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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 Naso 5776 

The Way to Succeed in Torah  

The days of Sefiras Ha’Omer should be days spent 

preparing ourselves to receive the Torah. This is as the Sefer 

Ha’Chinuch (Mitzvah 306) states, that when Bnei Yisrael left 

Egypt, they were well aware that the reason that Hashem took 

them out of Egypt was in order to give them the Torah. This is 

as the Passuk in Shemos (3:12) states, “When you take the 

nation out of Egypt, you will serve Elokim on this mountain.” 

The commentaries explain that one of the four terms of 

redemption, “v’Lakachti” – “and I will take you” refers to 

Hashem taking us as a nation upon our receiving the Torah. 

Bnei Yisrael counted down the days to their receiving the 

Torah with a great sense of anticipation and excitement. 

Bnei Yisrael already knew much of what was written in the 

Torah. After all, the Gemara in Yoma (28b) states that the 

Avos, Shevet Levi, and others, had already been studying 

Torah for quite some time. However, this was before they had 

an obligation to study Torah, and before they reached the 

level of Adam Ha’Rishon before he sinned (as they did when 

they accepted the Torah). They therefore were very excited to 

elevate themselves spiritually, and be commanded to learn 

Torah. [We have previously explained that a person becomes 

holier merely by being commanded to perform a Mitzvah.] 

The Sefer Ha’Chinuch (ibid.) states, that their anticipation 

was like “a slave who wants (to rest in the) shade.” A slave 

who constantly must work has a very strong desire to take a 

break in the shade. The desire of Bnei Yisrael to receive the 

Torah was similar to this great desire.  

Accordingly, we are now in a time of a great desire for 

Torah. It is therefore appropriate for us to speak about how 

we can better study and acquire Torah. 

Especially tonight, on Lag b’Omer, the day that Rebbi 

Shimon bar Yochai passed away, we find this an appropriate 

topic. The Talmud and the Zohar Ha’Kadosh (authored by 

Rebbi Shimon himself) is full of Rebbi Shimon bar Yochai’s 

teachings regarding Torah study. 

For example, the Nefesh Ha’Chaim (Shar Alef, Os 

Gimmel) famously quotes the Zohar as stating that if a person 

studies Torah, but does not have Yiras Shamayim, his Torah 

study does not go up on high. Even though Torah study brings 

a person to have Yiras Shamayim, he must have a minimal 

amount of Yiras Shamayim first, before this happens. Without 

this minimal amount, his Torah study will be deficient. This is 

as the Mishnah in Avos (3:17) states, “If there is no wisdom, 

there is no fear of Heaven, and if there is no fear of Heaven, 

there is no wisdom.” The Gemara in Shabbos (31a) similarly 

states, that grain needs a Kav of salty earth mixed with it, in 

order to preserve it from rotting. The Yiras Shamayim is 

compared to the salty earth, and the Torah is the grain. 

Without Yiras Shamayim, a person’s Torah can end up 

becoming ruined. This is as the Passuk states, “Yiras Hashem 

Hee Otzaro” – “Yiras Hashem is his storehouse.” While 

Torah is the main Mitzvah that a person must gather into his 

spiritual storehouse in this world, it cannot be preserved 

without Yiras Shamayim.  

                                         * 

We will now speak about a pressing topic. How can one 

succeed in Torah learning until he becomes a true Talmid 

Chacham?  

Every single person must learn Torah according to his 

ability, and in a way that he understands what he is 

learning. If a person is listening to Shiurim that are on too 

high of a level, and all he hears are some trains of thought 

here and there, he is primarily wasting his time. While he is 
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learning Torah, he will not succeed in Torah through this 

manner of learning. One can only succeed in learning if he 

understands everything that he is learning. Every question, 

answer, and train of thought should be understandable to him.            

Unfortunately, it is very common for boys and men on 

every level to complain that they do not enjoy learning. We 

find that this happens to some boys in elementary school, high 

school, Yeshivah Gedolah, and even Avreichim in Kollel. 

This is not a problem with the Torah, as we know that words 

of Torah are more coveted than gold, and sweeter than the 

drops of honeycombs (see Tehilim 19:11). Rather, the 

problem is that these people are not learning Torah in a way 

that they enjoy learning. When people do this, they become 

frustrated, and lose their enthusiasm for learning Torah.      

Sometimes a Rebbi in Cheder who already knows the 

Gemara with Rashi, will start teaching other commentaries on 

the Gemara. However, first he must ensure that the students 

understand the explanation of the Gemara and Rashi. They 

must clearly understand the Gemara’s question, and how 

Rashi understands the Gemara’s question, before any 

commentaries are discussed.       

Some people underestimate the importance of 

understanding Gemara and Rashi. I once heard an older 

person say, “What is learning Gemara with Rashi? Is that 

called learning?” He is wrong. Before learning any 

commentaries on a Gemara, one must first ascertain that he 

understands this Gemara with Rashi.  

