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Respectfully Declined
Every serious student of Talmud dreams of attaining a highlevel chavrusa (study partner). Imagine being approached
by a malach (angel) who offers to learn with you! What
better way to plumb the depths of a sugya (topic) than with
an individual who possesses such “inside” knowledge? Yet,
such an offer actually was made to the pious Vilna Gaon –
and he turned it down! As his disciple R’ Chaim Volozhiner
relates (Introduction to Bi’ur HaGra on Safra D’tzniyusa),
there were many occasions when maggidim (Heavenly
messengers) would approach the Gaon, offering to reveal
Torah secrets to him. But the Gaon was not interested. He
had no desire for revelations through “middlemen,” for
which he himself had expended no effort. He was concerned
only with Torah insights achieved through his own toil.
This attribute is one of the hallmarks of this week’s parshah,
which begins with a long list of blessings. The rewards are
granted on condition, though: “ – ִאם ְּב ֻחּק ַֹתי ֵּת ֵלכּוIf you walk
in my statutes,” (Vayikra 26:3). Rashi interprets the intent
of this directive: ּתֹורה
ָ “ – ֶשֹ ִּת ְהיּו ַע ֵמ ִלים ַּבThat you should toil
in Torah (study).”
This notion is developed further in the Mishnah in Avos
(4:10), which states:
,ּתֹורה
ָ  יֶׁש ְלָך ְּב ֵט ִלים ַה ְר ֵּבה ְּכנ ְֶג ָּדְך; וְ ִאם ָע ַמ ְל ָּת ַב,ּתֹורה
ָ ִאם ִּב ַּט ְל ָּת ִמן ַה
.יֶׁש לֹו ָׂש ָכר ַה ְר ֵּבה ִל ֶּתן ָלְך
“If you have abstained from Torah study, there are many
idlers to rise up against you; but if you have toiled in Torah
study, He (Hashem) will grant you abundant reward.”
The Tosfos Yom Tov points to the precise language of
the Mishnah’s final clause: It does not state, “If you have

לזכר נשמת ציפא רבקה בת ברוך ע"ה

learned (much) Torah,” but, rather, “If you have toiled in
the Torah.” This is because the reward does not come on
account of the amount covered or achieved. The Mishnah
puts a premium on the effort invested, which is the major
factor in determining the magnitude of his deed and the
reward he deserves.
The Bartenura adds his own observation: When speaking of
the results of neglecting Torah study, the Mishnah portrays
a fitting punishment. Having idled himself during time he
could have been learning, he will meet his retribution at the
hand of other idlers – such as the nefarious types who hang
around street corners. The nature of the reward for one who
did spend his time learning, however, is of a much different
quality. Whereas the punishment for neglecting Torah study
is meted out through intermediaries – idle ruffians or wild
animals – the reward for toiling in Torah comes directly
from the Source. As the Mishnah states: “If you have toiled
in Torah study, He (Hashem) will grant you abundant
reward.”
This notion dovetails nicely with the Gaon’s sentiment. He
eschewed revelations granted through celestial messengers,
achievements that did not come through his own efforts.
Rather, he sought only Torah knowledge that came as a
result of one’s own sweat. He viewed the insight achieved
after such toil as being granted directly from Hashem as a
reward for his labors.

Not Impressed
R’ Meshulam Igra was one of the towering giants of the
eighteenth-century Torah world, renowned especially for
his genius and erudition. He was once approached by two
individuals who were visiting his town of Tismanitz. The
two presented R’ Meshulam with a certain legal matter in
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Day #6: Animals and man.
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ֹ ַ ּב ׁ ּ ֵשנִ י ֵאין בּ ו,אשוֹ ן ֻט ְמ ָאה
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for a full day!
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The Problem with Seaweed
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