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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 Yisro 5776 

 Rav Refael Shmuelevitz zt”l  

Unfortunately, I was unable to attend the Levayah of the 
Rosh Yeshivah of Yeshivas Mir, Ha’Rav Ha’Gaon R’ Refael 
Shmuelevitz zt”l. However, there is an obligation to eulogize 
a great person and bring him honor. Let us therefore discuss 
the topic of the loss of this great Tzaddik.                      

The Gemara in Kesuvos (103a) says that when Rabeinu 
Ha’Kadosh passed away, a Heavenly Voice rang out and said, 
“Whoever was present at the Levayah of Rebbi is invited to 
Olam Haba.” Tosfos there asks, doesn’t every single Jew 
already have a portion in Olam Haba? Tosfos answers in the 
name of Rabeinu Meir, that when the Gemara says a person is 
“invited” to Olam Haba, it means that he does not even have 
to endure any suffering or judgment.                                      

The Vayikrah Rabah (18:1) states, that each person has his 
unique portion in Olam Haba that he creates for himself, 
through his performance of Torah and Mitzvos in this world. 
The Gemara in Bava Basra (75a) states that in Olam Haba, 
the righteous will be “burned” from the portion in Olam Haba 
that belongs to people who were greater Tzaddikim than they 
were. In other words, they will see that they could have 
accomplished more, as did these great Tzaddikim. Even 
though they will be happy in Olam Haba, there will be an 
element of sadness since they could have achieved more.                 

Each person is judged by how much they personally could 
have accomplished, and what they accomplished. In other 
words, if a person could have accomplished a lot and only 
accomplished ninety percent, he will have an imperfect Olam 
Haba. In contrast, a person who was unable to accomplish 
much, but he accomplished one hundred percent of what he 
was able to accomplish, will have a perfect Olam Haba.     

The Shar Ha’Gilgulim quotes Rav Chaim Vital as having 
posed the following question to the Arizal, after the Arizal 
told him that he had a very lofty soul. How is it possible? In 
earlier generations, the smallest Tzaddik was much greater 
than I am! How could I be considered having a very lofty 
soul? The Arizal answered that having a lofty soul is not just a 
matter of whether or not a person is accomplishing 

tremendous Mitzvos. It is also a matter of what the person is 
accomplishing relative to his generation and where he lives. 
The Arizal continued to say that a small Mitzvah done 
nowadays is worth many great Mitzvos performed in 
earlier generations. Nowadays there is much more difficulty 
and resistance to the performance of Mitzvos, making each 
Mitzvah more valuable. This is similar to the opinion in 
Chazal that says that Noach would have been a far greater 
Tzaddik had he lived in the generation of Avraham Avinu. He 
therefore comforted Rav Chaim Vital by saying that his soul 
can be compared to that of the Tanaim and Amoraim, despite 
their greater spiritual deeds.        

 It is clear that this concept becomes more relative as time 
passes. There is a bad influence in the world that makes it 
hard for people to strengthen themselves in the service of 
Hashem. Therefore, even though the quality of our deeds and 
Torah learning does not seem to be as great as in previous 
generations, the great level of difficulty we encounter means 
that every Mitzvah is very precious and important to Hashem, 
just as it was in previous generations. Every single person, in 
his unique situation and with his unique challenges, has a 
degree of difficulty that determines the greatness of his 
Mitzvos and Torah study.                      

The Mesilas Yesharim writes at the end of his Sefer that 
every person can reach great spiritual heights. Even someone 
who works at a low level job can be on a high spiritual level if 
he constantly learns Torah while he is working, or whenever 
he can. Similarly, if someone is officially learning all day, but 
he does not actually use most of his time for learning, he is on 
a lower level (since he can accomplish more, and is not doing 
so).                 