When Rav Chaim Brisker zt”l was looking for a Shidduch 

for (his son) the Brisker Rav zt”l, he was asked to describe his 

son’s Torah knowledge. He answered, “he knows Gemara 

with Rashi.” 

I once discussed a topic in Kodshim with the Brisker Rav, 

and pointed out that there was a Rashi in a different Mesechta 

that mentioned a word that was pertinent to our topic. He was 

extremely interested in this Rashi, and asked for me to show it 

to him. After doing so, he offered a brilliant explanation of 

this Rashi. 

It is well known that if one reads Rashi carefully, he will 

find that all of the questions of Tosfos are already answered in 

Rashi. Even though there is often a lengthy discussion in the 

Rishonim regarding the questions of Tosfos on Rashi, Rashi 

often preempted these questions by using specific 

terminology in his comments. This fact is explicitly stated by 

the Meiri in his introduction to Pirkei Avos.  

Jumping to cite commentaries other than Rashi is a 

problem that is common in the higher grades of elementary 

school today. Sometimes the commentaries cited are not just  

basic commentaries such as the Pnei Yehoshua and the 

Tzlach, but rather comments from Roshei Yeshivah who lived 

not long ago. Sometimes the Rebbi gives over these 

comments, and he himself does not even know what they 

mean.  

In Yeshivah Ketanah (high school), it is unfortunately 

common that boys jump to commentaries without first 

properly understanding the Gemara with Rashi. If asked 

simple questions on the Gemara and Rashi, they will 

sometimes be unable to answer, as they never were truly 

taught the basic explanation of the Gemara they are studying 

with Rashi.  

There are often great Roshei Yeshivah today who indeed 

share tremendous Torah insights, and have their own way of 

learning that is very productive for them. However, the 

students in their Yeshivah who do not understand them, are 

not benefitting from hearing their Shiurim. 

This is not a new phenomenon. In previous generations 

there were also such problems in Yeshivos. However, usually 

this type of Shiur was only given once a week. Accordingly, it 

was not looked upon as the main focus of a student’s learning. 

The main focus was a clear understanding and review of 

Gemara, Rashi, and then Tosfos. 

Some Kollelim also have a problem in that they learn too 

slow. They state that everyone must only learn a very small 

amount of material every week. Many Avreichim do not 

enjoy learning in this manner, even though the Rosh Kollel 

indeed might benefit from it. If Avreichim do not enjoy this 

method of learning, they should not be in such a Kollel.  

It is written in the Iggeres Ha’Gra that a person only 

acquires Torah if he learns Torah calmly, without pressure. 

When a person is calm, his head is clear, and he will 

remember his learning. Some people are nervous because they 
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want to make sure they finish a certain amount of material 

every week, and this fills them with pressure.  

The same applies to Davening. If a person is filled with 

tension because he wants to make sure he Davens properly, he 

will not succeed in Davening well.  

It is recommended to read the Sefer Chosen Yeshoshua 

authored by the Gaon Rebbi Yehoshua Heller zt”l. He wrote a 

Sefer regarding how one can succeed in learning. He also 

wrote in this Sefer how Balei Batim, who must spend much of 

their day working, can utilize the rest of their time, and 

succeed in whatever learning they can do. 

                                             * 

The Chazon Ish wrote a letter (Kovetz Igros 1:4) regarding 

a type of common action that holds back success in Torah. 

We know that the Halachah is that one should not touch 

places of his body that is normally covered, or scratch sweaty 

places on his body, and then learn Torah. One should first 

wash Netilas Yadayim before proceeding to learn Torah. The 

Chazon Ish writes in this letter, that touching and scratching 

these places and then proceeding to learn, is something that 

holds back growth in Torah (see also the Mishnah Berurah on 

Siman Daled).  

While we are on the subject of Halachah, it is important to 

mention that everyone must learn Halachah. Without learning 

Halachah, a person will simply not know how to conduct 

himself in everyday life. The laws of Davening, Berachos, 

and getting dressed all need to be learned. I know of one great 

person who followed the Shulchan Aruch regarding getting 

dressed under the covers, to the point that he even put his 

socks on under the covers! He was very careful regarding the 

laws of Tznius (see Mishnah Berurah on Siman Gimmel). 

The importance of Mishnah Berurah Orach Chaim is 

central to Jewish life. As the Mishnah Berurah states in his 

introduction, Orach Chaim is the most important of all four 

parts of Shulchan Aruch. These laws are relevant to every 

waking moment of our lives. The Mishnah Berurah writes, “If 

a person does not know these laws, he cannot move.” 

