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The Choice to Disobey
The Midrash Rabbah (Bereishis 10:6) 
teaches that every blade of grass has an 
angel appointed over it, instructing it to 
grow. We can assume that included in this 
instruction is its accuracy: the grass is told 
to produce the particular species that was 
planted. There is no possibility that one 
species will be planted and another will 
emerge. The angel/earth carries out its 
mission exactly as it was commanded.

This is one of the fundamental differences 
between an angel and a human being. An 
angel has no choice. Its role is to carry out 
the will of Hashem exactly as it was given.

But this raises a fascinating question. 
The Torah tells us that on the third day 
of Creation, Hashem commanded, “Let 
the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing 
plants, fruit trees (פרי  of every kind (עץ 
on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it” 
(Bereishis 1:11).

Rashi, quoting Chazal, explains that when 
Hashem said פרי  fruit trees”—the“—עץ 
command was that the tree itself should 
taste like its fruit. The bark should have the 
same taste as the fruit it would eventually 
produce.

But that is not what happened. The 
following passuk says, “And the earth 
brought forth a tree yielding fruit” (עץ עושה 
 The earth produced trees that bore .(פרי

fruit—but the trees themselves did not taste 
like the fruit.

H O W ?
If the angel appointed over creation has 
no choice but to carry out precisely what 
Hashem commands, how could the earth 
have deviated from the command? How 
could it have produced a tree whose bark 
did not taste like its fruit?

Rav Motel Pogromansky adds another 
dimension to the question. Rashi explains 
that the earth was punished for failing to 
follow Hashem’s command. Later, when 
Adam sinned and was cursed, the earth 
was also punished for its own sin (Midrash 
Rabbah 5:9).

But this seems difficult. If the earth—and 
the ministering angel responsible for 
it—has no yetzer hara, no free will, and 
no independent desire, how can it be held 
accountable?

Rav Motel offers a remarkable answer. 
Implicit in every command is the possibility 
of refusal. If there is no ability to disobey, 
then it is not really a command. It is simply 
what happens.

The very moment Hashem commanded the 
earth to produce something in a particular 
way, the earth was given the possibility of 
choosing otherwise. Ordinarily, the earth 

has no free choice. 
It has no yetzer 
hara because 
it is not given 
mitzvos and is not 
commanded. It 
simply fulfills the 
role assigned to it.

But this was different. Here, Hashem 
gave the earth a command. And with that 
command came something entirely new: 
the ability to choose whether or not to obey.

W H Y ?
Perhaps this gives us an answer to an even 
deeper question: Why did the earth choose 
not to obey? Why did it produce a tree 
whose bark did not taste like its fruit?

Maybe the answer lies in the very nature 
of the command. The earth understood 
that Hashem was not merely telling it 
what to produce. Hashem was giving it a 
choice. The fact that the earth was being 
commanded meant there was a reason that 
it now had the ability to say no.

Perhaps the earth thought that being 
commanded meant not just having the 
freedom to choose not to follow, but 
perhaps Hashem wanted the earth to 
disobey Him, because the world was better 
with trees whose bark did not taste like its 
fruit.



will point with his finger, as it says, And he shall 
say on that day, ‘Behold! This is our God; we 
hoped to Him and He saved us; this is Hashem 
to whom we hoped; let us exalt and be glad in 
His salvation” (Yeshaya 25:9).

Why are they sitting in a circle?

The Yaavetz points out that the word used 
here for circle “machol”, has the same root 
as mechilah, forgiveness. The Gemara thus 
implies that in future Hashem will forgive 
all the sins of Israel, enabling all of Israel 
the privilege of joining this circle.

The Apter Rebbe explains that the circle has no 
top and no bottom, no beginning or end. So too, 
in the future the righteous will experience no 
jealousy or dislike, for no one will say “I am 
greater than another.”

ט"ו באב
Tu B’Av is the fifteenth day in Av. Tu B’Av 
can also be translated as “the fifteenth letter in 
the Alef Bes” (Tu numerically equals 15; the 
word Av could be understood as an acronym 
for Alef Bes – the Hebrew alphabet). The 
fifteenth letter of the Alef Bes is Samech. 
The letter Samech is written as a circle – ס. 
A circle represents when everyone gets 
along and there is no hierarchy, arrogance or 
anyone saying, “I am greater than another.” 

That is why “Tu B’Av” can be as great a 
day as Yom Kippur. A day which has no 
one top or bottom or anyone saying, “I am 
greater than another.”