Therefore, a person can be content with a “portion” in 
Olam Haba (as described by the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos). 
Even if he has a portion, he may suffer tremendous 
embarrassment when he sees in Olam Haba that many people 
used their time far more wisely than he did, and therefore 
advanced to a much greater level of Olam Haba. Rather, a 
person must try to achieve as much as he can in his service of 
Hashem.  
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There is also a level of a “Ben Olam Haba.” This is a 
feeling in Olam Haba that he is like a son at the table of his 
father. However, even a person who is a Ben Olam Haba may 
have to first pass a judgment and endure suffering (either in 
this world or in Gehinnom). [As we have stated many times, it 
is better to suffer in this world than in the next world.] 
Therefore, a person who is “invited” to Olam Haba is on a 
higher level than a “Ben Olam Haba,” and certainly on a 
higher level than a person who merely has a “portion” in 
Olam Haba. At the funeral of Rabeinu Ha’Kadosh, there was 
such a great strengthening and awakening in everyone’s 
service of Hashem, that everyone present elevated themselves 
to the status of being “invited” to Olam Haba. This must have 
been because they realized the great void created by Rebbi’s 
passing, as they were all influenced greatly by him. They 
therefore had thoughts of repentence, and became “invited” to 
Olam Haba.            

The Launderer 

The Gemara in Kesuvos (ibid.) relates that there was a 
launderer who would see Rebbi every day. However, he did 
not come to see Rebbi on the day of his passing, and 
apparently only heard about his passing after the Heavenly 
Voice said that all who attended were “invited” to Olam 
Haba. When he heard this, he was very pained. He went up to 
his roof and jumped to his death. A Heavenly Voice rang out 
that this launderer as well, is invited to Olam Haba.   

The commentaries ask that a person who commits suicide 
is considered a murderer. This is as the Passuk in Bereishis 
(9:5) states, “Your blood from your souls I will demand” 
(meaning that Hashem will demand judgment with the charge 
of murder for a person who kills himself). How then, was this 
person “invited” to Olam Haba?          

 The Shitah Mekubetzes and Maharit in Kesuvos discuss 
this question. The Teshuvos Shvus Yaakov (2:111) gives the 
following answer: “Since his pain was from the pain of not 
performing a Mitzvah of being involved in the burial of a 
Torah scholar such as Rebbi, he is not considered as having 
committed suicide.”       

It is possible to explain this answer as follows. A person is 
sometimes motivated to commit suicide when he is unhappy 
with his life in this world. He wants a good life in this world, 
is unable to achieve this goal, and therefore loses the will to 
continue living. If he would love Olam Haba, he would be 
happy that he is suffering in this world, as this brings him to 
Olam Haba, and replaces any suffering he would otherwise 
have to endure in Gehinnom. Accordingly, his suicide 
essentially stems from heretical thoughts that the only life 
worth living is in this world. However, this launderer killed 

himself because of his tremendous pain that he would not 
achieve the great spiritual reward of being “invited” to Olam 
Haba. This lack of holiness bothered him to the point that his 
life was not worth living.       

We similarly find in the Gemara in Bava Metzia (84a) that 
Rebbi Yochanan was very pained when his longtime study 
partner, Reish Lakish, passed away. When Reish Lakish was 
alive, he would typically ask twenty four questions on every 
Halachah that Rebbi Yochanan stated. Rebbi Yochanan would 
have to give twenty four answers, and due to all of their 
discussion they would gain tremendous clarity in whatever 
aspect of Torah they were discussing. After Reish Lakish 
died, Rebbi Yochanan missed this tremendous clarity in 
Torah. The sages sent Rebbi Elazar to learn with Rebbi 
Yochanan. When Rebbi Yochanan discussed a Halachah, 
Rebbi Elazar would bring him many proofs that he was 
correct. Rebbi Yochanan was upset by this. He asked, “Do I 
need proofs?!” He knew that what he said was correct, but 
wanted his study partner to ask questions on his statement in 
order that they would discuss the topic and gain clarity. When 
Reish Lakish was alive, their discussion would give him great 
pleasure and increase his love of Torah. Rebbi Yochanan was 
so pained due to the loss of Resh Lakish, that he went insane. 
The sages asked for mercy for Rebbi Yochanan, since his life 
was not worth living without Reish Lakish, and he died.               

