Torah outlook on life. Now, as never before, Rav Yosef
Yoizel was brought to realize that life on this world has
one purpose: to gain entrance to Olam Habba. Our
world is merely a prozdor, vestibule, entranceway, that
allows us to gain entry into the World of Truth, the
Royal Palace of the King. This comment catalyzed a
new trajectory in Rav Yosef Yoizel’s life. He now began
to concentrate on “life” – on living a life totally devoted
to achieving spiritual ascendency. He isolated himself
from the world in order to begin a course of intensive
study and profound introspection, geared towards
elevating his physical life to a greater spiritual standard.
In the two years of 1894 and 1895, he founded nine
yeshivos as part of the burgeoning Novarodok Yeshivah
network. All of this occurred as a result of Rav Itzele’s
quip concerning the meaning of life.
The above story teaches us a profound lesson.
Life is about living for a purpose. Dying – even if it is to
sanctify Hashem’s Name – does not take the place of
life. As long as one lives, he serves Hashem on a
constant basis, thereby earning entry to Olam Habba,
which is the reason that he is alive. Dying for the sake
of Hashem is not our ideal. It is certainly better than
dying without purpose. Although it is the penultimate
way to leave this world, dying for the sake of Hashem in
no way replaces the opportunities one has to live life.
Thus, the Torah plays down the tragic deaths of these
martyrs. We venerate death with purpose. We venerate
life with purpose even more. Dying Al Kiddush Hashem
is a privilege reserved for yechidei segulah, unique,
special individuals. Kiddush ha’chaim, living a
sanctified life dedicated to Hashem, is a way of life
available to everyone. We must all aspire to be worthy
of this ideal.
Sadly, the concept of kiddush ha’chaim, the
sanctification of Hashem’s Name through daily life,
received its greatest reinforcement under the most tragic
conditions of the Holocaust. During this period, Jews
were admonished to do everything possible to live,
because the Nazis were bent on destroying Jewish life.
Thus, our imperative was to live and to sanctify the
Name of Hashem, remaining committed to Him, despite
the persecution to which we were being subjected.
While hiding in Zelichov in the summer of
1942, the Zelichover Rebbe, Horav Avraham Shalom
Goldberg, zl, responded to the increasingly despondent
fellow Jews who were with him, “We must remain
hidden; perhaps it will save one life. Every Jew who
remains alive sanctifies the Name of Hashem. He is,
indeed, a man of courage, because he will not submit to
the Nazis and he will not extinguish his own life.”
Horav Menachem Zemba, zl, summarized the
kiddush ha’chaim motif during his zealous plea for
resistance prior to the Warsaw Ghetto uprising in April,
1943, “Thus, by the authority of the Torah, I insist that
there is absolutely neither purpose nor value to Kiddush

Hashem inherent in the death of a Jew. Kiddush Hashem
in our present situation is embodied in the will of a Jew
to live.” He explained that the struggle for survival amid
extreme pain and deprivation is a mitzvah. It is our
nekamah, act of vengeance. Our mesiras nefesh, selfsacrifice and devotion to live, is far greater and loftier
than relinquishing our lives. In this manner, we are being
mekadesh, sanctifying, Shem Shomayim, the Name of
Heaven. The Nazis wanted us dead. Why should we
have given them what they wanted?

Va’ani Tefillah
– ולירושלים עירך ברחמים תשוב ותשכון בתוכה
V’L’Yerushalayim ircha b’rachamim tashuv v’sishkon
b’sochah. And to Yerushalayim, Your city, may You
return with compassion, and dwell there.
We ask that Hashem, in His compassion, return
to Yerushalayim. The prayer for Hashem’s return to
Yerushalayim follows immediately after the prayer Al
Hatzaddikim, the prayer for the righteous. The Levush
explains that the juxtaposition of these two prayers
reflect the fact that they are interrelated. Hashem cares
for the righteous, because of what they represent. Thus,
we pray that they receive the honor and respect they
deserve and to which they are entitled. Their lives are
purposeful, focused on contributing to the world. When
they are appreciated, their influence becomes a reality.
Yerushalayim is similar in concept. The Holy
City is not merely a geographical location. It represents
the place in the world where Hashem’s Presence is
recognized. As we pray for the recognition of those who
live and fight for Hashem, so, too, do we pray that
Hashem’s Presence and Glory radiate and illuminate the
world. Yerushalayim should be the center that
represents and publicizes the greatness of – and respect
due to – Hashem.

