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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 ••••  Vayeitzei 5777 

   Heeding the Message   

We are still in the midst of Shivah for the Avreich Rebbi 

Betzalel Moshe Kelerman zt”l. We heard Hespedim that 

detailed how he was a great and righteous person. We must 

now discuss how this should affect us, and what lessons we 

should learn from his passing.           

The Passuk in Koheles (7:2) states, “Better to go to a house 

of mourning than a house of happiness (i.e. a wedding), and 

the live (person) will take this to heart.” This indicates that a 

house of mourning can make more of a positive and lasting 

spiritual impression on a person than a wedding hall, despite 

the fact that when a person is at a wedding he is involved in 

the great joy of the Mitzvah of Simchas Chasan v’Kalah.             

The Gemara in Kesuvos (72a) explains that the 

aforementioned Passuk is teaching us that we should be 

affected by the Hespedim and burial of the person who passed 

away. We should understand that there is a Judge in the 

universe, and that there is a system of Midah k’Neged Midah. 

One aspect of this (that is evident when a mature person 

passes away) is that just as this person attended funerals and 

performed Chesed with others, so too others are performing 

Chesed with him.  

Another important aspect to take away from this, is that it 

is a time for introspection. We should think about our 

obligation to perform Torah and Mitzvos in this world, and 

whether or not we are fulfilling this obligation as we should. 

A person should think about what he has done since the day 

that he became a Bar Mitzvah. Has he always learned as much 

Torah as he should, or has he been guilty of Bitul Torah? Of 

course, this does not mean that he must be learning all day 

and night when he is thirteen years old. A person is only 

expected to learn as much as he is able, and should not break 

down by pushing himself too hard. This depends very much 

on how old a person is, and how mature he is. Most people at 

thirteen are not yet mature enough to learn as much as they 

should. However, a person should make an accounting of how 

much they really have improved in utilizing their time 

properly for Torah learning. This is not in order to become 

depressed regarding how much Bitul Torah he has done, but 

rather, in order to make a proper reckoning to repent, and 

improve himself in this area.  

                 The Ways to Repent 

A person must first regret his sins. He must think of how 

he wants to have a good portion in Olam Haba, and how he 

wants to avoid Gehinnom. The way to avoid Gehinnom is by 

repenting for our sins.     

How exactly do we repent? The Sharei Teshuvah listed 

twenty ways to repent. I heard that Rebbi Baruch Ber zt”l 

said, “The Sharei Teshuvah paved a road that leads to 

repentance.” If a person does not have a path in front of him, 

it is difficult to travel. However, since the Sharei Teshuvah 

showed us the way, it is easier for people to repent. 

The Keser Rosh (#130) states that according to Torah law, 

there are three main steps needed to achieve repentance. They 

are regret, totally leaving the sin, and accepting not to do it 

again in the future.  

The Sharei Teshuvah (1:19) similarly writes, “Even though 

there are many levels of repentance, the three foundations of 

repentance are regret, confession, and leaving the sin.” This is 

as the Passuk states, “If one admits and leaves, mercy will be 

on him.”  

It is difficult to have real regret for sins. There is a story 

that the Chafetz Chaim walked into his Yeshivah one Elul, 

and saw that everyone was very nervous due to the upcoming 

Days of Judgment. The Chafetz Chaim said, “Here is a simple 

piece of advice for everyone! Everyone should repent, regret 

his sins, and accept not to do them again!” When this was told 
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to Rav Naftoli Trop zt”l, he said that while this is true, the 

regret must be real regret.  

The Sharei Teshuvah (1:19) explains that real regret is 

when a person can say in his heart, “What have I done? How 

was I not scared of Hashem at the time that I sinned? Why 

wasn’t I scared of the rebuke that I will receive for sinning, 

and from the difficult punishment that follows this type of 

sin?”                          

                            Torah Tavlin 

The primary advice for a person who wants to combat his 

Yezter Hara is to study Torah, as the Gemara in Kidushin 

(30b) states, “I created an evil inclination, and I created Torah 

as its antidote.” The Mesilas Yesharim (ch.5) emphasizes this 

Gemara’s point. He says, “If Hashem created the Yetzer Hara, 

and He said that Torah is the antidote, there is clearly no other 

antidote besides Torah.” He goes on to explain at length that a 

person cannot beat the Yetzer Hara in other ways (i.e. his own 

personal understanding, or the understanding of a 

psychologist who is not coming from a Torah perspective of 

how to become a good person). A person who tries to do so 

will not realize how badly he has failed, until he is on the 

doorstep of death (and that his fate is not going to be a 

pleasant one).     

