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Forewarned is Forearmed 
Pesach is behind us and with it comes a certain 

sense of lethargy. So we look towards the Parsha 
of the week for inspiration and discover it is merely 
titled “The Eighth” which at first glance does not fill 
us with excitement. Except that contained within 
that title is a profound message, perfectly suited to 
this time of year. 

The number 8 in this context is in reference to 
the eighth and final day of the inauguration of the 
mishkon in the desert. Chazal explain that for the 
first seven days of the inauguration the mishkon 
was erected but then dismantled; only on the final 
day was the mishkon set up and remained standing 
(Toras Kohanim, Tzav, Miluim, 1:36). In reality it 
is therefore day number 1, or the first day, not the 
eighth of the establishment of the Mishkon. But the 
Torah calls it the eighth day to stress a vital point: 
the previous seven attempts were not failures, they 
were preparations. And the preparation for a sacred 
task is as essential as the task itself. From a results 
perspective it may have been number 1 but from a 
significance perspective it was just the next number 
in the sequence.

Emerging from Pesach, this is crucial message. 
Pesach was a top-down event; largely undeservedly 
the Jewish nation were whisked out of slavery to 
freedom with very little input of their own. However, 
they needed to begin taking charge and assuming 
responsibility. They would not be able to rely on 
Divine intervention forever, they would have to 
begin making their own preparations and invest 
their own energy into the process if they were to 
succeed. It would take forty years until Klal Yisroel 

were to become fully independent, in the meantime 
bread would continue to fall from the sky and water 
would burst forth from a rock. But the rebuilding, 
the inauguration of the nation, started now and the 
message of preparation and groundwork is thus 
conveyed immediately.

The Yom Tov following on from Pesach has 
a similarly seemingly innocuous title: Shovuos, 
or “weeks”. This most prominent day, celebrating 
the most seminal event in history, could, perhaps 
should receive the most meaningful name: Day of 
the Giving of the Torah, Day of the Foundation of 
Klal Yisroel, Day of the Purpose of Creation but… 
Weeks? But here again, the message of Shemini 
applies – Klal Yisroel could not expect to turn up to 
Har Sinai and have the Torah delivered to them on a 
silver platter. This was not Pesach mark 2. It would 
require some serious input from their perspective. 
In fact we find that due to inadequate input in the 
original instance the luchos were lost and were 
replaced with a second set that required more 
preparation on the part of Moshe Rabbenu.

And this is very much the underlying concept 
of Sefiras HaOmer. Each day is another step in the 
preparatory process towards receiving the Torah. 
The name Shovuos carries this message but it 
might be too late to hear it on the day. Therefore 
we have the Parsha of Shemini at the very outset - 
forewarned is forearmed. The investment we expend 
during these weeks will determine how much of an 
inauguration we’ll be able to celebrate come the next 
Yom Tov.
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The Meaning of Korbanos
Korban. No word in Western language adequately conveys the concept inherent in the Hebrew 

word. The common translation is “offering,” in the sense of “sacrifice,” with a connotation of 

destruction and loss—a connotation that is foreign, and antithetical to the Hebrew concept 

of a korban.

Even the meaning in the sense of 

“offering” without “sacrifice”, does not 

correspond to Korban in its full sense. 

The idea of an offering implies a prior 

request on the part of the recipient; 

the purpose of the offering is to satisfy 

his needs. There is no distinction 

between an offering and a gift.

The concept of a korban, however, 

is far removed from this. It is never to 

be understood as a gift. The word is 

found solely in the context of man’s 

relationship with Hashem, and can 

only be understood on the basis of 

the meaning of the root word, karav. 

The meaning of karav, in its literal 

sense, is to draw close. The purpose 

and the result of hakrava is positive, 

the forming of a relationship with 

someone. The opposite—destruction 

and loss—should not be ascribed to it.

From this definition, it follows that 

a korban serves to meet the needs 

of the makriv, not the One to Whom 

the korban is brought. The will of the 

makriv is that something of his should 

come to a closer relationship with 

Hashem. This is the very essence of 

a korban: it is designed to bring about 

hakrava. Kirvas Elokim, seeking 

Hashem’s nearness, is, for a Jew, the 

sole good (Tehillim 73:28).