שמיטה
R’ Chaim Yehuda Meir Hager notes that this 
idea is embedded in Shemittah (the Sabbatical 
year) and Yovel (the Jubilee year). They too 
teach us that the wealthy should not become 
arrogant in their wealth, and the poor should 
not lose heart in their hardship. That is to say, 

just as the circle dance—because of its circular 
form—has no jealousy or hatred, so too 
through Shemittah and Yovel, when everything 
returns to its original owner, and what belongs 
to a person becomes ownerless as the owners 
cannot profit from their fields, is like a “circle 
dance” in material matters. It reflects the cycle 
that turns the world, where ultimately all are 
equal for good.

סיני
This certainly connects Shemitta to Sinai. At 
Sinai, Hashem instructed the Jewish nation, 
“You shall set boundaries for the people all 
around”—סביב a circular boundary, and be 
careful “of ascending the mountain,” meaning 
not to elevate oneself above another. (Shemos 
19:12)

This is of course what was occurring as Sinai 
as it states, “And the Jewish nation encamped 
there opposite the mountain.” Rashi explains: 
“as one person with one heart.” (Passuk 2)

We are getting close to Shavuos, when we 
reenact the events at Sinai and hopefully if we 
take this lesson to heart we will merit sitting in 
Hashem’s circle with the righteous people, and 
proclaim aloud “Behold! This is our God; we 
hoped to Him and He saved us; this is Hashem 
to whom we hoped; let us exalt and be glad in 
His salvation” (Yeshaya 25:9)..
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 ר’ חיים יהודה
מאיר הגר
R’ Chaim Yehuda Meir Hager (17 
Elul 1912-11 Iyar 1969) was 
born in Vizhnitz, Ukraine to 
R’ Menachem Mendel (1885-
1941), eldest son of R’ Yisrael 
(1860-1936) the third Rebbe 
of Vizhnitz (the Ahavas Yisrael). 
In 1921, the family moved to 
Visheve (Romania), where R. 
Menachem Mendel became 
Rav. In 1935, R’ Chaim Yehuda 
Meir married Reitza Reinman 
(1915-1975), daughter of R’ 
Eliezer (b. 1885) who was the 
Rav of Bychkov (Romania) and 
a grandson of the Ropshitzer 
(also 11 Iyar). When his father-
in-law assumed the Rabbinate 
in Glogev (Poland), R’ Chaim 
Yehuda Meir replaced him as Rav 
of Bychkov. In 1936, following 
the passing of the Ahavas 
Yisrael, R’ Chaim Yehuda Meir 
moved back to Visheve to 
assist his father, returning to 
Bychkov only after his father 
passed away, in 1941. However, 
the threat of the Hungarian 
military draft compelled him to 
spend the next year wandering, 
from Grosswardein (Romania) to 
Chust, Ukraine, and eventually 
back to Visheve, where he 
remained until 1944, when he 
was deported to a series of 
concentration camps. He was 
liberated from Mühldorf on 
Pesach Sheni and on 17 Tamuz 
he received the news that his wife 
survived too. R’ Chaim Yehuda 
Meir served as a Rav in various 
displaced persons camps, until 
1947 when he emigrated to the U. 
S, settling on Lincoln Place near 
Crown Heights and founding a 
Shul called Menachem Yisrael. He 
emigrated to Tel Aviv in 1960 as 
a private citizen, but ultimately 
succumbed to the pleas of his 
followers to lead a small Beis 
Medrash in his home. He helped 
arrange for his father’s reburial in 
Eretz Yisrael near his grandfather, 
the Ahavas Yisrael (who had been 
re-interred there in 1949). In the 
1980s, two posthumous volumes 
of his teachings were published, 
entitled Zecher Chaim.
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must be read as a unit. Since the obligation to love 
one’s fellow follows the prohibitions against taking 
revenge and bearing a grudge, the concluding 
phrase is meant as a continuation of those 
prohibitions: “love your fellow” is expressed by 
refraining from harmful behavior. In this view, the 
emphasis is less on cultivating positive treatment of 
another (a positive mitzvah) and more on avoiding 
mistreatment (a prohibition).

The Shem Olam notes that the Maharshah’s 
approach addresses the famous questions of the 
Ramban. How can the Torah command each 
person to love another as much as himself—
something seemingly beyond human capacity? 
And how does this align with the principle of 
chayecha kodmin (חייך קודמין – one’s own life takes 
precedence)? According to the Maharsha, the 
Torah does not demand equal emotional love or 
self-sacrifice; rather, it prohibits treating others in 
ways one would find objectionable.

