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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 Vayeitzei 5776 

An Unblemished Olah  

In last week’s Parshah, Hashem told Yitzchak not to go 

down to Egypt, and to remain in Eretz Yisrael. Rashi explains 

that Yitzchak wanted to go down to Egypt (where there was 

food) due to the famine in his area, just as his father, Avraham 

Avinu, did when there was famine. Hashem told him not to go 

down to Egypt, as he was an unblemished Olah who should 

not leave Eretz Yisrael.         

Rashi’s source for this comment is the Bereishis Rabah 

(64:3). The Medrash states, “Live in this land – Rebbi 

Hoshiyah said, you are an Olah Temimah. Just as an Olah 

becomes invalid if it leaves the curtains (of the Mishkan, or 

the walls of the Beis Hamikdash), so too if you go to Chutz 

La’Aretz you will become invalid.” If an Olah sacrifice is 

slaughtered, and is then taken outside of the Mishkan or Beis 

Hamikdash, it becomes invalid. It may not be eaten, and its 

limbs are no longer burned on the altar.       

Yitzchak Avinu had this same holiness, as Avraham Avinu 

had already designated him an Olah at Akeidas Yitzchak. 

Even after a ram was brought instead of Yitzchak, the Passuk 

states, “And he offered him as an Olah instead of his son 

(Yitzchak).” This implies that Yitzchak still maintained his 

status of being an Olah (and a different Olah was brought in 

his place). This is similar to the laws of Temurah. The Torah 

says that if a person states regarding an animal that he had 

dedicated to a sacrifice that its holiness should be transferred 

to a regular animal, both animals are holy. Similarly, even 

though Yitzchak’s holiness was transferred to the ram, he 

remained holy.               

In this regard, Yitzchak was different from Avraham and 

Yaakov. While they were permitted to leave Eretz Yisrael, 

Hashem did not allow Yitzchak to leave Eretz Yisrael.  

It is interesting to note that when the Passuk starts to 

discuss Akeidas Yitzchak, it says that Hashem tested 

Avraham. It does not say that Hashem tested both Avraham 

and Yitzchak. Why not? The answer is that Yitzchak had 

already proclaimed that he would die for Hashem. This is 

clearly stated in the Gemara in Sanhedrin (89a). Yishmael 

bragged to Yitzchak that he (Yishmael) was holier than 

Yitzchak, as he had allowed himself to have a Bris Milah at 

thirteen years old. Yitzchak replied that he would gladly 

sacrifice his entire body for Hashem!                

Rashi in Vayeira explains that this is why the Passuk states 

that Avraham and Yitzchak “went together” to the Akeidah. 

They both had the same intent. Just as Avraham was happy to 

be doing what Hashem wanted, so too Yitzchak was happy to 

be doing what Hashem desired from him. This is what gave 

him this exalted status of an unblemished Olah.       

However, Avraham had the test of actually slaughtering his 

son. Even though Hashem knew he would be able to do so, 

He needed to test Avraham. The Rambam explains that this 

was to show practically that Avraham was totally dedicated to 

Hashem. When a person expresses lofty spiritual ideas, it is 

always possible for people to think that they perhaps would 

not practice what they preach. This showed everyone beyond 

a shadow of a doubt that Avraham would even slaughter his 

son for Hashem, if he was commanded to do so. This caused 

Avraham Avinu to become even holier.       

           Mesirus  Nefesh   

Throughout history, there have been many Jews who have 

withstood trials similar to those of Avraham and Yitzchak. 

This is why we say the “Av Ha’Rachamim” prayer on 

Shabbos, to commemorate those individuals and entire 

communities that sacrificed their lives Al Kiddush Hashem. 

During the Crusades, tens of thousands of Jews lost their lives 
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rather than convert to Christianity. I have seen a book that 

suggested that in a certain period in history, there were only 

two hundred and fifty thousand people in the world (although 

perhaps the author meant in Europe), due to the persecution of 

the Jews.     

Many Jews would be Moser Nefesh even if they did not 

have to do so according to the strict letter of the law. This is 

as the Vayikra Rabah (32:1) states, “People would ask a 

person who was being led to be stoned, “Why were you 

sentenced to be stoned?” He would answer, “I circumcised 

my son.” Another would be asked why he was being burned 

at the stake, and he would answer that he kept Shabbos. 

Another would be asked why he was going to be beheaded, 

and he would answer that it was because he ate Matzah etc.” 

We see that these people sacrificed their lives to perform a 

positive commandment, even though this is not warranted 

according to the letter of the law, as a person is allowed to 

live and merely passively not fulfill the commandment (if he 

is threatened with his life). 

           The Rambam (Hilchos Yesodei Ha’Torah 5:1) 

writes that one is forbidden from sacrificing his life if he is 

not supposed to do so, and says that a person who does so, is 

considered as if he committed suicide. However, the Kesef 

Mishnah there quotes a Nimukei Yosef who says that if a 

person is very pious, and he sees that the generation needs 

strengthening in keeping Mitzvos, he is allowed to sacrifice 

his life for even the smallest Mitzvah. This is in order that 

people will learn to fear and love Hashem with all of their 

heart. This must be the case in the aforementioned Medrash. 