In the Sanctuary, man understands 

that closeness to Hashem is the sole 

criterion for shaping his outlook on life 

and evaluating his happiness: Ad avo 

el mikdashei Kel, avina l’acharisam 

(ibid. 73:17). There, he sees clearly 

that his spiritual and material 

happiness flourishes only through 

closeness to Hashem and His Law, 

his ultimate calling. There, he learns 

that the only way to attain kirvas 

Elokim is through total dedication to 

the illuminating, life-giving fire of the 

Torah. There, life’s riddles are solved. 

There, one’s happiness is determined 

by the measure of his closeness to 

Hashem. There, body and spirit yearn 

for Hashem and to know Him (73:26). 

There, distance from Hashem brings 

ruin (73:27). There, good is found only 

in closeness to Hashem; kirvas Elokim 

li tov. Hence, “happiness” loses its 

appeal if found far from Hashem; near 

Him, suffering is sweetened and even 

transformed into good.

The essence of an offering is 

not killing, but rebirth and renewal 

of existence. Spiritual and moral 

awakening, entering into a life more 

noble and pure, renewing strength 

for life from the never-failing source 

of Hashem’s love—that is the Jewish 

concept of an offering.

Please note: The “Gem of the Week,” is based on excerpts 

from Rav Shamshon Raphael Hirsch zt”l’s commentary on 

Chumash, with permission from the publisher.
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An Act of Piety with Tragic Results
In this week’s parsha the Torah explicitly states the sin of Nadav and Avihu which led to their 
death. Indeed, it is repeated four times in the Torah - each time we are told that they offered 
an aish zoroh before Hashem. Granted that there is room for different explanations of this 
aish zoroh – but why do Chazal toil to find so many other sins to attribute to them when the 
Torah is so specific? 

Paradoxically, the midrash says that the 
Torah unambiguously stated and repeated 
their sin so as to eliminate attribution of 
any other offence to these great tzaddikim. 
Moreover, we are told about their greatness. 
The Torah writes that Moshe knew that there 
would be casualties at the consecration of 
the mishkan, as a consequence of the golden 
calf. Moshe consoles Aharon: “this is what 
Hashem foretold, I will be sanctified by my 
nearest "אקדש  ,Rashi elaborates ”."בקרובי 

“Moshe said to Aharon, Aharon my brother 
I knew the bayis would be sanctified by the 
close affiliates of Hamokom, but I thought 
either through myself or yourself, now I 
see that they are greater than myself and 
yourself!” 

If they were so great, why do the Sages, 
uncharacteristically, appear to magnify 
their misdemeanours rather than minimise? 
Generally, when we are dealing with the 
wicked Chazal compound their felonies as 
with Lavan, Eisav and Bilaam, but this is 
not the case with the righteous.

On studying sources in the Talmud 
and midrash we find at least eleven sins 
attributed to Nadav and Avihu. Some say 
that there were four sins corresponding to 
the four references in the Torah and they 
differ as to which combination of four. 
Chida (Chomas Anoch) finds in the roshei 
teivos of aish zoroh a hint of six. Similarly, 
Baal Haturim sees six in an extra vav. There 
are variant understandings as to the sins, 
which are very briefly listed below.

1. They offered up an aish zoroh.

2. They were drunk.

3. They paskened halacha in front 
of Moshe.

4. They failed to consult.

5. They coveted the leadership.

6. They were celibate.

7. They entered the inner sanctum.

8. They offered incense at the wrong time.

9. They gazed inappropriately at the 
Divine presence.

10. They were missing a priestly garment 
(the meil).

11. They did not wash their hands and feet 
prior to serving.

The Taz sees in the repeated reference to 
their death 'לפני ה, in the Divine presence, a 
textual source for the suggestion that there 
was, in addition to the revealed sin, a sin 
which was hidden from the public. Each 
Rabbi gave his opinion as to the extra sin.

Keli Yokor has a different approach. He 
views aish zoroh as being the root cause 
of each attributed sin. Thus, intoxication is 
an expression of an inner fire, the missing 
meil, is an allusion to loshon hora, as this 
garment atoned for evil speech, which 
is connected with haughtiness, which 
is the trait which led to some of the other 
contraventions. The root cause of the lack 
of deference to the leadership could also be 
attributed to the aish zoroh of gaavoh. This 
would also explain their lack of inclination 
to marry because of their superior family 
ancestry. A similar line is adopted by Rav 
Yaakov Kaminetsky zt’’l.

