
“Sinai” and “uprooter of mountains.”  He was alluding to the fact 
that in addition to possessing a broad base of Torah knowledge 
– being a “Sinai” – a Jew must also engage in Torah-study like an 
“uprooter of mountains”—by employing “pilpul.”  

Let us add a fascinating tidbit regarding the term “uprooter 
of mountains”--”הרים “עוקר   —in the plural.  We learn in the 
Yalkut Reuveini (Yitro 50) that at the time of Matan Torah, 
Har HaMoriah was uprooted and brought to Har Sinai; so that 
the Torah would also be given on that mountain.  It turns out, 
therefore, that HKB”H uprooted both mountains and united 
them.  Thus, the term ”עוקר הרים“, referring to two mountains.  

This explains why HKB”H held the uprooted Har Sinai 
imposingly over Yisrael and said to them: ”אם אתם מקבלים התורה“—
if you accept the Torah both as “Sinais” and as “uprooters of 
mountains,” studying Torah both extensively (acquiring a 
proficiency in all areas of Torah) and with sharp analysis, 
employing “pilpul,” then: ”מוטב“—wonderful; for only then 
will you be able to retain the Torah; ,”ואם לאו שם תהא קבורתכם“--
otherwise, you will be buried there, because the survival and 
retention of Torah demands these two methodologies.  

The Reason the First Tanna Mentioned 
 by Rabeinu HaKadosh Is Rabbi Eliezer

At this point, I would like to present a novel idea to our 
esteemed audience.  As we learn from the following Mishnah, 
the first Tanna mentioned by Rabeinu HaKadosh in the 
Mishnayot is Rabbi Eliezer (Berachos 2a): קורין את שמע  “מאימתי 

נכנסין לאכול בתרומתן, עד סוף האשמורה הראשונה  בערבית, משעה שהכהנים 

 from when may we recite the Shema in the --דברי רבי אליעזר”
evening?  From the time the kohanim (who were tamei) may 
enter to eat their terumah, until the end of the first watch; 
these are the words of Rabbi Eliezer.  Many explanations 
have already been provided for this choice.  We can explain the 
matter based on the following Mishnah (Avos 2, 8): 

“חמשה תלמידים היו לו לרבן יוחנן בן זכאי, ואלו הן, רבי אליעזר בן הורקנוס, 

ורבי יהושע בן חנניה, ורבי יוסי הכהן, ורבי שמעון בן נתנאל, ורבי אלעזר בן ערך. 

הוא היה מונה שבחן. רבי אליעזר בן הורקנוס, בור סוד שאינו מאבד טיפה. רבי 

יהושע בן חנניה, אשרי יולדתו. רבי יוסי הכהן, חסיד. רבי שמעון בן נתנאל, ירא 

חטא. ורבי אלעזר בן ערך, מעין המתגבר.

הוא היה אומר, אם יהיו כל חכמי ישראל בכף מאזנים, ואליעזר בן הורקנוס 

יהיו כל חכמי ישראל  בכף שניה, מכריע את כולם. אבא שאול אומר משמו, אם 

בכף מאזנים ורבי אליעזר בן הורקנוס אף עמהם, ורבי אלעזר בן ערך בכף שניה, 

מכריע את כולם”.

Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai had five disciples.  They 
were:  Rabbi Eliezer ben Hurkanos, Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Chanania, Rabbi Yossi HaKohen, Rabbi Shimon ben Netanel 
and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach.  He used to enumerate their 
praises:  Rabbi Eliezer ben Hurkanos is like a cemented 
cistern that loses not a drop; Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chanania, 
praiseworthy is she who bore him; Rabbi Yossi HaKohen is 
a scrupulously pious person; Rabbi Shimon ben Netanel 
fears sin: and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach is like a spring 
flowing stronger and stronger.  

He used to say: If all the sages of Yisrael were on one pan 
of a balance-scale, and Eliezer ben Hurkanos was on the 
other an, he would outweigh them all.  Abba Shaul said in 
his name: If all the sages of Yisrael, even with Rabbi Eliezer 
ben Hurkanos among them, were on one pan of a balance-
scale, and Rabbi Elazar ben Arach was on the other pan, he 
would outweigh them all.  