One must realize that any Torah learning is an antidote to 

the Yetzer Hara. Rav Yisrael Salanter said that even learning 

the chapter of Gemara regarding an ox goring a cow helps 

combat all aspects of the Yetzer Hara, including seemingly 

unrelated topics of anger and haughtiness. This is due to the 

holiness that a person acquires when he learns Torah. This 

holiness automatically combats the impurity of the Yetzer 

Hara.              

However, the best antidote for the Yetzer Hara is learning 

Torah that corresponds to the sins that he has done. For 

example, if a person knows that he is not completely honest in 

business dealings, and he very possibly is transgressing the 

prohibition of stealing, he should learn Shulchan Aruch 

Choshen Mishpat (and especially the laws of stealing in 

Choshen Mishpat). When a person learns Halachah, he 

becomes more careful to keep the Halachah that he learns. 

He now realizes how serious of a sin it is, and how 

important it is to distance himself from it.         

If a person has an anger problem or is very haughty, he 

should learn Mussar Sefarim that deal with these topics. 

When he starts to learn about haughtiness, he will start to 

realize the true definition of haughtiness and humility. He will 

understand that he should not even think of himself as 

superior to others in his heart, and that all of his talents are 

given to him by Hashem (and therefore he cannot be haughty 

for having these talents, as they were not earned but received 

as gifts from Hashem). This is as the Passuk states in Mishlei, 

“Hashem hates any who have a haughty heart.” This implies 

that even if his haughtiness is only in his heart, and he does 

not give voice to his feelings, he is still hated by Hashem for 

his air of superiority. The way a person can tell if he is too 

high on himself, is if he does not think that he has any 

shortcomings, and does not engage in self-criticism. This is 

considered a person who has a haughty heart.  

There are times that a person does work on himself, 

and makes himself into a better person than he originally 

was starting out. He fought hard against the Yezter Hara, 

and was victorious in making himself into a righteous 

person. He can indeed be proud of these accomplishments, 

and he may be happy that he has learned Torah, 

performed Mitzvos, and worked on his Middos. However, 

even if a person does improve himself, he must ask himself 

if he is doing all he can for Hashem (within his strengths) 

in every spiritual area, or if he is falling short of his 

potential in some areas.      

Righteous people are very aware of their need to improve 

in their service of Hashem. The Sharei Teshuvah (4:21) 

indeed writes regarding righteous people that they are 

constantly engaging in introspection, to see if they have 

sinned, or if they are lacking in Middos or Yiras Shamayim. 

He similarly writes (2:26) that the righteous are tremendously 

pained when they realize that they have a shortcoming, or that 

they did not invest in an area of their Avodas Hashem as 

much as they could have. 

If a person is very sensitive, or has low self-esteem, it can 

be very damaging for him to constantly engage in self-

criticism. It will prevent him from being able to function 

properly.  

It is said that Rav Baruch Ber Lebowitz zt”l possessed this 

type of sensitive soul. After he learned Mussar for the first 
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time, he said that he cannot learn Mussar anymore, as he 

stayed up the entire night! This was not a great loss for Rebbi 

Baruch Ber, as he indeed learned tremendous amounts of 

Torah, and for him the Torah was definitely the antidote that 

fought the Yetzer Hara.  

My father zt”l studied under Rebbi Baruch Ber. He 

testified that before Rebbi Baruch Ber said a Berachah, he 

contemplated with great Yiras Shamayim the greatness of 

the Heavenly Name that he was about to recite. This is 

what happens when a person with Yiras Shamayim is 

constantly learning and thinking about Torah!  

There are many levels of Yiras Shamayim. Rabeinu Yonah 

states in Sharei Teshuvah (3:17) that there are ten such levels, 

and these levels each have sublevels. A person must try to 

keep improving his Yiras Shamayim, and move up in his 

spiritual level of Yiras Shamayim.  

For most people, the best advice in order to achieve a great 

spiritual life is to combine Torah study with the study of 

Mussar, as studying Mussar is the best and most surefire way 

to acquire Yiras Shamayim, as stated by the Mishnah Berurah 

(ch.1).                                                            

                       Studying Mussar                             

In many Yeshivos, there is a set half hour during the day 

when boys learn Mussar. I remember from when I was a 

young Bachur in Ponevezh, that when I concluded my 

Mussar Seder, I had such a great feeling! I have heard that 

many people say their life has changed for the better after 

they learn Mussar, and that their life is now filled with 

tremendous meaning. Every second of their life now has 

purpose, and hence fulfillment. They start to live a holy and 

happy life. This is not a haughty feeling (due to knowing how 

to conduct one’s life), but rather a feeling of happiness, of 

Simchah Shel Mitzvah!             

There are four classic Mussar Sefarim learned in Yeshivos. 

