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The Positive Approach to Lo Saasehs 

Parashas Emor 

 
  

Harav Hagaon Yehuda Wagschal Shlit”a 

 

In this week’s parashah, the Torah discusses the mitzvah of tumas kohanim, the prohibition 

for a kohen to become tamei meis. Commenting on the opening words of the parashah – 

ַעָמיו ֶנֶפׁש לֹא ִיַטָמא בְּ ָת ֲאֵלֶהם לְּ ָאַמרְּ ֵני ַאֲהֹרן וְּ  Rashi takes note of the repetition of – ֱאֹמר ֶאל ַהֹכֲהִנים בְּ

the words ֱאֹמר and  ָת ָאַמרְּ  :and explains that the passuk refers to both adults and children ,וְּ

 Not only are adult kohanim warned against becoming .אמור ואמרת להזהיר גדולים על הקטנים

tamei meis, but the adults also have to make sure that the children don’t become tamei 

meis.  

 

This, essentially, is the mitzvah of chinuch: not only does an adult have to be concerned 

for his own performance of the mitzvah, he also has to be mechanech his child to do so.  

 

The obligation of chinuch applies to all mitzvos, not just tumas kohanim. Why, then, would 

the Torah choose specifically the mitzvah of tumas kohanim to teach us this concept of 

passing the mitzvah on to our children?  

 

Perhaps the Torah is teaching us an approach to being mechanech our children for mitzvos 

lo saaseh. How do we teach our children not to transgress mitzvos lo saaseh? A common 

approach is to convey that if the Torah prohibits a particular action, it must be very bad. 

We emphasize to our children that this is bad, this is terrible, Hashem says it’s assur – in 

the hope that the child will not want to do something bad, so he’ll refrain from 

transgressing.  

 

When it comes to tumas kohanim, however, this approach doesn’t work. You can’t tell the 

young kohen that tumas meis is a bad thing, because if it were so bad, why would Yisraelim 

and Levi’im be allowed to become tamei meis? Obviously, it’s not inherently a bad thing, 

like all the other prohibitions in the Torah that apply to all of Klal Yisrael.  
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How, then, do you teach the young kohen not to be metamei l’meis? By explaining to him 

what he is – what’s special about a kohen. For a regular person, tumas meis is not so bad, 

but for you, a kohen who serves in Hashem’s house, it doesn’t pas. It’s not befitting for a 

ben Aharon like you.  

 

In being mechanech a young kohen to keep the mitzvah of tumas kohanim, the primary 

emphasis is not how bad the aveirah is, but rather how special the kohen is.  

 

And perhaps the reason the Torah presents the mitzvah of chinuch specifically with regard 

to tumas kohanim is to teach us that this chinuch approach applies to all mitzvos lo saaseh.  

 

While it might work, at times, to emphasize how bad an aveirah is, many times, and 

especially in certain generations, the approach of “Don’t do it, because it’s so bad” just 

doesn’t speak to people. The Torah teaches us that there is a positive approach to chinuch, 

even in regard to mitzvos lo saaseh. If talking about the bad doesn’t work, then it’s time to 

start talking about the good: the good of a Yid. Instead of saying, “This aveirah is bad, bad, 

bad – keep away,” let’s emphasize to our children how special they are, and convey to them 

what it means to be a Yid, to be a child of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. Let’s tell them 

who their zeidehs were, let’s tell them who their gedolim are, and let them understand what 

they’re a part of, so they’ll realize that these aveiros are beneath them: The goyim are 

allowed to do these things, but me? I’m special! I’m a Yid! This doesn’t pas for me!  

 

What Saved Yosef 

The Torah conveys a similar idea in the story of Yosef and the wife of Potifar. Yosef is 

called Yosef Hatzaddik, we know, because he withstood tremendous nisyonos. He was in 

Mitzrayim all alone, and every single day the wife of Potifar tried to entice him to do an 

aveirah. Chazal describe how difficult this nisayon was, and it was because Yosef 

withstood it that he earned the eternal title of Yosef Hatzaddik.  

 

The Gemara in Sotah indicates, however, that Yosef did not withstand the nisayon 

independently. He actually reached a point when he was about to stumble, and suddenly, 

he saw the image of his father, Yaakov Avinu, which gave him the strength to run away 

and refrain from doing the aveirah.  

 

There’s another Midrash that teaches that Yosef was about to do the aveirah, until 

Hakadosh Baruch Hu placed his hand on the even hashesiyah, the place where the world 

was created from, and told him, “If you do this aveirah, I’m going to destroy the whole 

world, and if you withstand the nisayon, I will keep the world as it is.”  When Yosef heard 

that, he immediately ran away and withstood the nisayon.  

 

It sounds as though Yosef was going to stumble, and only managed to refrain because of 

these visions that he saw – the image of his father, or a revelation of Hashem Himself. 

 

Let me ask you: Who would do an aveirah in such a situation? If someone was about to do 

an aveirah and his father suddenly appeared before him, or Hashem spoke to him directly, 

of course that would scare him and cause him to run away! So why is Yosef considered so 
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great for having passed the nisayon, considering that he experienced this miraculous 

revelation?  

 

Chazal do not mean that there was some magic that prevented Yosef from stumbling. What 

Chazal mean when they say that Yaakov’s image appeared before him, or that Hashem 

Himself spoke to him, is that Hashem was giving Yosef a fighting chance. Yosef was in 

Mitzrayim, surrounded by the Mitzriyim, and confronting this nisayon every single day. 

Finally, he was about to fall – and the only thing that could stop him was if he would 

remember who he really was. He’s not some slave or some prisoner – he’s really Yosef 

ben Yaakov, a scion of the Avos Hakedoshim. For him, this didn’t pas.  

 

Had Yosef identified himself as a Mitzri, or a slave, or a prisoner, he would not have been 

able to withstand the nisayon. At that point, the “badness” of the aveirah no longer spoke 

to him; the nisayon was too great. So Hashem revealed to him an image of Yaakov, and 

reminded him of who he really was. Still, Yosef had bechirah. The revelation he 

experienced did not scare him off from doing the aveirah – it simply gave him the choice 

of remembering who he was and lifting himself out of the nisayon, or abandoning all that 

and falling for the nisayon. Yosef – Yosef Hatzaddik – chose to grab hold of the vision of 

himself as Yosef ben Yaakov and view it as beneath his dignity to stumble. That’s how he 

overcame the nisayon.  

 

Similarly, in showing Yosef a vision of the even hashesiyah, Hakadosh Baruch Hu was 

planting in Yosef’s mind the idea that he wasn’t just a slave stuck in Mitzrayim – he was a 

tzaddik yesod olam! The whole world depended on him and whether he would withstand 

the nisayon. Yosef chose to hold onto that view of himself – and that is what saved him 

from the aveirah.  

 

This is what the Torah is teaching us in Parashas Emor. When we are being mechanech our 

children to fulfill mitzvos lo saaseh, let’s not only be busy emphasizing the bad of all these 

aveiros. Instead, let’s emphasize the good of the person that we’re being mechanech and 

the general good of being a Yid and a part of Klal Yisrael. We need to identify each 

person’s individual goodness – what makes him special – and once he feels how special 

and unique he is, he’s not going to want to stumble in aveiros, because he recognizes his 

maalah and the maalah of Klal Yisrael that he belongs to. 

 

 