Sponsored by
Jeffrey and Jane Belkin
On the occasion of his grandfather’s
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כ' אדר א' תרע״ט
February 20, 1919
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Parashas Ki Sisa

תשע"ט

כי תשא את ראש בני ישראל לפקדיהם ונתנו איש כפר
ולא יהיה בהם נגף בפקד אתם...נפשו
When you take the count of Bnei Yisrael to their
numbers, each man shall give an atonement pledge…so
that there should not be a plague when you count
them. (30:12)
Jews are counted when necessary, but with
great sensitivity and trepidation. Rashi explains that
when counting Jews, we refrain from taking a head
count; rather, each person gives a machatzis, halfshekel, [to represent] themselves. These half-shekels are
counted in their stead. In this manner, we avoid the
chance of ayin hora, evil eye, which, when cast upon a
person (even inadvertently), can catalyze a plague. (We
take ayin hora very seriously!) Rabbeinu Bachya writes
that when we count people individually, we single them
out; likewise, Hashem examines their deeds
individually. We are in a better position as part of the
larger aggregate of Jews.
According to Rashi, counting Jews directly is a
recipe for creating a plague. Rabbeinu Bachya seems to
explain that when people are singled out, they lose the
general Divine protection afforded to the Klal,
communal group, the nation as a whole. The Malbim
supplements this, saying that, when we count shekalim,
rather than people, we place our primary focus on the
sum total, instead of on the individual shekel/ coin.
Apparently, the manner in which we are to
execute a Jewish census provides us with a mixed
message/lesson: It is not healthy/safe to stand out as
individuals. It is much better to blend into the
community, be a part of the whole nation. This goes
against everything that we teach our children: Be
yourself; be an individual; do your thing; be a leader, not
a follower, etc. Did Hashem not grant us our individual
talents and personality for a reason: To be ourselves?
Should we simply blend in with the masses, surrender to
the group without allowing for individual expression?
Horav Tzvi Kushelefsky, Shlita, teaches that we
should most definitely acknowledge our talents, assert
and employ them for the greater good of the
community/others, who can benefit from us. Thus, we
use our individuality for the greater good – the nation.
In this context, we translate the word, sissa (as in, ki
sissa), as “to lift up,” in both a positive and a negative
sense. The message would then be: When we attempt to
elevate/lift ourselves up for personal, individual

פרשת כי תשא

aggrandizement, we fail. Life is not about “us.” If,
however, we lift ourselves up for the purpose of helping
the community, we truly rise.
Life presents us with this challenge on a regular
basis. The dilemma of focusing on our personal growth, as
opposed to working for the benefit of others, presents a
challenge. Some people really cannot do both: “It is either
‘me’ or ‘them.’ I cannot do both.” Such a person has much
more with which to contend than this decision. He is so
engrossed in himself that he probably cannot be of much
help to the community. The Rosh Yeshivah posits that
those who assist others, thereby utilizing their resources
and talents for the greater good, will be sufficiently
blessed, such that they themselves will experience
unprecedented growth. When Moshe Rabbeinu (as Klal
Yisrael’s advocate) came forward to plead the nation’s
case, he said, “And now, if You would but bear their sin –
but if not, erase me now from Your Book that You have
written” (Shemos 32:32). As a result, he was rewarded
with the nation being called, “the nation of Moshe”
(Midrash Tanchuma, Beshalach 10). One does not lose
out by devoting his talents to the benefit of the community.
Mordechai was the fifth (from the top) in fame
on the Sanhedrin (Talmud Megillah 16b). Yet, the Talmud
Chullin 139b implies that Mordechai was the most
distinguished member of the Sanhedrin. The contradiction
can be resolved, explains Rav Kushelevsky, by asserting
that, indeed, in personal erudition he was fifth, but, from a
national perspective, he was the elite, the top. Mordechai
devoted all of himself, all of his G-d-given talents and
qualities, to benefit his people. This dedication catapulted
him to the top. Action defines greatness. Mordechai was
great, but, by accepting the challenge of dedicating
himself to Klal Yisrael, he became greater. He dared – he
grew!
This, concludes the Rosh Yeshivah, is the lesson
of the machatzis ha’shekel, which was required of every
adult male, regardless of position, i.e. social and financial
strata. This money was used for the korbanos tzibbur,
communal sacrifices. The Torah issues a prohibition
against giving less than a half-shekel, as well as a
prohibition against giving more. This begs elucidation.
More is good!
I have yet to be called by an organization that
does not “ask” me to increase my annual pledge. Yet, the
Torah demands “half” – no more – no less – from
everyone, period. Horav Yeruchem Levovitz, zl (Daas
Chochmah U’Mussar 1:19), explains that even the
avaricious man for whom parting with a penny is a life-