However, this interpretation requires further 
clarification. A similar command appears regarding 
loving a convert: “you shall love him as yourself” 
(Vayikra 19:34 – ואהבת לו כמוך). There too, Targum 
Onkelos and Targum Yonasan maintain their 
respective approaches. Yet in that context, the 
verse is not directly preceded by the same cluster 
of prohibitions (though it does say, “do not oppress 
him” a passuk before).

Additionally, the Rambam (De’os 6:3; Avel 14:1) 
clearly codifies loving one’s fellow as a positive 
mitzvah. This seems to suggest that the Rambam 
is in disagreement with Hillel and his greatest 
student, Yonasan ben Uziel. (Sukka 28a) 

O N  O N E  F O O T
The Shem Olam resolves this by explaining 
that Hillel’s formulation was situational. The 
convert’s condition—to learn the entire Torah in 
the time it takes to stand on one foot—necessitated 
brevity. Had Hillel presented the mitzvah in its 
full positive sense, it would have invited the very 

difficulties raised by the Ramban, prolonging 
the exchange. The negative formulation allowed 
Hillel to convey the essence concisely. In truth, 
Hillel – and Yonasan ben Uziel who quotes 
his rebbi verbatim – agree that the mitzvah is 
fundamentally a positive mitzvah, as understood 
by the Rambam.

C O N V E R T S     
The Shoel Umeishiv (Terumah, Mahadura 
Revii) quotes that he heard from the chabura 
of chasidei Kotzk and specifically in the name 
of Hagaon R’ Yitzchak Meir (the Chidushei 
Harim). 

Hillel recognized that a non-Jew might 
not fully grasp the depth of loving another 
as oneself. Therefore, he presented a 
more accessible formulation – the mirror 
explanation. After conversion, the individual 
would be capable of appreciating the mitzvah 
in its fuller, positive sense.

The Shoel Umeishiv further notes that Jewish 
communal life fosters a unique sense of 
interdependence. Many mitzvos require the 
presence of others—for example, a minyan 
of ten is necessary for certain prayers, 
and Chazal teach that the Shechina rests 
among them (Sanhedrin 39a). This structure 
cultivates a deep awareness of mutual reliance, 
strengthening bonds between individuals.

The message that emerges is both practical 
and aspirational. At a minimum, we must 
avoid harming others in ways we ourselves 
would resent. At a higher level, we are called 
to actively cultivate genuine love and concern 
for our fellow. By internalizing this dual 
perspective, we can promote greater peace 
and unity—values that, in Jewish thought, are 
essential foundations for redemption.

The Shoel Umeishiv in this parashah offers a 
couple of other explanations.

שואל ומשיב
Rav Yosef Shaul 
Halevi Nathanson 
(1808–27 Adar I, 1875) 
was from a wealthy 
family in Brezhan, 
Galicia. His father was 
a talmid chacham. His 
great-uncle was the 
wealthy and learned 
R’ Yudel Nathanson. 
His grandfather was 
a leader in Brody. He 
also learned with his 
maternal grandfather, R’ 
Dov Berish Heilperin, in 
Berzhan.
At 17 he married into the 
wealthy Ettinga family 
from Lemberg. His father-
in-law, Rav Yitzchak 
Ahron (1827-1891), was 
the son-in-law of R’ 
Mordechai Orenstein, the 
Rav of Lemberg (Lvov), 
who was succeeded by 
his son R’ Yaakov, the 
Yeshuos Yaakov.
The Shoel Umeishiv 
learned with his brother-
in-law R’ Mordechai 
Ettinga (1804-1863). 
Together they published 
five sefarim and 
corresponded with the 
giants of the generation, 
such as R’ Akiva Eiger, the 
Nesivos, R’ Mordechai 
Banet, and the Chasam 
Sofer.  
In 1857, he was appointed 
Rav in Lvov, a position 
that had been left empty 
since the passing of 
the Yeshuos Yaakov, 
his wife’s uncle. On 26th 
Sivan of the same year, 
his Rebbetzin passed 
away. A year later, on 
12 Adar, he married 
Rebbetzin Shifra Buna, 
and with her money he 
refused a wage from the 
community. The Shoel 
Umeishiv is one of the 
greatest poskim of his 
time, and the author of 
over 3000 teshuvahs on 
all subjects, besides 
works of Torah and 
Aggadah.