שמיני י:א "ַוַּיְקִריבּו ִלְפֵני ה' ֵאׁש ָזָרה ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא 
ִצָּוה ֹאָתם:"

This verse could be explained in two 
possible ways. They offered a fire about 
which they had not been commanded to 
bring. Or they offered a fire about which 
they had been specifically commanded not 
to bring. The latter interpretation is that of 
the Baal Haturim. 

Nadav and Avihu offered a fire before 
Hashem as an act of piety but this had tragic 
results. However sincere they may have 
been, since their action was unauthorised it 
was considered a major crime. Maybe both 
interpretations are alluded to in the possuk. 
Since they were not directed it was deemed 
as if they were positively not charged. It 
is considered an act of a stranger and the 
Torah spells out והזר הקרב יומת.

There may be a lesson in this deliberate 
ambiguity. Sometimes taking on board 
excessive duties which are not required, 
even with virtuous intention, can lead to 
disastrous consequences. It is as if the deed 
is not only not necessary but positively 
harmful, equivalent to a flagrant breach of 
the command of Hashem. If you are not 
instructed it is not absolutely clear that 
it is the will of Hashem and may be it is 
reckoned as a positive transgression to 
impute to Hashem what you think is the 
correct course of action.

Today, there are some categories of 
people who feel an urgent need to come 
close to holiness by taking on obligations 
which are not required by halacha, or by the 
mesorah as interpreted by gedolei Yisroel. 
By taking on such actions for which there is 
no clear authorisation, it could be they are 
positively committing an act of aveiroh.
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Silence…
Our wishes are not always conquered through our power of speech. Many times our silence 
is much more representative of our state of mind and may, in turn, help us reach our desired 
goal in a much more appropriate manner. Silence can, at times, convey a greater message 
than spoken words, and remaining silent, at times, doesn’t translate into a lack of intelligence 
or coherence.

We see, in this week’s Parshah, that one 

of the great qualities of the descendants of 

Binyomin, Ya’akov Avinu’s youngest son, 

was their ability to remain silent at certain 

situations. This does not mean at all that 

they were not capable of speaking, on the 

contrary! As a matter of fact, the stone 

that represented the tribe of Binyomin on 

the Urim veTumim (on the High Priest’s 

breastplate) was called Yashpeh, which 

means yesh peh – there’s a mouth.

King Shaul, the first king of the People 

of Israel was a descendant of Binyonin. We 

find in the Tanach that he made very good 

use of his ability to remain silent. When 

Shemuel HaNovi – The prophet Shmuel 

informed Shaul that he would be king, 

Shaul didn’t change his behaviour at all and 

continued to be the very same person he 

was, a humble man. He did not put on airs 

simply because he was going to be the king 

of Israel and, as a matter of fact, didn’t even 

tell his own family about it.

On Purim the Jewish people was saved 

thanks to the silence of Queen Esther who 

obeyed Mordechai’s instructions and didn’t 

reveal her origins. Both Mordechai and 

Esther were descendants of Binyomin.

In this week’s Parashah we learn that 

Aharon HaKohen remained silent after the 

death of his two sons. The Torah tells us 

(Vayikra 10:3): “Moshe said to Aharon: Of 

this did HaShem speak, saying: I will be 

sanctified through those who are close to 

Me, and I will be honoured before the entire 

people; and Aharon fell silent.”

Our Sages z”l teach us that such a 

difficult silent, at a moment of terrible 

pain, sadness and personal suffering, in a 

clear demonstration of acceptance of and 

trust in Divine Justice brought Aharon a 

tremendous reward - the Almighty Himself 

came to speak to Aharon HaKohen in 

person, without using Moshe Rabeinu as 

His intermediary.

The Maharal miPrague zt”l, in his Sefer 

Derech HaChayim, writes that the power 

of speech is a physical ability whereas 

the ability to think is a spiritual power. 

These are two opposing capabilities and 

the verbalization of one’s thoughts is, in 

essence, the lowering of loftier spiritual 

concepts pertaining to higher worlds (Olam 

haMachsavah and Olam Ha’Atzilus – the 

worlds of thought and contemplation) to 

lower planes (i.e.: Olam Ha’Assiah – the 

world of action).

We see, therefore, that when one chooses 

to wisely utilise one’s opportunity to remain 

silent one is, in fact, tapping into higher 

spiritual realms. 

It becomes easier now to understand why 

it is that so many times we find ourselves 

saying: “I don’t know how to express in 

words what I’m thinking…”, for indeed it 

requires giving a finite, lower plane form to 

something which was previously very lofty 

and even ethereal and words will normally 

not do it justice.