threatening experience, would be likely to contribute a
its day. Acceptance to the yeshivah was an indication of
large sum of money if he would receive an honorarium,
a student’s high level of erudition. Entrance to the
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This limitation is all about joint, communal effort.
When Rav Wosner initially took his entrance
bechinah, test, he failed. This in no way meant that he
was a weak student. Indeed, he was an excellent student.
ועשית אותו שמן משחת קודש
It was just that, due to his young age, he lacked the
Of it you shall make oil of sacred anointment (30:25)
achievement required for a Chachmei Lublin student.
The shemen ha’mishchah, oil of anointment,
“Next time” was their response. A few hours later, the
was used exclusively for sacred purposes, such as
Rosh Yeshivah and founder of Chachmei Lublin, Horav
anointing the Ohel Moed, the Kohen Gadol and the
Meir Shapiro, zl, visited the bais hamedrash (which he
keilim, vessels in the Mishkan/Bais Hamikdash. In
did many times daily) and noticed a young boy
examining the shoresh, root, of the mitzvah, the Sefer
diligently studying in the corner of the room. It was
HaChinuch writes that Hashem wanted us to perform an
young Shmuel Wosner. “What are you still doing here?”
act ourselves, on the day that we go up to be inaugurated
the Rosh Yeshivah asked. “I thought that we did not
to the honor of performing His holy service l’haros banu
accept you?” he added. “Yes, I was not accepted.
gedulah u’shevach, to indicate greatness and praise in
However, I have a few hours left before my return train
us. This is the anointing of the oil. Horav Yitzchok
to Vienna (his home town). What better way to spend
Zilberstein, Shlita, comments that the words, “to
them than learning?” the teenager responded. “If this is
indicate greatness and praise in us,” are counter to
your attitude, I want you as my student!” was Rav Meir
everything the ben Torah/ben aliyah stands for. Personal
Shapiro’s reply. The rest is history.
eminence is the antithesis of what the Torah wants for
This is the well-known part of the story. Now,
us. The last thing one who is dedicated to Torah study
for the addendum. A man who was in charge of seeing
should consider is personal praise and aggrandizement
to it that the bais hamedrash of Rav Shmuel Wosner (in
of any sort. He should not think about his achievements
the Zichron Meir section of Bnei Brak) stayed clean and
and personal attributes; rather, he should focus on
orderly found a batch of kesavim, letters and writings
learning and continued learning. It is not about “me”; it
dating back to 1928, to which Rav Wosner affixed his
is about the Torah. Yet, the Sefer HaChinuch writes that
name, Shmuel HaLevi Wosner, Av Bais Din Lodz.”
“on the day that we go up to be inaugurated…we should
Chief Rabbi of Lodz (Poland)! First of all, Rav Wosner
focus on personal greatness and praise.”
was never this distinguished (Jewish) city’s Rav.
The term ben aliyah refers to a young man who
Furthermore, when he wrote this, he was but a young
is in the process of being oleh, going up, ascending the
boy. What was he thinking at the time?
ladder of spirituality and Torah scholarship. Rav
The distinguished Rav and posek explained
Zilberstein explains that the concept of ben aliyah is
why he had signed his name in such a manner: “When I
based upon a halachic decision rendered by the poskim,
was accepted in the yeshivah, I was much younger than
halachic decisors. They posit that just as Moshe
the other bachurim, students. The bachurim that were
Rabbeinu refused (as an infant) to nurse from a gentile
engaged in Torah study in Chachmei Lublin were
woman, because the mouth that would speak with the
exceptional scholars. The rebbeim were Torah giants.
Shechinah, Divine Presence, cannot be so defiled,
How was I to ever reach their level? I had to do
likewise, no Jewish child should nurse from a gentile.
something that would motivate, as well as encourage,
The question is obvious: Moshe was clearly destined to
my rise to the pinnacle of Torah erudition. I decided to
speak with the Shechinah. How does this apply to the
do something tangible by giving myself a title that was
typical Jewish boy? What are the chances that a typical
at that time, for me, unheard of and undreamed of. I was
Jewish boy will speak with Hashem?
quite far from becoming Av Bais Din of Lodz, but that
Horav Eliyahu Baruch Kamai, zl, explained
was exactly how I wanted to challenge myself. I felt that
that, in reality, every Jewish boy eventually speaks with
by striving for this tangible, but far - off position, I
the Shechinah when he studies Gemorah. When he
would be able to motivate myself daily to learn more and
learns a blatt Gemorah, passage of the Talmud, or any
more until, perhaps one day, I would become worthy of
Torah segment, he is speaking to Hashem. This should
this title.” Rav Wosner accomplished beyond his wildest
be his attitude when he learns Torah. This is the
dreams. To be Rav of Zichron Meir for over seventy
definition of a ben aliyah; one who studies Torah should
years, a community that was home to gedolei ha’dor of
have his eyes on High, focused on what his learning
every generation, was no simple feat.
Torah means. It is his conversation with Hashem! If this
Bnei Brak is home to a number of chadorim
is how he learns, if this is his attitude, he is a ben aliyah.
whose rebbeim are quite creative in motivating their
Rav Zilberstein relates a well-known vignette
young charges to shteig in learning and to grow and
concerning Horav Shmuel HaLevi Wosner, zl. The
excel in Torah study. One first - grade rebbe applied Rav
addendum to the often repeated story is not well-known.
Wosner’s self-motivation to his students. The month of
As a young teenager, Rav Wosner traveled to Lublin in
Nissan is reserved for lectures, with every Rav
order to gain entrance to the famous Yeshivas Chachmei
delivering both halachic and aggadic lectures pertaining
Lublin. It was, at the time, the preeminent yeshivah of
to the upcoming festival of Pesach. The rebbe gave each