The Shir Ha’Shirim Rabah (8:8) states regarding Rebbi 
Yochanan’s tragic death, “If a person will give all of his 
treasures in exchange for the love that Rebbi Yochanan had 
for the Torah, he would be denigrated (i.e. meaning that this 
money would be completely insufficient as payment for such 
a tremendous love for Torah).” The Medrash relates that 
Rebbi Yochanan was once a very rich man, and he sold all of 
his properties in order that he would be able to learn Torah. 
He was once walking with Rebbi Chiya bar Abba, and he 
pointed out the many fields and vineyards that he had once 
owned before selling them to learn Torah. Rebbi Chiya bar 
Abba cried and lamented the fact that Rebbi Yochanan no 
longer had a way to support himself in his old age, since he 
had sold all of his fields. Rebbi Yochanan replied that he had 
done a good deal. He sold something that was made in six 
days, as the Passuk says, “Hashem made the heavens and 
earth in six days.” He purchased something that was given in 
forty days, as it took forty days to give the Torah. This shows 
that the Torah is certainly a “better deal” than mere 
properties. This was Rebbi Yochanan’s love of Torah.             

A True Ba’al Torah  

The Rosh Yeshivah of Mir, Rav Refael zt”l, embodied all 
of the positive attributes mentioned above. He had a 
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tremendous love for Torah, and he constantly studied Torah. 
He was a very great man! He also was a giant in Middos and 
Yiras Shamayim, and was able to influence others positively 
due to all of these tremendous attributes that he possessed. 
We therefore do not have to have mercy on him, as he is 
definitely “invited” to Olam Haba. It is we who are 
unfortunate, as we now lack his tremendous influence in 
Torah and Mitzvos.  

The Chazon Ish stated in a letter (published in Kovetz Igros 
Chazon Ish 3:62) that it is clear that a “true Ba’al Torah” 
greatly influences his surroundings, without even trying to do 
so. Even if a person with good intentions plans to positively 
influence the people around him, he will not do so more 
effectively than a true Ba’al Torah. It should be noted that the 
Chazon Ish did not say this only occurs if the person is a 
“Gaon” or “Tzaddik,” but rather a “true Ba’al Torah.” This 
refers to someone who clings to Torah, and all of his actions 
are according to the Torah. This person will greatly influence 
his surroundings, even if he does not give Shiurim or Mussar 
talks.       

The Chazon Ish is a primary example of this statement. He 
did not give many public Shiurim or Mussar talks. He sat in 
his house and learned Torah. However, his influence was felt 
in the entire world! The Brisker Rav zt”l remarked after the 
Chazon Ish passed away, that the entire world had changed. 
He said that the world that existed before the Chazon Ish 
passed away, was a better world than the world left after the 
Chazon Ish passed away.       

The Chazon Ish wrote (ibid.) that “a true Ba’al Torah even 
influences far away places, in ways that are not clearly 
apparent.” I believe that this can be observed by comparing 
those irreligious people who live on the perimeter of Bnei 
Brak with other irreligious people who do not live in this area. 
People who live close to Bnei Brak are influenced by all of 
the great true Torah scholars who are constantly learning 
Torah.       

When Klal Yisrael loses such a great positive influence in 
Torah and Mitzvos such as Rav Refael zt”l, we, and by we I 
include myself, must strengthen ourselves to make up for the 
lack of positive influence in Torah and Mitzvos in Klal 
Yisrael. We must strengthen ourselves in Torah, Mitzvos, 
Ma’asim Tovim, Middos Tovos, and Yiras Shamayim.     