Therefore, and in light of the many 

examples we find in this week’s Parshah 

and across our Holy Scriptures, shouldn’t 

we always ask ourselves whether or not 

to speak before actually doing so? Do we 

have something important to say or even 

something at all to say or we just want to 

hear the sound of our own voice?

Pirkei Avos (1:17) brings us a teaching 

in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Rabban 

Gamliel who says that: “All my life I 

have been raised among the wise, and 

I have found nothing better for the body 

than silence.”

Let’s think before we speak, silence is 

simply too precious to be wasted!
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Ohel Mo’ed and the Power of Unity 
The first part of the Torah portion describes the final day of the inauguration ceremony of 
the Mishkan (the Tabernacle). After Aharon and the Children of Yisrael had brought special 
offerings, he and Moshe blessed the people, and the Divine Presence finally rested on 
the Mishkan. The Ramban notes something very interesting about these communal offerings:

Why did the people have to bring more 
offerings than Aharon? Because He [God] had 
said to them [the people], “You have sin on 
your hands at the beginning and sin on your 
hands at the end.” You have sin on your hands 
at the beginning [of your nationhood] - as the 
verse says [with reference to the sale of Yosef], 
And they slaughtered a male goat (Bereishis 
37:31). Let them bring a male goat to atone 
for the incident of the male goat... (Ramban, 
Vayikra 9:3)

The he-goat brought by the people at the 
induction ceremony was to atone for the sale of 
Yosef many years before. But what has this sale 
to do with the Mishkan and its inauguration, 
and why did God deem it necessary for the 
people to atone for it now?

THE OHEL MO’ED
Throughout Vayikra and elsewhere in the 

Torah, the Mishkan is referred to as "the Ohel 
Mo’ed,” usually translated as “Tent of Meeting.” 
It was a place where the whole of klal 
Yisrael assembled to perform their communal 
spiritual duties. And once the Mishkan was 
constructed, private altars for animal 
sacrifices were forbidden, as all offerings had 
to be brought to the spiritual centre. This, as 
always, reflected a spiritual reality as well as a 
physical law. The existence of the Mishkan as 
the single focus of the nation meant that they, 
too, had reached a level at which they had 
achieved real theological unity - they were the 
chosen nation of God, truly connected with 
the Divine. This was the "meeting" in both 
physical and spiritual terms which the Ohel 
Mo’ed represented.

YOSEF
The mystics understand that Yosef was 

a person of unique character. His specialty, 
as it were, was to gather all of the spiritual 
contributions of the other members of his 
family and to direct them toward God. This is 
reflected by the fact that he gathered all of the 
food in Egypt and distributed it as appropriate. 
He is known as the head: just as the head is 
in control of the body, so too was Yosef the 
spiritual leader and controller of the others. 
It should be apparent that this character is 
similar to that expressed by the Ohel Mo’ed.

When the brothers sold Yosef, opposing 
the influence that Yosef could bring to the 
world, they exposed a defect in their ability to 
appreciate and utilize the power of gathering 
which he embodied. This defect, we may 
assume, was passed on to their descendants 
and was still present in the national character 
of klal Yisrael at the time of the construction 
of the Mishkan. So before the Divine Presence 
could enter the Mishkan, enabling it to fulfill 
its intended function of communal unity and 
singularity of purpose, this national character 
flaw had to be expunged. Thus the people 
were required to bring a male goat to atone for 
the sale of Yosef at the inauguration ceremony.

THE TEN MARTYRS
This will help us to understand another 

related issue. The sad story of the ten 
martyrs is well known. We read about it in 
the mussaf prayer of Yom Kippur and in the 
dirges of Tishah B’Av. Ten of the greatest 
sages in Jewish history were cruelly murdered 

by the Romans to atone for the sale of Yosef. 

We acknowledge that in some way these ten 

martyrs lost their lives as an atonement for 

the sin of the ten brothers who had sold Yosef 

centuries earlier.

This is obviously a complex issue, but let 

us consider one point: why did this happen 

at the time of the Roman domination of 

Eretz Yisrael? Why was this punishment not 

executed at an earlier time? And why at the 

end of the second Beis HaMikdash era?