This is also why the Gemara in Berachos (61b) states that 

Rebbi Akiva sacrificed his life in order to teach Torah during 

a time when this type of behavior was persecuted. The 

Gemara in Avodah Zarah (17a) relates a similar story 

regarding Rebbi Chanina ben Tradyon. Despite the fact that 

lack of Torah learning is only nullifying a positive 

commandment, and one is not obligated to sacrifice his life 

for it, a great and pious person is allowed to sacrifice his life 

for this, as stated by the Nimukei Yosef.  

How did Jews throughout the generations have the strength 

to give up their lives Al Kiddush Hashem? The Sefarim state 

that they gained strength from Avraham Avinu. By passing 

his trials, he passed down holiness to his descendants that 

they should be able to give up their lives for Hashem. This 

holiness gives them the strength to defy people who try to 

convert them, and to instead willingly give up their lives to 

sanctify the name of Hashem. 

There are many stories of this nature that happened during 

the time of the Holocaust. There was a story of one Jew who 

was told by the Nazis to say statements of heresy, or be killed. 

He refused, even though he was threatened with his life, and 

was indeed killed. There is even a story about a Jew who 

unfortunately converted to Christianity, and was told by the 

Nazis that he should help them kill his fellow Jews. He 

refused to do so, and was killed Al Kiddush Hashem.  

There were even Jews who went to their death with great 

happiness and joy, as they knew they were going to do the 

tremendous Mitzvah of sacrificing their lives Al Kiddush 

Hashem. It is said that when the Jews of Kelm, Hashem 

should avenge their blood, were being led to their death, they 

sang “Aleinu l’Shabeach” which continues, “that He did not 

make us like the nations of the world, and He did not place us 

like the families of the earth.” Rather, we are Jews, who bow 

down before the King of all Kings, Ha’Kadosh Baruch Hu. 

Before they were killed, Rebbi Daniel from Kelm, Hashem 

should avenge his blood, was granted to say some words to 

give them strength. 

Similarly, when Rav Elchanan Wasserman, Hashem should 

avenge his blood, was taken out to be killed together with 

other great Rabbanim, he told them a message that is printed 

(posthumously) in the introduction to his Sefer Kovetz 

Shiurim. He said that we should know that we are sacrifices 

that have been chosen to atone for Klal Yisrael. Korbanos 

require pure thoughts. Therefore, he said, we must ensure that 

we do not have any impure thoughts Chas v’Shalom, as we 

want our sacrifice to be without any thoughts that invalidate 

it. We do not have any complaint regarding the fact that we 

are going to be killed Al Kiddush Hashem, as this is our 

destined role in life, and for this moment we were created, to 

sanctify Hashem’s name. 

This is the nature of Klal Yisrael. It is natural for us to 

sacrifice our lives for Hashem, as we have inherited this 

ability from our forefathers who similarly sacrificed their life 

Al Kiddush Hashem.                                      
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 Kedushas  Ha’Aretz 

The Gemara in Yevamos (79a) tells us that Klal Yisrael 

has three identifying traits. Every Jew is merciful, bashful, 

and kindhearted. There are even simple Jews who will give up 

their life for others because they have such good Middos. This 

is our great nature that we have inherited from our 

distinguished forefathers. 

The Gemara in Nedarim (22a) relates that the holiness of 

Eretz Yisrael imbues people with good Middos. The Gemara 

relates how two Jews traveled together from Babylon to Eretz 

Yisrael, and on the way one of then killed the other. When 

Rebbi Yochanan found out about this he was astounded, as 

the Passuk states, “And Hashem will give you there an angry 

heart” implying that only “there,” meaning in Chutz La’Aretz, 

will Jews have an angry heart that could lead them to murder. 

How did this happen in Eretz Yisrael? He was later informed 

by Ula that indeed this did not happen in Eretz Yisrael. 

Rather, it happened before these two people crossed the 

Jordan River. If they would have crossed into Eretz Yisrael, 

even one step, there was a much greater chance that this 

murder would never have happened.  

Obviously people are also murdered in Eretz Yisrael. 

However, Rebbi Yochanan knew the people involved, and 

estimated that they would never have come to this if they had 

indeed entered Eretz Yisrael.          

Perhaps this is one of the reasons why it is forbidden to 

leave Eretz Yisrael. This is as the Rambam (Hilchos 

Melachim 5:9) states, “It is forbidden to leave Eretz Yisrael 

for Chutz La’Aretz unless a person needs to learn Torah or 

marry (outside of Eretz Yisrael).” A person who leaves Eretz 

Yisrael loses this positive spiritual influence on his Middos, 

and ends up ruining his good Middos.          

