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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   Bo 5777 

 The Purpose of Man   

What is the purpose of our existence? The Mesilas 
Yesharim explains that the purpose of our existence, is to 
“enjoy being with Hashem,” and the primary place to do this 
is in Olam Haba.                   

The Gemara in Berachos (34b) states that even the 
prophets could not fathom the enjoyment experienced in the 
next world. New forms of spiritual pleasure are constantly 
created in the next world. However, we have to earn our keep 
in Olam Haba, and do so by forming a faithful relationship 
with Hashem in Olam Hazeh.                  

The Yetzer Hara tries to get in the way of our having a 
close relationship with Hashem by telling us to sin, and to 
trick us into thinking that enjoying this world is more 
important than our pursuit of spirituality. The Gemara in 
Kiddushin (30b) teaches us that the only antidote to the 
Yetzer Hara is Torah study.  

This is why there is a tradition from the Chafetz Chaim 
that the Yetzer Hara will often allow a person to perform 
other Mitzvos other than studying Torah. While the other 
Mitzvos are also important, they are not as powerful of an 
antidote against the Yetzer Hara as Talmud Torah. It is 
virtually impossible to have success battling the Yetzer 
Hara without being involved in Torah study! We therefore 
should take some time out to analyze how to defeat the 
Yetzer Hara when he tries to stop us from learning Torah.          

                 Ways to Acquire Torah 
The sixth chapter of Pirkei Avos lists the forty-eight 

attributes one needs in order to acquire Torah. The Medrash 
Shmuel notes that the first twenty-four of these attributes start 
with the letter Beis. For example, some of them are 
“b’Talmud (with studying),” “b’Shmias Ha’ozen (with 
listening),” and “b’Binas Ha’Lev (with understanding of the 
heart).” The next twenty-four either start with the letter Heh, 
or with a letter other than Beis. For example, some of them 
are “Ha’Makir Es Mekomo (one who knows his place),” 

“Ha’Sameach b’Chelko (one who is happy with his lot),” and 
“Ohev Es Ha’Briyos (one who loves people).”                                   

The Medrash Shmuel explains that there is a fundamental 
difference between these two groups of attributes. The first 
twenty four have to do with how a person should learn Torah. 
For example, he must study diligently, he must listen 
carefully, etc. These are ways to learn Torah that will cause a 
person to acquire Torah. The other twenty-four attributes are 
attributes that the person has in his daily life, even when he is 
not learning Torah.  

For example, the Mishnah lists in the first twenty-four 
attributes, that he should be “b’Simchah,” and in the last 
twenty-four, it mentions “Ha’Someach b’Chelko.” The former 
means that he should be happy that he is learning Torah, and 
that he enjoys his learning. The latter is that he is a person 
who is generally happy with his lot in life, and does not feel 
bitterness that he is lacking, or does not have as much of 
something as his friend.        

We have previously mentioned that being “happy with his 
lot” does not just mean that a person is happy with the 
material possessions that he owns. It also means that he 
should appreciate his positive spiritual traits, and know that he 
can build on them. A person should recognize his positive 
traits because this shows him that he is succeeding, and that 
he can keep succeeding in the future. He must want to build 
on these traits, as we are not supposed to rest on our laurels in 
this world. If he was given the ability to become greater, and 
create a greater Kiddush Hashem in the world, he absolutely 
must take advantage of his talents. This is clearly why they 
were given to him!    

When we see that we have difficulties in achieving 
success, we must have the attitude stated by Rebbi Akiva 
in Berachos (60b), “Gam Zu l’Tovah” – “This too is for 
the best.” For example, when a person is sick, and has to 
take bitter medicine in order to get better, he does so 
because he knows it will be for his best. So too, Hashem 
sometimes gives us suffering in this world, such as 
suffering that affects our physical and/or mental health, in 
order to prevent us from going to Gehinnom in the next 
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world. This suffering that people go through is exactly like 
medicine, and is the key to our spiritual future in Olam 
Haba (instead of in Gehinnom, Chas v’Shalom)!        

We do not always know the reason why we, or our loved 
ones, suffer. However, we can rest assured by Chazal, that all 
suffering in this world is for our greater good.      

                  Torah is the Antidote 
We can answer an interesting question in spirituality based 

on the Mishnah that we have just discussed. One could ask the 
following question: Should a person first perfect his Middos, 
and only then learn Torah? Or should he first learn Torah, and 
only then work on his Middos? If a person has time to only do 
one of these things (he should find more time, but 
theoretically), which should he do?  

The Mishnah we have just discussed first lists the twenty-
four ways to acquire Torah by learning Torah, and only then 
lists another twenty-four attributes that a person must have in 
his daily life. This implies that the first area that a person 
must work on is learning Torah!   