The Mishnah Berurah also writes in the name of the Yaros 

Devash that if a person does not learn Hilchos Shabbos well, 

he will certainly transgress the laws of Shabbos. There are so 

many laws of Shabbos, such as Borer and Muktzah that a 

person will surely transgress if he does not learn them well. If 

a person does not know how to separate an article of clothing 

from a pile of clothing, or a Sefer from a pile of Sefarim, he 

can easily transgress Borer. The same applies to all the 

prohibitions on Shabbos. 

                                             * 

There is another problem with some people who learn 

Gemara. There are some who approach an argument between 

Abaye and Rava, and start rationalizing which of these 

opinions is clearly the more logical opinion. They do this as if 

they think that they have an opinion equal to that of Rava and 

Abaye.  

There is no question that people were more gifted mentally 

in earlier generations. Even the Nesivos (22:3) writes that 

while he argues in logic with a certain approach of the 

Tumim, “One should not move away from the Tumim’s 

approach without a clear proof.” He understood that since the 

Tumim was older than him, it must be that his opinion should 

be followed in Halachah.  

The Gemara in Eruvin (53a) states that Rava already stated 

that the understanding of his generation was “like putting a 

finger on a wall of wax” compared to previous generations. In 

other words, just like a finger does not stick to a wall of wax, 

so too the understanding of his generation was weak 

compared to previous generations.  

It is well known that people viewed the Vilna Gaon like a 

Rishon. Rav Chaim Volozhin asked the Gaon which Rishon 

he is like. The Gaon said, “Perhaps like the Ramban.” The 

Chazon Ish writes that even though the Gaon was very great, 

if he argues in logic with a Rishon, we must presume that the 

Rishon’s logic is more precise. This is because of the natural 

fact that people’s minds were sharper in earlier generations 

(see Maseh Ish vol.3 in the name of R’ Dov Yaffe shlit”a).  

It is also known that Rav Chaim Volozhin considered the 

way Rebbi Akiva Eiger zt”l learned, to be like the way the 

Rishonim learned. In Chut Ha’Meshulash (one of the earliest 

biographies regarding Rebbi Akiva Eiger), a letter from Rav 

Chaim Volozhin written to R’ Shlomo Eiger zt”l is quoted. 

The letter states, “The logic of your father is very dear to 

me…like one of the Rishonim who is serving on high.” Even 
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so, we find that Rebbi Akiva Eiger himself often said that 

perhaps he did not understand certain Torah thoughts 

properly.  

In Kesuvos (9a), Rebbi Akiva Eiger introduces a novel 

logical thought regarding a certain concept. He writes there 

that, “This is correct b’Ezras Hashem, even though this is an 

original logical thought.” The Chasam Sofer and the Chazon 

Ish both endorsed this thought. Even so, Rebbi Akiva Eiger 

was hesitant and said, “It is an original logical thought.” 

Indeed, the Tosfos Ha’Rosh there, seems to argue on Rebbi 

Akiva Eiger’s approach, even though his approach seems very 

logical. The Shev Shmatsa indeed argues on Rebbi Akiva 

Eiger’s approach, and explains the Tosfos Ha’Rosh in a 

logical manner. We therefore see that it is possible that even 

when someone thinks of an approach that makes sense, the 

Rishonim may have known better. 

My father zt”l told me that Rav Chaim Volozhin once saw 

a complicated response that Rebbi Akiva Eiger wrote 

regarding why a certain woman is allowed to remarry. Rav 

Chaim remarked, “I also could have written this response. 

However, Rebbi Akiva Eiger wrote this answer on the spot. 

This would have taken me a very long time to compile.” Rav 

Chaim similarly remarked, “I also know how to sew, just like 

a tailor. The only difference is that the tailor can make a pair 

of pants accurately in a short amount of time, while it would 

take me a very long time to sew a quality pair of pants.” 

                                           * 

The Or Sameach and the Chazon Ish both stated that before 

a teenager is seventeen years old, it is impossible for him to 

have a mature understanding in his learning. This is why it is 

very important when teenagers are younger, and even for 

older people, to simply accumulate a tremendous amount 

of simple understanding of Gemara. This will help them 

understand their learning in depth after they are older and 

wiser. 

                                             * 

One of the ways to acquire Torah is to avoid being 

honored. Even if a person does not actively seek honor, but 

becomes used to receiving honor, the Mesilas Yesharim 

(ch.11) writes that this can be extremely addictive. He notes 

that it is harder for a person to break his need for honor than 

break any other desire!  

It is known that a certain Rav told Rav Yisrael Salanter that 

he is going to move to Eretz Yisrael. Rav Yisrael told him 

that in Eretz Yisrael there are many Rabbanim, and he will 

therefore not receive the honor he is used to receiving. He 

therefore advised him that he should only go after Davening 

in a different shul, sitting in a regular seat, and not receiving 

any special honors (i.e. the Aliyah of Shelishi) for six months. 

If he sees he can tolerate this, he can go to Eretz Yisrael.                               

      May we all merit success in Torah!            

             

(This discourse was delivered in Iyar 5776.)
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