We may suggest that while the Mishkan and 

later its replacement, the Beis HaMikdash, 

stood, the forces that united klal Yisrael were 

in operation. As we have seen, the primary 

function of the Ohel Mo’ed was to link and unite 

the people. Thus the traces remaining of the 

sale of Yosef could not exert themselves, as the 

opposite force was too strong. However, toward 

the end of the second Beis HaMikdash period, 

baseless hatred was rife among Jews; indeed, 

it was ultimately destroyed for this evil. This 

expressed a fundamental lack of unity, 

enabling the remaining vestiges of the sale to 

reassert themselves and to demand, as it were, 

a price - the ten martyrs.

We have proposed that baseless hatred 

causes disunity. Actually, this can also 

happen in the reverse order. For when there 

is no unifying force among the members 

of klal Yisrael, this causes an increase in 

senseless hatred. Both views are true, for this 

sad situation is in fact a vicious circle. Hatred 

causes disunity, which in turn causes more 

hatred. May God save us from both.

Excerpted from Shem 
MiShmuel by the 
Sochatchover Rebbe, 
rendered into English 
by Rabbi Zvi Belovski, 
published by Targum Press

http://www.targum.com/product.php/37/shem-mishmuel---by-the-sochatchover-rebbe?a=aishhatorah
http://www.targum.com/product.php/37/shem-mishmuel---by-the-sochatchover-rebbe?a=aishhatorah
http://www.targum.com/product.php/37/shem-mishmuel---by-the-sochatchover-rebbe?a=aishhatorah
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"Only this may you eat of flying teeming things…. That has jumping legs above its legs, 

with which to spring upon the earth." [Lev. 11:21] 

The Torah gives us the list of animals 

and creatures that are Kosher, as well 

as the ones which are not. For some 

there are signs of being kosher which 

if they don’t have they are not kosher, 

while others are listed specifically by 

name and it is indicated whether they 

may be eaten or not.

Though we don’t know why Hashem 

commanded that some creatures may 

be eaten and other not, sometimes we 

are given some insight. Animals which 

hunt prey, for example, are forbidden. 

One may infer that the negative qualities 

of those beasts would be transferred by 

ingesting them so they are not Kosher. 

There is a bird called the Chasida, 

from the root of the word chesed, 

kindness, which is also forbidden. 

That’s because though it is kind, it 

limits its kindness to its immediate 

family. Since it does not care about 

others, we refrain from eating it. But 

what about this grasshopper?

Rashi says the group of animals 

that include this locust are small, low, 

creeping things like flies, mites and 

wasps. What sets this grasshopper 

apart that it is permitted?

The Torah says that it has four legs on 

the ground, and two other legs, whose 

joints (like knees) are situated above 

the body, with which it jumps into the 

air. If we look at the other insects in 

that category, they can all fly, yet they 

spend much of their time crawling on 

the ground. The grasshoppers that 

are permitted are especially outfitted 

to spend as little time on the ground 

as possible.

Though they can fly, they also have 

the jumping legs which they use to 

launch themselves off the ground. 

Instead of creeping low, they move in 

great arcs by constantly jumping and 

moving upward and on onward. And 

perhaps that is exactly the point.

We human beings are capable of 

reaching great heights. Often, though, 

we get bogged down in day-to-day 

life and we drag ourselves along. We 

are prone to getting sucked into less-

than-perfect behaviour and may find 

ourselves, like flies, attracted to filth 

and garbage. Therefore, we are told that 

the grasshopper may be eaten because 

it is different.

It constantly seeks to uplift itself 

and the joints of its jumping legs, the 

source of its upward mobility, are 

situated “above its body.” This reminds 

us to look above our bodies to our souls, 

and let them be the primary movers in 

our lives.

As a boy, “Max” was serious and 

dedicated to learning. He was a bright 

boy, but had one thing that would stand 

him in good stead more than anything 

else: clear goals.

Like many children these days, Max 

had photos of great Tzaddikim on his 

wall: the Vilna Gaon; the Chasam Sofer; 

and others. Then he had one more 

frame that was empty. In it were written 

the words, “Why not me?”

His goals were solid and so was his 

success. Today, it is his picture, the 

photo of R’ Mordechai Gifter z”l, which 

hangs on the walls of other men and 

boys who wish to emulate him.
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6. How were Doson and Avirom killed? 
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The Truth Speaks Volumes
As Rashi makes clear (Vayikra 10:20), Moshe admitted that he had erred in a certain law 
in our parsha: “He admitted and was not embarrassed to say that he had not heard this 
(correct ruling).” 

