
The Tochachah of Mortality
Parashas Vayeilech opens with the 
words: “Moshe went and spoke these 
words to the Jewish people.”

There are many interpretations as to 
why the introductory phrase, “Moshe 
went,” is used before describing his 
conversation with the Jewish people.

However, what is even more puzzling 
is the Tanchuma, which explains that 
“went” means that Moshe gave the 
Jewish people mussar.

What were the words Moshe Rabbeinu 
spoke to them? It seems that he went 
to inform them that his time had come 
and that he was passing away, having 
reached the age of 120. He would not 
enter Eretz Yisrael together with them. 
How, then, does the Tanchuma learn 
from these words that Moshe gave 
the Jewish people mussar? The Torah 
does not cite any harsh words. No 
accusations. These words are from a 
leader taking leave of his people.

Rav Chaim Ephraim Zaitchik (Mei 
HaChaim) explains that there is no 
greater rebuke for an ordinary human 
being than to be confronted with his 
own inevitable mortality. And when 
the Jewish people were told by their 
leader—the same leader who spoke to 

Hashem face-to-face, the same leader 
whom even the angels feared—that he 
was about to pass away, the message 
was even more powerful.

Moshe Rabbeinu had begged Hashem 
for permission to enter Eretz Yisrael, 
something he had fervently desired. 
Yet the answer was no. He would not 
even cross the Jordan with his people. 
He could not overturn the decree. And 
they understood that there is another 
decree from which no man escapes.

Moshe was telling them: The end had 
come, even for him. That is tochachah. 
Not thunder. Not condemnation. Just 
Moshe Rabbeinu standing before 
them, with no time left. The image 
said everything. They were being 
confronted with their own mortality.

Death silences the arguments that 
once seemed so urgent. It cools the 
blood. It loosens a person’s grip on his 
demands, and his appetites. Suddenly, 
he remembers that his years are 
numbered, that all roads eventually 
reach the same gate—the gate of 
death—and that he carries none of his 
possessions through it.

For one honest moment, a mind returns 
to what truly matters. Recognizing that 

our time in this world is limited puts 
everything into perspective. It quiets 
the things we think we “need,” lowers 
our ego, and allows us to recognize 
how petty many of our fights and 
arguments with others really are.

Everyone passes through the gates of 
death. And when we remember that, 
we begin to think more carefully about 
what is truly important in life.

Rav Zaitchik uses this idea to explain 
the words of the Torah, “You are 
children of Hashem; lo sisgodedu; do 
not cut yourselves…for the dead; .” 
(Devarim 14:1)

Chazal interpret lo sisgodedu as, “do 
not break into factions of separate, 
warring groups.” What does fighting 
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 ר' חיים
 אפרים
זייטשיק
R’ Chaim Ephraim 
Zaitchik (1906 - 9 
Adar 2, 1989) was 
born near Minsk. 
At 14 he joined 
the Novardok 
system. He opened 
a Novardok in 
Butchatch in the 
1930s. He married 
Leah Warman who 
was a teacher in 
the “Beis Yaakov” 
school and the 
daughter of R’ 
Yisrael who was 
the Rav nearby. 
Leah was the 
great-granddaugh-
ter of Rav Yichiel 
Michel Hibner (Rav 
of Nizhnev for over 
50 years). R’ Chaim 
Ephraim was in 
Siberia enduring 
e x c r u c i a t i n g 
circumstances. 
After, he went 
to France and 
helped R’ Gershon 
Liebman who he 
remained close 
with his entire life. 
Later in America he 
joined Novardok in 
Boro Park, before 
moving to Eretz 
Yisrael (1963). He 
published many 
sefarim. Buried on 
Har Zeisim.
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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
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have to do with death?

The answer is that when people acknowledge 
death—when they see where every argument, 
grievance, and ambition eventually ends—
their quarrels suddenly appear very small.

The resentment that once felt so justified 
loses its urgency. The insult that could not be 
forgiven begins to fade. The walls separating 
one Jew from another no longer seem worth 
defending.