The reason that it is permitted to leave Eretz Yisrael to 

learn Torah is because Torah study causes a person to become 

holier than being in Eretz Yisrael. Therefore, he will not lose 

if he can learn more Torah outside of Eretz Yisrael. His 

Middos will in fact become better as he is sanctified through 

Torah study. Similarly, if a person does not have a wife, the 

Gemara in Yevamos (62b) states that he does not have Torah, 

and some say he does not have good. In truth, good also 

means Torah, as stated in Pirkei Avos (6:3) that “good” refers 

to Torah. Accordingly, it is permitted to leave Eretz Yisrael 

for these two things which will only increase his ability to 

become more sanctified through Torah.         

There is no leniency that allows a person to leave Eretz 

Yisrael without good reason. If a person needs to do so for his 

health, it is permitted, as this is a fulfillment of the Mitzvah 

“And you should guard your souls.” There are indeed people 

who never leave Eretz Yisrael. Some people never even leave 

the walls of Yerushalayim, so that they should have a 

tremendous positive spiritual influence from Yerushalayim Ir 

Ha’Kodesh. This is why it was important that Yitzchak Avinu 

should stay in Eretz Yisrael.    

                   The Power  of  Torah       

How great is the power of Torah! Even the Angel of Death 

cannot kill a person who is learning Torah. This is as stated in 

the Gemara in Shabbos (30b) regarding David Ha’Melech, 

who knew he was destined to die on Shabbos. He would learn 

every Shabbos without interruption. When it came time for 

him to die, he learned without interruption, making him 

unable to be taken by the Angel of Death. The Angel of Death 

therefore caused the trees near his house to shake violently, 

causing a loud sound. When David Ha’Melech got up to 

investigate the nature of this sound, the step under him broke, 

and he was susceptible to the Angel of Death. This is when he 

died.                

We see from here that a person can be saved from death by 

clinging to Torah. This is not just a person who is speaking 

words of Torah. Even a person who is thinking Torah 

thoughts is on this level. This is as the Passuk states, “This 

Sefer Torah should not be removed from your mouths, and 

you will study it day and night.” “Mouths” refers to speaking 

Torah, while “v’Higisa” – “study” refers to Torah thoughts. If 

a person constantly speaks or has thoughts of Torah, the 

Angel of Death cannot harm him. 

There are similarly stories in the Gemara regarding 

Amoraim who the Angel of Death could not kill. The Gemara 

in Moed Katan (28a) relates how Rav Ashi told the Angel of 

Death that he needed thirty more days to review all that he 

had learned. [There is a similar story in Kesuvos (77b) 

regarding Rebbi Chanina bar Papa.] The Gemara continues 

that Rav Chisda was constantly learning and therefore could 

not be killed by the Angel of Death until the main support 

beam for the roof of the Beis Medrash broke, causing him to 
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interrupt his studies for one moment. At that moment, the 

Angel of Death took him.  

The Gemara in Bava Metzia (86b) relates how Rabah bar 

Nachmeini similarly could not be taken by the Angel of 

Death, as he was continuously learning. The Angel of Death 

caused a sound to be heard as if the soldiers of the king were 

looking for him (for he was wanted by the government), 

making him pause momentarily from his learning. At this 

moment, the Angel of Death took him.                     

          Perfecting Middos   

It is not very difficult to become constantly involved in 

Torah study. Torah learning is very sweet, gladdens the heart, 

and is very interesting! It is harder to achieve having perfect 

Middos.          

The Mashgiach, Rebbi Abba Grossbard zt”l told us in 

Lomze, that in Kelm they used to say that if a person realizes 

he does not have perfect Middos, it is a sign that he has good 

Middos. Truthfully, it is like this in every area. If a person 

realizes he needs to improve in a certain area, it is a sign that 

he is probably fairly good in that area, and merely needs 

improvement.             

However, if a person does not realize that he is lacking in 

Middos, it is a sign that he is far from being someone who has 

good Middos. He clearly does not criticize himself at all for 

any of his faults, and is probably quite haughty to boot.  

There are many levels in good Middos. For example, in the 

Middah of Chesed, a person can work on himself until he 

achieves the level of Avraham Avinu, which is an extremely 

high level of Chesed.             

While this perhaps seems difficult at first glance, one must 

realize that we have this inborn trait to do Chessed from our 

forefathers, most notably from Avraham Avinu. This lends us 

the disposition to perform Chesed. Everyone can strengthen 

themselves, and become a Jew who loves Chesed. Every act a 

person does out of love of Chesed makes him a greater Ba’al 

Chesed.     

A person should not think that he has no Yiras Shamayim 

at all. This depressing thought, which is always incorrect, is 

unhelpful. Rather, he should try to assess how he can improve 

his Yiras Shamayim.                                               

The best way to achieve everything we have discussed is 

through learning Mussar. Every holy word or thought 

influences a person to become more and more spiritual. May 

we merit to improve ourselves, and come closer to Hashem!   

 

 
 

(This discourse was delivered in Cheshvan 5776.) 
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