They are the Chovos Ha’Levavos, Sharei Teshuvah, Mesilas 

Yesharim, and Orchos Tzadikim. A person should learn 

whichever Sefer he is interested in studying. It is known that 

many Yeshivah Bachurim enjoy Chovos Ha’Levavos, due to 

the way that the author explains Mussar in depth.  

I have previously related that Rebbi Chaim Brisker once 

noticed his son, who was to be the Brisker Rav, learning 

Chovos Ha’Levavos. He told him to continue learning, as this 

is the “Shulchan Aruch of Yiddishkeit!” The Chovos 

Ha’Levavos is the Shulchan Aruch of how a Jew’s heart is 

supposed to feel, and the thoughts he is supposed to have 

throughout every stage of his life. These thoughts are 

enjoyable, and they are the Chovos Ha’Levavos (the 

obligation of our heart to think in this fashion). 

The Brisker Rav would learn a chapter of Mesilas 

Yesharim everyday in the morning, before he would go on his 

daily walk (he used to walk everyday for health reasons). He 

was constantly involved in Torah thoughts, to the point that 

he did not say Ha’Mapil at night, as he suspected that he 

would keep thinking about Torah! I am sure there were many 

nights that he probably did not go to sleep because he was so 

absorbed in engrossing thoughts of Torah! He probably 

learned from those experiences that there was a good chance 

he would not be able to go to sleep.        

     Constantly Thinking About Torah 

The Rambam writes in Hilchos Talmud Torah (3:6) that, 

“he should not consciously think about other topics.” This is 

based on the Passuk in Yehoshua (1:8) that states, “And you 

should think about it (the Torah, meaning to have Torah 

thoughts) day and night.” This indicates that one should 

always be thinking Torah thoughts. The Gemara in Menachos 

(99b) indeed states that when Rebbi Yishmael was asked 

regarding whether it was permitted to learn Greek wisdom, he 

replied that one may do so at a time when it is neither day nor 

night.    

Of course, we have mentioned many times that one must 

make sure to take care of his bodily needs, including eating, 

sleeping, and drinking enough (and taking breaks as needed). 

However, even when he does so, he should think Torah 

thoughts, or thoughts about Hashem.         

This is as the Mesilas Yesharim (ch.1) writes, “It is 

appropriate for a person to only think about Hashem. There 

should be no other purpose in anything a person does, 

whether it is very important or not, than coming closer to 

Hashem, and to break down the barriers that exist between 

himself and his Creator! He should break down the 

physicality that holds him back, until he is drawn to Hashem 

like metal is drawn to a magnet.” This is the definition of 

closeness to Hashem.  
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The Chovos Ha’Levavos (Shar Avodas Elokim ch.5) 

writes, that there is a high level of Ahavas Hashem in which a 

person can literally fall asleep with a smile on his face and 

wake up remembering the pleasure of doing so. The Chovos 

Ha’Levavos and Mesilas Yesharim were spiritual giants who 

were keenly aware of the highest levels of Ahavas and Yiras 

Hashem.  

Rav Chaim Volozhiner zt”l told Rav Zundel from Salant 

that, “It is good to learn all of the Mussar Sefarim, but 

Mesilas Yesharim should be your guide.” This is because the 

Mesilas Yesharim gives a step-by-step guide regarding how a 

person can climb ever higher on his spiritual journey towards 

perfection in his service of Hashem. [This is why the Brisker 

Rav zt”l used to study a chapter of Mesilas Yesharim 

everyday. While he used to also learn Chovos Ha’Levavos 

sometimes, Mesilas Yesharim was the only Mussar Sefer that 

he would learn from every single day.]             

                   What We Should Do    

Practically speaking, if we would like to honor the memory 

of Rav Kelerman zt”l, and help his soul in Heaven, we should 

strengthen ourselves in these areas in his memory. We must 

be diligent in our study of Torah and Mussar. Even though the 

Yeshivah has a one half hour study session of Mussar 

everyday, this is the minimum a person should study Mussar 

everyday. One can certainly decide to study more Mussar 

throughout his day. Rav Dessler zt”l used to say that a person 

can think thoughts of Yiras Shamayim throughout his entire 

day.  

The Nefesh Ha’Chaim (Shar Daled) famously writes that it 

is appropriate for a person to think thoughts of Yiras 

Shamayim and repentance before he starts to learn Torah 

everyday.   

The Nefesh Ha’Chaim continues that if a person feels 

during his learning that his Yiras Shamayim is waning, he 

may stop for a few minutes in order to have concentrated 

thoughts of Yiras Shamayim. However, generally a person 

should think about what he is learning when he is learning, 

and not about whether he has enough Yiras Shamayim.              

We have the ability to have a joyous life by combining 

Torah study with the study of Mussar. May we all reach 

tremendous spiritual heights!          

          

 (This discourse was delivered in Marcheshvan 5777.) 
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