We can explain this understanding very simply. How can a 
person achieve perfection in Middos without learning Torah? 
We know that the only true antidote to Torah is Torah study, 
as the Gemara in Kiddushin (30b) states, “I created the Yetzer 
Hara, and I created Torah (study) as its antidote.” 
Accordingly, how can a person squelch his urge to become 
haughty and run away from honor and desire without first 
learning Torah? Only when a person commits himself to 
studying Torah will the Yetzer Hara have difficulty grabbing 
a foothold in his life. This is why the Tana first mentioned 
how one should learn Torah, and only then, mentioned the 
other Middos that a person must have, in order to completely 
acquire Torah.       

Rav Yisrael Salanter famously wrote in Iggeres Ha’Mussar 
that all Torah study is an antidote to the Yetzer Hara. In other 
words, even learning monetary laws in Bava Kama, will give 
a person more ability to control himself from speaking 
Lashon Hara. However, Rav Yisrael said, the most powerful 
antidote to any given bad Middah or sin, is to learn about the 
laws of that bad Middah or sin! The best way to combat 
Lashon Hara is to learn Hilchos Lashon Hara; and the best 
way to be honest in business dealings is to learn Choshen 
Mishpat. Similarly, the best way to avoid running after honor, 
is to learn Sifrei Mussar that discuss this topic.  

One of the twenty-four attributes in a person’s daily life 
that help a person acquire Torah, is to run away from honor. 
A person is not only supposed to avoid honor, but he is 
supposed to run away from it. If he tries to avoid it, but enjoys 

it when it is happening, he will lack in his perfection in Torah. 
It is well known that after a certain great Torah scholar was 
given a great honor, he came back home and cried because he 
was tempted with the Nisayon of honor. 

                 Yiras Shamayim           
When a person learns Torah, he can easily succeed in many 

other areas of spirituality.  

Rav Yisrael Salanter famously wrote in Or Yisrael (letter 
#14) that in earlier years, people used to be very fearful 
during the month of Elul, due to their upcoming judgment on 
Rosh Hashanah. He notes that in his generation this fear 
lessened. If we think about this, we see that we are not doing 
well in this department. The average person then probably had 
less sins than we do, and yet they were more frightened 
during Elul than we are. We simply do not possess their level 
of Yiras Shamayim.  

Rav Yisrael continues that the reason why people are less 
afraid during Elul than they should be, is that they simply do 
not have role models who display this type of fear during 
Elul. When people do not see an example of how they are 
supposed to act, they do not know how to attain that spiritual 
level. It is not their reality. This shows us how merely seeing 
a person with Yiras Shamayim has a great impact on us, and 
allows us to attain a higher level of Yiras Shamayim. While it 
is possible for a person to become a great Yarei Shamayim 
without seeing such role models; it is possible through the 
constant study of Mussar, although it is harder for him to do 
so, without these role models. 

In earlier generations, there were many great people who 
were Yarei Shamayim. I heard from my Rebbi, Rav Dessler 
zt”l, that when he was younger, he would often encounter 
such people in the street, and this raised his own personal 
Yiras Shamayim. He lamented the fact that this type of person 
was not commonly seen anymore.  

I know a very powerful religious person in a very public 
position. He has told me how there are many trials and 
tribulations that he faces daily in very serious matters. What 
gives him the strength to overcome these tests is the fact that 
when he was younger, he saw Rav Yechezkel Levenstein and 
the Ponevezher Rav zt”l. He saw the Yiras Shamayim on their 
faces, and the way they conducted themselves. This gives him 
a reminder that one must strive to be a Yarei Shamayim like 
they were. The fact that this person noted that he saw them, 
and was influenced, is in of itself an indication that he is a 
good person. There are unfortunately some people who are on 
such a low spiritual level, that even their daily interaction 
with a great person does not have any particular impact on 
their Yiras Shamayim.  
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In summary, a person must first make sure to learn Torah, 
which is the most effective way to combat the Yetzer Hara. 
Once he is learning Torah, he can then work on areas such as 
Yiras Shamayim, in order to become a true Eved Hashem.                                                           

                      Uprooting Anger 
A person must work on his Middos. He must work to 

uproot bad Middos, such as becoming angry easily, as this is a 
very bad Middah. This is as the Zohar (vol. 1, 27:2) states, “If 
a person becomes angry, it is as if he has served idols.” The 
Gemara in Nedarim (22a) states, “If a person becomes angry, 
all types of Gehinnom rule over him. This is as the Passuk 
states, “And remove anger from your heart, and take evil 
away from your flesh.” “Evil” refers to Gehinnom.     

We have previously mentioned the story of a person who 
used to become upset on Erev Shabbos, amid all of the last 
minute Erev Shabbos preparations. He was told that even if he 
becomes upset, he should not raise his voice. He did it during 
the first Erev Shabbos after he was given this advice, but it 
was very hard for him to remain composed. He came back to 
the person whose advice he asked, and asked for more advice 
on how to refrain from becoming angry. He was told to keep 
doing this, despite the difficulty. Every Erev Shabbos that he 
continued in this manner, he found that it was becoming 
easier to refrain from becoming upset, until he was able to 
completely maintain his composure almost effortlessly during 
the last minute Erev Shabbos preparations!       