Even though Moshe knew that this 

moment would go down in history 

as ‘the moment that Moshe did not 

know the correct halachah’, he still 

admitted that he was wrong. The 

reason for this is simple – sticking 

to the truth is more important than 

trying to massage one’s own personal 

ego. It is better to admit the truth than 

to try and save face by lying. Rabbi 

Akiva Eiger’s Gilyon Hashas (Brachos 

25b) counts the incredible 45 times 

(approximately) that Rashi writes 

the words ‘I do not know what this 

means’ when explaining the gemara. 

Rashi did not technically have to 

inform us that he did not know; he 

could have simply saved the ink by 

not writing anything. Instead, Rashi 

chose to admit several times ‘I do not 

know’, thereby showing his total and 

utter commitment to truth, honesty, 

and integrity. 

A Question Of Silence
Rashi (Vayikra 11:2) tells us that the reward for Aharon’s silence at the deaths of his two sons 
was that he would teach the people the portion of the Torah regarding kashrus together with 
Moshe. 

Since Hashem’s rewards are 

middah keneged middah - the reward 

matches the deed perfectly, it is 

reasonable to query how eating 

kosher is connected to silence? On 

a basic level, the connection is the 

mouth. Aharon did a mitzvah via his 

mouth (he remained silent instead 

of asking questions of Hashem 

or complaining to Him) so he was 

rewarded with a mitzvah which relates 

to the mouth: eating kosher. Another 

possibility is that Aharon’s silence 

revealed how deeply he understood 

that whatever Hashem does is for 

the best - he accepted Hashem’s 

decree with love. Perhaps this can 

be connected to the mitzvah to 

understand and differentiate between 

kosher and non-kosher animals 

(ibid. 10:10). In addition, one of the 

underlying principles of kashrus 

is that non-kosher animals tend 

to be cruel in their behaviour, and 

ingesting them involves absorbing 

into oneself a certain degree of cruelty 

and callousness. This means that 

one of the underlying ideas behind 

kashrus is to keep one’s character 

clean and free from negative traits. 

As the Ramban writes in his letter 

to his son, the most central of the 

good traits is humility, for a humble 

person does not see himself as the 

centre of the world - he appreciates 

others’ needs and can empathise 

with others fully. The kashrus-silence 

connection is therefore that Aharon’s 

silence demonstrated a wealth of 

good middos - especially humility - 

in putting Hashem’s agenda over 

any personal pain he might have 

experienced. 
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 ANSWERS
1. The two kosher signs for a fish are fins and scales. If you only find scales you can 

assume that it also had fins since any that have scales certainly have fins. (Y.D. 83:3)

2. Sinaitic oral tradition provides signs to identify non-kosher fowl. However, since 
we lack experience to apply these rules we are only permitted to eat those fowl 
traditionally accepted as kosher.  (See Y.D. 82:2)

3. It does not stick its nails and trample its prey; it has an extra finger at the back of its 
feet; it has a zefek (the first place where the food reaches after going down its gullet 
as the start of the digestive process); its korkivon can be peeled by hand and does 
not need a knife. (Y.D. 82)

4. Parshas Tzav finishes discussing the seven days of the inauguration of the Mishkon 
(from the 23rd Adar until the 29th of Adar). Then Parshas Shemini continues with the 
eighth day, the first proper day of the permanent avoda on the 1st of Nissan.

5. The Chinuch explains that since we have a list of the non-kosher birds we then 
automatically know that all the rest are kosher. Therefore no sign is needed.

6. Two strands of fire came out of the Kodesh Kodoshim and split into four. These then 
entered into their nostrils and burned their insides while leaving their outside bodies 
intact. (Gemora Sanhedrin 52a).

Sefiras 
Ha'omer

Rabbi  
Yehonasan Gefen
Rabbi for Keter HaTorah
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THE OMER – REBBE AVIKA’S STUDENTS
The Omer is characterized by a period of mourning over the tragic deaths of Rebbe Akiva’s 24,000 
students.  The gemara explains that they were punished because they did not give sufficient 
honor to each other.1  However, the Medrash offers a different explanation.  It states that they 
died because they were unwilling to share their Torah with others.  How can these two seemingly 
contradictory maamarei Chazal (saying of the Rabbis) be resolved?