student an individual placard that detailed a list of the
varied rabbanim of Bnei Brak who would hold forth,
their topic, and when and where the event would take
place. Included among the names of the rabbanim was
the name of the young first grader (each student had an
individual placard) with full title, announcing his
upcoming lecture. Instead of the date of the lecture
taking place that year, however, the rebbe had added
twenty years (making the boy all of 26 years old). This
was the rebbe’s manner of intimating to his students,
“You, too, can one day lecture in a large shul in Bnei
Brak. It is all up to you.”
Horav Mordechai Gifter, zl, Rosh Yeshivas
Telshe, entered the yeshivah world with a burning desire
to study Torah and make it his life’s vocation. As a
young boy growing up in Portsmouth, Virginia, and later
on in Baltimore, Maryland, his background in Torah was
far from impressive. His brilliant mind and
unprecedented diligence and thirst for Torah helped him
to catch up and soon overtake those who were older than
he. When he was a teenager, his wall was adorned with
pictures of gedolim, Torah giants. In the middle of them
all was an empty frame with the words, “What about
you?” His life was devoted to answering that question.
וישב העם לאכל ושתו ויקמו לצחק
The people sat to eat and drink and they got up to revel.
(32:6)

Rashi explains that the term, l’tzacheik, to
revel, implies the three cardinal sins: idolatry;
licentiousness; and murder. In addition to their worship
of the Golden Calf, Bnei Yisrael committed immoral
acts and murdered Chur (nephew of Aharon HaKohen
and Moshe Rabbeinu and son of Miriam HaNeviah and
Kaleiv ben Yefuneh). He attempted to restrain them and,
as a result, he became their first victim. Chur sacrificed
his life Al Kiddush Hashem, to sanctify Hashem’s
Name. He is the first and only Jew who died Al Kiddush
Hashem in the Torah. Surprisingly, there is no overt
mention of his mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice. Why?
Veritably, Chur was not the only one to die Al
Kiddush Hashem. One other man met his death
sanctifying Hashem’s Name, albeit prior to the giving of
the Torah. Haran, Avraham Avinu’s brother, was given
a choice to accept the pagan rite or meet his Maker via
the agency of the fiery cauldron in Uhr Kasdim. He
figured that if his brother, Avraham, had emerged
unscathed, he, too, could pull it off. He was wrong. He
was not Avraham. Like Chur, Haran’s untimely death is
not mentioned in the Torah. Why? Two individuals,
perhaps one more devoted than the other, but Chur knew
much more, having witnessed the exodus from Egypt,
the Revelation with the Giving of the Torah, so he was
much more attuned to dedicating his life to Hashem.
Haran lived with pagans. Indeed, his father sold idols
and even informed on his son to the wicked Nimrod.
Haran had one primary religious role model:
Avraham. As a result, he was prepared to relinquish his
life for Hashem. Two exceptional people; two
unprecedented acts of spiritual heroism. Yet, no mention
is made of them in the Torah.

The Chasam Sofer, zl, observes that their acts