Both the great Rabbi Chaim Volozhin, zy”a—in his 
commentary on Masechet Avos, Ruach Chaim (ibid.)—and the 
Machzor Vitri (ibid.) explain the basis of the dispute between the 
Tanna Kamma and Abba Shaul.  According to Rabban Yochanan 
ben Zakkai, did Rabbi Elazar ben Hurkanos outweigh them all 
or did Rabbi Elazar ben Arach outweigh them all?  For, Rabbi 
Elazar ben Hurkanos—described as: ”בור סוד שאינו מאבד טיפה“—
was a “Sinai”; his knowledge of all halachot was extensive; it 
was as if he had just received them at Sinai.  Rabbi Elazar, on 
the other hand, described as: ”המתגבר  was an expert at—“מעין 
dialectic and proposing novel interpretations of halachah—like 
a flowing spring, growing stronger and stronger; he was a true 
“uprooter of mountains.”  

We can suggest that this is why Rabeinu HaKadosh, who 
redacted the Mishnayot, presented the viewpoint of the Tanna 
Kamma without mentioning his name: כל יהיו  אם  אומר,  היה   “הוא 

 By  חכמי ישראל בכף מאזנים, ואליעזר בן הורקנוס בכף שניה, מכריע את כולם”.
leaving the Tanna Kamma anonymous, he was declaring that 
the halachah sides with the “stam Mishnah”; namely, Rabbi 
Eliezer ben Hurkanos, whose proficiency deemed him a “Sinai,” 
outweighed even Rabbi Elazar ben Arach.  
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This now enlightens us as to why Rabeinu HaKadosh 
chose Rabbi Eliezer to be the very first Tanna mentioned 
in Torah she’b’al peh.  He was emphasizing that a talmid-
chacham categorized as a “Sinai” is preferable to an “uprooter 
of mountains.”  We can suggest that when the sages of Eretz 
Yisrael settled the matter and returned their verdict to the 
people of Bavel, they were influenced by Rabeinu HaKadosh, 
who was the ruling authority in Eretz Yisrael.  On the one hand, 
he indicated that Rabbi Eliezer ben Hurkanos outweighed all 
of the sages of Yisrael by presenting the opinion of the Tanna 
Kamma anonymously.  Additionally, the first Tanna he mentions 
in Torah she’b’al peh is Rabbi Eliezer.  

Nevertheless, for all practical purposes, we have already 
proven that it is imperative to study Torah both ways; one 
must acquire a broad base of knowledge—like a “Sinai”—and 
one must be adept at “pilpul” and analysis—like an “uprooter 
of mountains.”  The Gemara (Shabbas 63a) expresses this fact 
as follows: ”ליסבר והדר  איניש  דליגמר  לן  משמע   this teaches—“קא 

us that a person should first learn and then (afterwards) 
reason.  Rashi explains: One should first learn the Talmudic 
passage from his teacher, even though he does not fully 
understand its rationale.  Only afterwards should he seek 
its reasoning (explanation).  

In Shulchan Aruch HaRav (Hilchot Talmud Torah 2, 1), the 
author of the Tanya explains the rationale for this statement 
and rules accordingly.  Initially, a person should learn the 
entire Torah with the basic explanations; afterwards, he 
should engage in “pilpul”—debate and analysis—to obtain a 
deeper understanding and mastery of the halachah.  Here are 
his sacred words: 

טעמי  עיון  בעומק  סברות  לסבור  אלא  ליסבר,  והדר  ליגמר  אמרו  לא  “כי 

שיגיע  עד  ולתרץ,  להקשות  לדבר  דבר  ולדמות  דבר,  מתוך  דבר  ולהבין  ההלכות 

וירד לעמק הלכה, שזה אין לעשות בתחילת לימודו, אלא לאחר שיגמור ללמוד כל 

ההלכות פסוקות בטעמיהן בדרך קצרה בלי עיון רב ופלפול להקשות ולתרץ, אבל 

בלימוד זה לידע הטעמים בדרך קצרה מהתלמוד והפוסקים בלי עיון רב ופלפול, 

חייב הוא לעסוק בכל יום ויום שליש זמן לימודו”.
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