When a person sees the end, he remembers 
what matters. Moshe Rabbeinu’s final rebuke 
contained no accusation. He merely said that 
his time was up. And that was enough. Let us 
take this rebuke to heart. Kesiva Vachasima 
Tova.
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The Drasha That Wasn’t Meant to Be Forgotten
Rav Zaitchik’s explanation fits well with 
one of the most impactful Shabbos Shuva 
drashos ever given. The drasha probably 
took less than two minutes. It consisted of 
just a handful of words. Actually, a handful 
of the same repeated words. 

Rav Yaakov Yosef (1840 - 24 Tamuz 1902) 
was an ilui, a child prodigy who had an 
extraordinary memory. He remembered 
virtually everything he ever read and 
eventually became the Chief Rabbi of New 
York.

But a few years before this story, Rav 
Yaakov Yosef had suffered a devastating 
stroke. In the final year of his life, something 
remarkable happened. He asked to deliver 
the upcoming Shabbos Shuva drasha.

The announcement spread throughout 
the city. On Shabbos morning, the shul 
was overflowing. The entire community 
had come to see their Rav. Slowly, with 
assistance, he made his way to the bima. 
Every step was difficult. Finally, he reached 
the lectern. He stood there for a moment, 
looked out at the crowd. Then he began:

“Shteit in Rambam...” Then silence.

At first, nobody thought anything of it. 
Perhaps he was struggling to speak. 
Perhaps he simply needed a moment. 
Maybe he was overcome with emotion. 

Again: “Shteit in Rambam…” followed by 
silence. The crowd waited. A third time, 
“Shteit in Rambam…” Nobody knew 
what to do. Was he physically unable to 
continue? Should they respectfully help 
him down? Or should they give him another 
moment? Could he gather his strength. 

And then after a moment, once again, a 
little louder: “Shteit in Rambam.” And again, 
silence. The crowd kept their composure 
out of respect for the Rav, as well as their 
uncertainty. Some wondered whether it 
was a struggle for him to speak, or whether 
something else was happening.

The silence in the room was not an accurate 
reflection of the myriad of thoughts 
inside of it. Rav Yaakov Yosef stood there, 
searching for the words. And then, after 
what seemed like an eternity: “Shteit in 
Rambam in Hilchos Teshuvah.” It appeared 
as if he was pushing himself. 

Then again in a whisper: “Shteit in Rambam 
in Hilchos Teshuvah.” And suddenly, Rav 
Yaakov Yosef began to cry. Not a quiet tear. 
He burst into uncontrollable sobs. 

Finally, after a few moments, he said: “Du 
vaist vus es maint tzu fargessin a Rambam far 
dem Ilui fun Volozhin?” (Do you understand 
what it means for the Ilui of Volozhin to 
forget a Rambam?)

And with that, he sat down. That was the 
entire drasha. And it shook the community. 
Some were silent in their own thoughts, 
but many were crying, but not only for 
Rav Yakov Yosef but for themselves too. 
Because everyone understood what Rav 
Yaakov Yosef was telling them.

He had spent his life mastering Torah. 
He had been an ilui, a man who could 
remember virtually everything he had ever 
learned.

And now, he had forgotten a Rambam.  The 
message was painfully clear. We don’t know 
how much time we have.

And even while we are alive, we don’t 
know for how long we will have the 
physical strength, the mental clarity, or the 
emotional capacity to do everything we 
want to do.

We assume there will always be another 
Shabbos. Another opportunity. Another 
chance to learn. Another mitzvah. Another 
chance to become the person we want to 
become.

But there are no guarantees. A person 
can be blessed with life and still lose the 
strength to use it. He can have time, but not 
health. He can have health, but not clarity. 
He can have clarity, but not the emotional 
strength. And one day, whether we are 
ready or not, the opportunities stop.

The most powerful Shabbos Shuva drasha 
Rav Yaakov Yosef ever delivered was not 
based on the number of words he said. 
There was no elaborate Torah thought. 
No stirring pilpul. No beautifully crafted 
speech. When he forgot what he had come 
to say, he gave them a glimpse of what it 
looks like when the opportunities we take 
for granted suddenly disappear.

His forgetting reminded an entire 
community of something they could never 
afford to forget.

We are entering the new year. We do not 
need a new original Torah thought, or 
beautifully crafted speech. We need to 
remember to use the opportunities that 
we are constantly given and not take for 
granted.

His drasha is eternal.