of devotion were certainly not glossed over in Heaven.
Each of them was blessed with extraordinary progeny,
individuals who left their indelible stamp on the nation.
Chur died a tragic death. He had a grandson who was
but a lad of thirteen years of age. This young boy was
selected from among all of Klal Yisrael to be the
architect of the Mishkan. Betzalel was Chur’s reward.
Haran is the one who apparently gets by under
the radar. He is mentioned in the Torah only slightly in
passing, although he was the first person to have died Al
Kiddush Hashem. This is no simple distinction. His
reward? The Chasam Sofer observes that Haran did
fairly well for himself, despite the fact his act of Kiddush
Hashem was not mentioned in the Torah.
Haran was Sarah Imeinu’s father. Sarah went
by the name Yiskah, but she was the same person who
married Avraham Avinu. She was the mother of
Yitzchak Avinu, the first Matriarch, the progenitress of
our People. I would consider this a charitable reward.
There is, however, more. Haran had another daughter
whose name was Milkah. She married Nachor; their
union produced a son, Besuel, who was not a very
reputable person. Despite Besuel’s shortcomings, he
married and had an exceptional daughter, Rivkah
Imeinu. Haran became the progenitor of two Imahos,
Matriarchs. There is still more. Rivkah had a brother, a
swindler, a thief and an all-around nefarious person. Yet,
he fathered two very special daughters, Rachel Imeinu
and Leah Imeinu – two more Matriarchs who became
part of Haran’s legacy. Haran was the first one to die
sanctifying Hashem’s Name. He was blessed with the
four Matriarchs and a son, Lot, who was also not an
exceptional person. His two sons, Ammon and Moav,
however, produced Naamah haAmonis, wife of Shlomo
HaMelech, mother of Rechavam and Rus HaMoaviah,
Mother of Royalty, and the House of David HaMelech.
In the final analysis, Haran did quite well for himself.
Yet, his act is not mentioned in the Torah.
The following vignette might give us a
directive on life, its goal and objective, thereby allowing
us a perspective on the ultimate sacrifice for Hashem’s
Name. One day, Horav Yitzchak Blazer, zl (popularly
known as Rav Itzele Peterberger), one of the leaders of
the mussar, character refinement, movement, met Horav
Yosef Yoizel Hurwitz, zl (later to become known as the
Alter m’Novarodok), who was a promising talmid
chacham, Torah scholar and leader. Due to a family
tragedy, he was compelled to set aside his Torah study
and enter the world of commerce, a field in which he
prospered. With his considerable profits, he was able to
support his greater family. On the day that he met Rav
Itzele, he was rushing to his place of business. Rav Yosef
Yoizel stated, “A person must have a source of
livelihood. A person must have from what to live.”
(“Fun vos vellen mir leben? From what will we live?”)
Rav Itzele listened and immediately retorted, “I
understand, but a person must also have from where to
die.” (“Fun vos vellen mir shtarben. From what will we
die?”)
The words stunned Rav Yosef Yoizel. In a
short terse comment, Rav Itzele had crystallized the