If a person is aware that he possesses a bad Middah, and he 
wants to combat this Middah, he must first evaluate how 
urgent it is for him to break this bad Middah. Once he realizes 
this, he must know that there is hope. If he will seek advice on 
how to break this Middah, and he will maintain following this 
advice, Hashem will help make this his second nature, until he 
successfully breaks this bad Middah. Even if he does not 
know exactly how to break this bad Middah, if he really wants 
to do so, Hashem will send him the knowledge (i.e. in the 
form of a self-help book or a speaker) to guide him in 
overcoming his bad Middah. This is as the Gemara in Yoma 
(38b) states, “If someone wants to become pure, he is helped 
(by Heaven).”         

 Since we are discussing the Siyata Dishmaya a person 
receives when he really wants to serve Hashem properly, I 
will relate another story we have previously stated regarding a 
boy who had to work at a young age. He was only able to 
come to the Yeshivah to learn the half-hour Mussar Seder 
each day. When I asked him why he specifically chose that 
half hour, he replied that half an hour of learning Mussar 
makes him feel alive. It strengthens his Emunah for the whole 
day, and helps him maintain a healthy love for Torah.  

After awhile, Hashem helped him, and he was able to come 
to Yeshivah as a regular full-time student, just like other boys 
his age. He ended up learning well, and today he is a person 
who teaches Torah. This was all because Hashem saw how 
much he wanted to be someone who learned Torah.  

    Haughtiness – Feeling Important                                      
People who are haughty often do not realize that they are 

haughty. They think that they are truly important, and that 
there is nothing wrong with them realizing this fact. After all, 
they are indeed very smart and learned. Why shouldn’t they 
recognize that they are important? Moshe Rabeinu recognized 
that he was important, as he himself wrote in the Torah that 
he was the most humble person who ever walked the face of 
the earth! He certainly was not haughty! Therefore, they 
concluded, recognizing that you are important, cannot be 
called true haughtiness.         

 However, they are wrong. There is a difference between 
knowing you were given traits as a gift from Hashem, and 
thinking that you are great, as you possess certain traits. Of 
course Moshe Rabeinu knew that he had many very positive 
traits. Besides being the most humble person who ever lived, 
he was also called a servant of Hashem, and he had the 
highest level of prophecy. However, he did not look at 
himself as special, as he realized that Hashem had given him 
all of these traits, and he was obligated to use them all to 
serve Hashem. This is as he said in Shemos (16:7), “And 
what are we?” He knew that he was not the reason he had 
these traits, but rather they were a gift from Hashem. If a 
person fulfills his many obligations, and uses his talents as 
intended, it is not a reason for him to become haughty. It is 
merely a reason that he should not be called negligent and/or 
a sinner!              

The Rambam famously states in Iggeres Ha’Ramban, that a 
person should think that every person is greater than he is. 
The obvious question is, how is a person who is very talented 
supposed to think that, about those who are not as talented?                        

The Rambam gives the answer himself, when he explains 
that if a person is more knowledgeable than someone else, he 
should realize that when he sins, he is doing so on purpose, 
but when others who are less knowledgeable sin, they are 
doing so accidentally! We can use this to explain all other 
scenarios as well. While it is possible that you are doing more 
Mitzvos and learning more Torah than someone else, it may 
be that you simply have more talent in these areas from 
Hashem. It is possible that he is living up to his limited 
potential, while you are not becoming as great as you should 
be! This should cause us to contemplate whether we are really 
reaching our potential or not. 
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                         Contemplation                  

Even people who learn Torah must think, “Am I really 
learning Torah as I should?” People often engage in Bitul 
Torah, which is a very serious sin. The Gemara in Sanhedrin 
(99a) says that a person who can learn Torah, but does not, is 
called “denigrating the word of Hashem.” This definitely 
applies (at least to some degree) to people who do not learn as 
much Torah as they should.     

My Rebbi, Rav Dessler zt”l, said in the name of Rav 
Chaim Brisker zt”l, that this also applies to a person who does 
not learn as in-depth as they should. This lack of analysis to 
find out the true meaning of Hashem’s Torah, is also called 
“denigrating the word of Hashem.”   

We have stated many times, that the primary advice for 
success in life, is to learn Mussar, as this will help combat the 
Yetzer Hara. This will help us know if we truly have good 
Middos, or are just fooling ourselves. Rav Brisker stated that 
the Chovos Ha’Levavos is the “Shulchan Aruch of 

Yiddishkeit.” A person must know that if he thinks he is 
important and becomes haughty in some way, he lacks a 
perfectly kosher heart.   

With the help of Hashem, we will have Siyata Dishmaya to 
become more spiritual!                

         

                        

                            

          

 (This discourse was delivered in Teves 5777.) 
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