To receive more copies for your shul,  
email mitzvos@ramapost.com

or Whatsapp 
(845) 369-9600

POWERED BY T H ET H E

P R O J E C TP R O J E C T

ר
 מרד�י �וגרמ���י 
Rav Motel Pogromansky was born in Tavrig, Lithuania, in 1903. Unlike many other gedolim, he was raised in a more traditional environment, 
without a regular cheder education, and he didn’t begin learning Gemara until his teenage years. Even before the age of thirteen, he was 
already running a successful business. 
The Rav of Tavrig noticed his remarkable qualities, and when Rav Eliyahu Lopian came to recruit students for Kelm, he brought Rav Motel 
with him. Rav Lopian was extremely proud of this and remarked, “If I came to this world only for this, it was worth it,” adding that it would be 
his passport to Olam Habah. According to Rav Motel’s first tutor, he quickly advanced in his learning and became very proficient in Gemara.
From Kelm he went on to Telz, where he immediately joined the highest shiur — something almost unheard of in the structured Telz 
Yeshivah. He became known as the Tavriker Illuy.
To illustrate his brilliance: at one point he realized that he had never learned Maseches Yevamos, so he spent three days and nights 
mastering the entire masechta.
By the age of twenty, he was already giving shiurim. He had a unique gift for explaining the most complex concepts with clarity, combining 
depth with eloquence. His mussar va’adim inspired talmidim deeply. Although he held himself to very high standards (as Rav Gifter attested), 
he was also worldly and practical, able to offer wise and grounded advice (as noted by Rav Dovid Zoretsky).
Rav Motel’s legacy lived on especially through his close relationship with Rav Gifter, who later became Rosh Yeshivah of Telz. Rav Gifter 
often quoted his Torah and mussar ideas, praising him in many sichos and shiurim. In one letter, Rav Gifter described him as a true genius, 
noting that all the gedolim who met him were impressed by his mastery of both Torah and Aggadah.
Eventually, Rav Motel left Telz and learned in Kovno, where he impressed the city’s Rav, the Dvar Avraham. The Dvar Avraham wrote that 
“even hundreds of years ago, he would have been considered an illuy.”
He survived World War II in the Kovno Ghetto through numerous miracles. After the war, he made his way to France, where he devoted 
himself to helping survivors — offering emotional support, guidance, and mussar. He became involved in the newly established Yeshivah 
there.
In 1949, he married Bluma Shtrom, but tragically, he passed away just a year later — on 25 Shevat 1950.
Although he gave many shiurim and shmuessen throughout his life, inspiring countless talmidim, only one of his articles was published 
during his lifetime — in a Telz Torah journal in 1939. Rav Dovid Cynamon later published Doresh Tov, based on what he heard from Reb 
Shimon Segal, who had been with Rav Motel in the Kovno Ghetto.
A few years ago, Rav Dov Eliach collected and organized everything known about this gaon and produced a masterpiece biography 
spanning 592 pages. Recently, Rav Moshe Shternbuch also published many of his own remarkable encounters with Rav Motel. Rav Moshe 
Shternbuch relates that Rav Motel did not attend the funeral of the Dvar Avraham because he feared they would announce him as the new 
Rav of Kovna, and he did not want to assume a leadership role. Rav Motel regretted the decision because, “these types of thoughts should 
not prevent one from fulfilling the mitzvah of going to a funeral.”

שרגא �ייבל
Reb Shraga Feivel (Frankie Wilson) 
Weinberger (4 Adar II 1951 – 22 
Elul 2026) sheloshim is this week.

Although he went through personal 
challenges in various ways he 
returned to Yiddishkeit after 
nearly five decades to become an 
extremely impressive baal teshuvah. 
He learned for many hours from his 
ArtScroll tablet. He had a seder each 
day with chavrusos. This is besides 
his personal daily quota of learning 
chumash Kitzur

Shulchan aruch, Tanya, among 

other sedorim. He prepared and he 
chazered for each shiur. 

A close friend compared Reb Shraga 
Feivel to the famous “Yossela” from 
the time of the Tosafos Yom Tov. 
He was not known publicly as a very 
big baal tzedakah, but Reb Shraga 
Feivel quietly funded - in the tens of 
thousands of dollars - shoe cards for 
children, Purim learning programs, 
tefillin, and chasunos, and almost no 
one knew. He believed his sole purpose 
was to be able to give tzedakah and 
learn, and those were his only goals 
during the last few years of his life.

He passed 
away after 
drinking the kos 
shel brachah 
of Birkas 
H a m a z o n , 
leaving the 
world after thanking Hashem for the 
abundant parnassah that allowed him 
to share his wealth with so many 
others.

Although he passed away without 
children, the tzedakah that he gave and 
the sums allocated in tzavah are his 
“eternal toldos.”