However, this is only possible if a person is constantly 
ascending in spirituality, and allowing himself to be guided by 
the Sifrei Mussar. The more a person gets used to Davening, 
learning Torah, and doing Mitzvos, the more he will ascend 
spiritually, until he becomes a Ben Aliyah (one who is 
constantly ascending). This is as the Gemara in Sukah says, “I 
saw the Bnei Aliyah, and they are very few.” This is because 

a Ben Aliyah is someone who is constantly improving his 
observance of Torah and Mitzvos. There is no limit to how 
high a person can ascend spiritually. 

The Yaros Dvash (vol. 2, Drush 7) instructs us on how to 
work on ourselves after the passing of a great Torah scholar. 
He says that a person can look at the passing of a great man 
who had many great attributes as an opportunity. It is as if all 
of his titles of being great in many areas, are now deemed 
ownerless, and anyone can take them for themselves. If he 
excelled in many spiritual categories, for example in humility 
and Torah scholarship, one person can say that he will work 
on replacing this great person’s special level of humility. 
Another person might decide to take this person’s level of 
Torah scholarship. Each member of Klal Yisrael can attempt 
to replace part of what was lost.  

When a Tzaddik dies, there is a greater need to be perfect 
in his special Middos. This is because the judges who sit on 
the Heavenly Court are comprised of the especially righteous 
people of that generation who have recently passed away. If 
they excelled in a certain area, people who die during this 
time must ensure that they are perfect in that area as well. It 
was widely stated after Rav Yisrael Salanter zt”l died, that 
since he excelled in Mitzvos Bein Adam l’Chaveiro (Mitzvos 
between man and his fellow man), people had to be extra 
careful to observe these Mitzvos, as he was going to be 
judging them to see if they were indeed observing these 
Mitzvos as they should.  

Rav Naftali Amsterdam zt”l, who was a student of Rav 
Yisrael Salanter zt”l, once told his Rebbi the following. He 
said that if he had the Middos of his Rebbi, the brain of Rebbi 
Akiva Eiger, and the sensitivity of the author of the Sefer 
Yesod v’Shoresh Ha’Avodah, he would be perfect and happy. 
However, he does not possess any of these levels of 
spirituality. How then, will he ever accomplish anything 
significant in his lifetime? Rav Yisrael answered that Hashem 
wants him to serve Him with his Middos, his brain, and his 
heart. As long as a person does whatever he can do, that is all 
he needs to do in order to be “invited” to Olam Haba.             

Therefore, even if a person does not view himself as 
someone who has unique strengths and capabilities, he should 
realize that if he serves Hashem with whatever capabilities he 
has, he will have a perfect portion in Olam Haba. 

It is common that people who think they are lacking in 
strength and capability are in fact very great in these 
areas. It is simply the Yetzer Hara who is telling them that 
this is not so, in order to make them depressed and 
eventually lazy (as they feel they will no longer accomplish 
anything anyway, so why bother trying). Sadness and 
depression come from the same root. Indeed, the Sefer Sharei 



 

  4 

Kedushah (1:2) states that depression begets laziness. Every 
single person can be a perfect and sanctified person in the 
service of Hashem, if he will do whatever he can to serve 
Hashem.                        

If we sincerely try to serve Hashem, Hashem will give us 
Siyata Dishmaya to do so, and to increase our power of 
understanding, our skills, and our good Middos. This is as the 
Gemara in Yoma (38b) states, “If a person comes in to 
become pure, he is purified.”  

However, this is only if he does everything he can in order 
to become pure. If he does so, then Hashem will help him and 
give him Siyata Dishmaya. This is as the Gemara in 
Zevachim (33a) states regarding a person who enters the 
Mikdash while impure, that he is only deemed to have entered 
the Mikdash if he fully enters the Mikdash. If he only partially 
enters the Mikdash, this is not considered entering. Similarly, 

a person who wants to be deemed someone who wants to 
become pure, has to fully “come in” (i.e. enter) in order to be 
given Siyata Dishmaya to become pure.                   

May Hashem give us all (including myself) Siyata 
Dishmaya to enable us to strengthen ourselves in every 
possible way!         

    

               

 

 
 

(This discourse was delivered in Shevat 5776.) 
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