In truth it is possible that both failings 
emanate from the same source: They both came 
about as a result of a slight lack of appreciation 
for the importance of Torah2.  The root of their 
failure to attribute sufficient honor to their fellow 
talmidei chachamim was a lacking in some small 
way in appreciation of the importance of Torah 
and the accompanying honor one must give 
those who learn it. 

It would seem that the Medrash’s criticism 
that they did not that they did not share their 
Torah could also emanate from a lack of respect 
for the importance of Torah.  This is borne out 
from the following gemara, as explained by the 
Maharal.  In Parshas Shelach, the Torah, in 
describing one who worships idols, says that “he 
disgraced the word of Hashem.”  The gemara in 
Sanhedin ascribes this degrading description 
to a number of other negative forms of behavior 
such as denying that the Torah is from HaShem.  
The gemara adds; “Rebbe Meir says; one who 
learns Torah and does not teach it is included 
in the category of, ‘for he disgraced the word 
of HaShem’3.”  It is very difficult to understand 
why learning and not teaching can be placed in 
the same category as truly terrible sins such as 
denying that the Torah is from HaShem4!  The 
Maharal explains that Kavod HaTorah is greatly 
enhanced when one spreads the word of Hashem 
to others.  One who does not do so prevents 
Torah from being learnt by others. Therefore, he 
disgraces the word of Hashem because through 
his inaction he hinders the enhancement of 
Kavod HaShem5.  We see from the Maharal that 

a failure to teach others is indicative of a lack of 
true concern of the honor of the Torah.6  

With this understanding, it seems that the 
gemara and Medrash are not arguing – both 
agree that Rebbe Akiva’s students were lacking 
in a slight degree in the appropriate appreciation 
for Torah.  The consequences of these sins 
were so significant that all of these great men 
died, and as a result the gemara tells us that the 
world was desolate of Torah.  This would seem 
to be a measure for measure punishment of their 
inability to spread Torah to others – since they 
did not teach Torah, they were punished that with 
their deaths, the continuation of the Torah would 
be under severe threat.  

This is not the only example where we see that 
a lack of teaching Torah was the cause of great 
desolation.  The gemara in Avoda Zara describes 
the first two thousands of existence as being 
years of desolation (tohu)7. This period ended 
when Avraham Avinu began to teach Torah to the 
world.  At that time, the ‘period of Torah began’.  
Rav Moshe Feinstein zt”l notes that there were 
individuals who learnt Torah before Avraham 
Avinu, accordingly he asks how this period can 
be described as being one of spiritual desolation?  
He explains that since these men were not going 
out to teach others, it was impossible for Torah to 
spread throughout the world.  Thus, even though 
there were individuals learning Torah, it was 
a time of great desolation.  The desolation only 
ended when Avraham began teaching the world.8 

We have seen how the failure to honor and 
spread Torah led to the devastating tragedy of the 
death of 24,000 talmidei chachamim.  It is little 

surprise that the tikun (rectification) of the sin 
was that the new students should spread Torah.  
Accordingly, the Medrash informs us of Rebbe 
Akiva’s exhortation to his new students. He told 
them. “do not be like the first students.”  The 
Medrash continues that that when they heard 
this, “they immediately got up and filled all of 
Eretz Yisroel with Torah.”9  

Based on all the above, we have a new 
perspective about the reasons for the practice 
of mourning the deaths of the 24,000 students 
before Lag B’Omer.   Some commentaries have 
pointed out that we do not mourn the deaths of 
people for longer than twelve months, no matter 
how great they are.  In the Omer we are not 
mourning the deaths of the student, rather the 
devastating loss of Torah that came about as a 
result of their deaths.  By mourning this loss of 
Torah, we can hopefully increase our appreciation 
for the Torah and the need to spread it to all Jews.

1  Yevamos, 62b.

2  Of course, it should not be forgotten that Rebbe Akiva’s student 
were surely on an extremely high level and their actual failings 
were very small. However, because of their lofty level, they were 
judged very severely.  However, as is often the case, Chazal 
magnify their sins so that we can relate to them on our level.

3  Sanhedrin, 99a.

4  See the gemara for the other sins included in this derogatory 
passuk.

5  In Jewish thought, passivity from doing good is considered doing 
bad.

6  Maharal, Chiddushei Aggados, Sanhedrin, 99a.  Also see Maharal 
in Nesiv HaTorah on this inyan.

7  Avoda Zara, 9a.

8  Darash Moshe, Parshas Lech Lecha.

9  Koheles Rabbah, 
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