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Sefiras

PARSHAPREVIEW

Ha’omer Below is an English adaptation of this weeks' Parsha Preview
which can be heard live every Wednesday at 2:15
[ o —
Infused with Torah
f— o —

Harav Hagaon Meir Tzvi Shpitzer shlita

Dear friends and alumni: I welcome the opportunity to “chap a schmooze”
and meet with you in these difficult, turbulent times.

During this period of Sefiras Ha'omer, we mourn for the talmidim of R’
Akiva by refraining from taking haircuts and making weddings (as much as
that's relevant at this point) and observing the other halachos of this period.
The Gemara (Yevamos 62b) tells us that R' Akiva had 24,000 talmidim, from
Givas to Antifras - that's all the way across the north of Eretz Yisrael, from
west to east—and they all during this time. To remember this catastrophe,
we observe various customs of mourning.

Why did they die? The Gemara says: Nt9 N1 7123 1M1 RHW 7an. Some
meforshim understand this to mean what we have traditionally been
taught: that they lacked basic derech eretz and 712 7v7% pany). But
quite a few meforshim reject this explanation, claiming that if that were
the case, the Gemara should have said that they didn't like each other,
that they didn't treat each other with the minimum love required in the
Torah. But the Gemara uses a different expression: N1 Nt 7123 N1 RHWY.
What does that mean?

The Maharal explains (Nesiv Hatorah; a similar idea in expressed in
the Makneh on Avos) that in addition to the basic level of 5¥7% pam
3 expected of every Jew to every other Jew, there's also an obligation
of kavod for a talmid chacham. We are required to stand up for a talmid
chacham, to let him go to the front of the line, to seat him at the head of
the table, to let him eat first and lead the zimun, to give him priority in
tzedakah, to attend to his needs, etc. If the talmid chacham is your own
rebbi, then even greater honor is required. When the Gemara says that the
talmidim of R" Akiva did not accord honor to one another, it means that
they sufficed with treating one another with the basic 71m3 7v7% nanwy,
but they failed to accord the additional honor due to talmidei chachamim.
Their kavod haTorah was lacking. And kavod haTorah seems to be of such
greatimportance that, sadly, they lost their lives because of this deficiency.

The Gemara goes on to say that when these 24,000 talmidim died, the
world was desolate, until R" Akiva — who had previously taught Torah in
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the north - traveled to the south and taught Torah to five new talmidim:
R" Meir, R" Yehudah, R’ Yosi, R" Shimon, and R’ Elazar ben Shamua. From
them came all the Torah that we have today.

R’ Akiva’s Life Lesson

The Gemara (Kiddushin 57a) teaches that the Tanna Shimon Ha'amsuni
expounded every instance of the word n¥ in the Torah as inclusive of
something else—a massive project. But then, when he reached the passuk
in Devarim ®pn P58 ‘0 Ny, he found himself at an impasse, for who
or what else could possibly be included in the commandment to fear
Hashem? Unable to apply his thesis to this passuk, he concluded that his
life's work had been mistaken.

We would think that Shimon Ha'amsuni would have been upset that
he had wasted so much time and effort in pursuing this work, but he
wasn't. Instead, he said: 99w Yapn 7R 79 ,nw70 HY 75V MYapY DwI
nw»an Yy —the same way I received reward for expounding the Torah, I
will now receive reward for withdrawing my exposition. “When I thought
the emes of Torah was to expound each mention of nR," he explained, "I
was required to do so. But now that I realize I was wrong, I'm going to get
s'char for recognizing that the emes of Torah is that all of my chiddushim
were incorrect.”

In the end, says the Gemara, R Akiva came along and proved Shimon
Ha'amsuni's thesis correct by expounding the passuk Xm Y% ' NR
to include talmidei chachamim.

Why, wonders the Makneh, did no one else come up with this insight?
Was it such a great chiddush? If Shimon Ha'amsuni devoted his life to
expounding every ni in the Torah, couldn't he have thought of this himself?

In order to postulate that Xm %R 'n nK includes something other
than Hashem, answers the Makneh, you would have to find something that
is on the same level of importance as Xn >R 'n n& —and nothing can
possibly be on that level.

When the Gemara describes how R' Akiva resolved this conundrum,
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it uses the following terminology: PpYR "N NR ,WVITY RVPY 127 RIWY TY
D0ON *TN5N MY - RPN,

The phrase Rpy 717 R2w T is reminiscent of the aforementioned
Gemara about the deaths of R' Akiva's talmidim, which states: 27 Raw Ty
.07V MY YRR RPY. It was specifically R* Akiva, who had seen
from his own experience how his talmidim were punished, who could
come and declare that the importance of honoring talmidei chachamim
is on par, in Hashem's eyes, with honoring Hashem Himself — hence the
DR iNRPA PPOR N DR,

Avos d’Rabbi Nosson teaches that R Akiva was originally an am haaretz.
One day, he noticed a stone in which a hole had been pierced by dripping
water. “If water can carve a hole through a stone,” he reasoned, “then
surely the Torah can do the same for me."” And he began to learn Torah.

R Elyashiv, in his teshuvos, explains that R Akiva's failure to learn Torah
initially was not due to a lack of mental prowess. Rather, he assumed that
Torahis like any other subject: geography, physics, chemistry, mathematics,
etc. Learning these subjects does not change the individual himself, nor
is the information absorbed into the very fiber of the person’s being. R’
Akiva had no interest in learning Torah and remaining the same person
as before. If he needed a job, what difference would it make if he learned
Torah, studied physics or geography, or worked as a shepherd? But when
he realized that Torah could change him just as the water had altered the
rock, that spurred him to devote himself to Torah study. He recognized
that the Torah could help him transcend his bad middos and inborn
character deficiencies and transform him into a better person: 1nnnIm
DWYNN 93 Y.

This, evidently, is the basis for the Torah's requirement that we accord
so much honor to talmidei chachamim. We all understand that we have
to be mechabed the Torah; it's a d'Oraysa obligation. We have to make an
aron kodesh for a sefer Torah, we have to stand up for a sefer Torah, we
have to participate in a siyum — even of a masechta, and even if it's made
by someone else — we have to put sefarim in the right order, we can't sit
on the same level as a sefer, we can't put a sefer on the floor. But to be
mechabed a talmid chacham? Why?

Comes the Torah and tells us that we have to honor talmidei chachamim
because when a talmid chacham learns Torah it permeates his soul and
changes his being, to the point that he and the Torah become one and the
same. R" Akiva saw, from his own life, that Torah had the power to change
him, and when he saw that his talmidim did not respect the Torah's effect
ononeanother, and they therefore died, he went to the south and taught:
000N 7NN MY - RPN PPYR N DX,

Are you Human?

The Gemara (Shabbos 112b) teaches: 32 1R TR "2 DNIWVRI DR
7NN NR DYVIR 22 NVRI DR ,DWIR. It sounds as though the
Gemara is unsure whether the rishonim were like angels (in which case
we are like humans) or like humans (in which case we are like donkeys).
R Akiva Eiger wonders, does the Gemara not know whether the rishonim
were like angels or like people?

R" Akiva Eiger explains that the Gemara is conveying that the way we
view talmidei chachamim determines who we are. If we look up to talmidei
chachamim like angels, then we can at least consider ourselves to be normal
people. But if we consider talmidei chachamim to be mere people, and do
not appreciate that they have become elevated like angels, then we are
on the same level as a donkey, and we haven't even begun to understand
what Torah is really all about.

We're currently in the period leading up to Shavuos, so it's appropriate
to mention the Gemara's account of how, when Moshe Rabbeinu went up
to heaven, the malachim complained to Hakadosh Baruch Hu: 71%% nn
111 NWR - what is a human being doing among us? Hakadosh Baruch
Hu answered: 81 1m0 Y2p% - he came to get the Torah.

This seems very strange. Of course the malachim understood that
Moshe had come to get the Torah; he didn’t come for a trip! So how did
Hashem's response answer their question?

The angels thought that a human being has no connection to Torah,
because the kedushah of the Torah is soimmense that itis accessibly only
by angels. Hence their question: what is a human being doing among us?
It's not befitting that the Torah should be learned by a human being, with
all the bad middos of a yelud ishah. Rav Chaim Volozhiner explains that
when Hashem answered &2 nin 925, He was conveying to the malachim
that Moshe Rabbeinu had come not just to learn Torah, while remaining
the same person with the same bad middos and the same inborn negative
human tendencies. Rather, Moshe had come to 70 YapY - to receive,
to accept, to absorb the Torah, to be changed by it, and to let the Torah
change the very being of Klal Yisrael. Therefore, the argument of 1% n
1111 NWR was not valid.

May we all be zocheh to infuse the Torah within us, to be mechabed
talmidei chachamim, and to appreciate our Gedolim as being rishonim
k’'malachim, which will allow us to be k’bnei anashim. And may we be zocheh
to all the brachos that Chazal give us for being mechabed the Torah and
talmidei chachamim.

This week's Bishvilei Haparsha is nnwi n9y5
PR — Y IR TITI N2 7PN NN

PR R — 1Y qOY YN "I N2 NNRM 7PN NN
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