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Yitzchak, Rivkah, and
Volozhin
The Battle for Existence

The eternal struggle – and the strategy for victory – between
Yisrael and its archenemy is outlined in the Mishnah in Rosh
Hashanah. The Mishnah (3:8) quotes the Scriptural passage
depicting the Jewish people’s battle with Amalek:
מׁשה עֹוׂשֹות
ֶ ָדיו ֶׁשל
ָ  וְ ִכי י.'ָבר יִ ְׂש ָר ֵאל וגו
ַ מׁשה יָדֹו וְ ג
ֶ ָרים
ִ וְ ָהיָה ַּכ ֲא ֶׁשר י
 ָּכל ְז ַמן ֶׁש ָהיּו יִ ְׂש ָר ֵאל,לֹומר ָלְך
ַ ׁשֹוברֹות ִמ ְל ָח ָמה? ֶא ָּלא
ְ ִמ ְל ָח ָמה אֹו
יהם ֶׁש ַּב ָּׁש ַמיִ ם ָהיּו
ֶ ּומ ַׁש ְע ְּב ִדין ֶאת ִל ָּבם ַל ֲא ִב
ְ ִמ ְס ַּת ְּכ ִלים ְּכ ַל ֵּפי ַמ ְע ָלה
.נֹופ ִלין
ְ  ָהיּו, וְ ִאם ָלאו.ַּב ִרים
ְ ִמ ְתּג
“‘And it was, that when Moshe would lift his hand, Yisrael
would prevail (and when he would let his hand down,
Amalek would prevail)’ (Shemos 17:11). Would the outcome
of the war really be dependent on Moshe’s hands? Rather,
the episode imparts the following idea: As long as Yisrael
would gaze upward and subjugate their hearts toward their
Heavenly Father, they would prevail. If not, they would
stumble.”
According to the Chafetz Chaim (Michtevei Chafetz Chaim
63), the aforementioned lesson is not limited merely to the
specific instance of the fight with Amalek in the desert.
Rather, this teaching contains undertones that are relevant
for the very preservation of Klal Yisrael’s essence for all
generations. The great teacher Moshe is representative of the
power of Torah, which is the life force for every member of
the Jewish nation. When this power is “lifted” and utilized,
Klal Yisrael can withstand assault and encroachment from
impure forces. But if, G-d forbid, Yisrael’s grip on Torah
begins to slacken...
As the premier force guaranteeing Yisrael’s existence, the
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fortress of Torah is constantly under attack by the enemies
of the Jewish people. One notable instance when the forces
of wickedness sought to weaken the Torah citadel occurred
in the celebrated city of Volozhin, known for its pioneering
and illustrious yeshiva.

The Great Debate and the Fateful
Decision
The ordeal of the Volozhin yeshiva is marked in the annals
of Jewish history as one of the most heart-wrenching
occurrences. From its inception, the yeshiva brought about a
great awakening amongst the Jewish people. The preceding
period had witnessed a steep decline in Torah scholarship and
the accompanying deleterious effects throughout the Jewish
world. As the spiritual state of the nation stood in tatters,
Torah also stood on the precipice – of being forgotten.
And then, with the blessing of his principal rebbi the Vilna
Gaon, R’ Chaim Volozhiner established the Volozhin
yeshiva at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The
yeshiva developed into a premier Torah institution and
produced some of the greatest scholars of recent times (R’
Isser Zalman Meltzer, R’ Shimon Shkop, among others). In
short, the yeshiva succeeding in reversing the calamitous
trend, and through it, the stature of Torah was raised and
flourished.
The disciples of Amalek, however, raised their ugly heads
once again. At that time, the world was not populated by
numerous Torah institutions, Volozhin having been founded
to fill that void. And so the enemies of Torah took aim at
this venerable institution. This battle was manifest through
the efforts of the Russian government (and spurred on, most
unfortunately, by “enlightened” anti-Torah members of the
Jewish nation themselves). They employed a strategy of
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Insights on the weekly parshah
based on the Mishnah.

WEE KLY
MISH NAH
on
HAH
the PARS

Side 1

topic, a point to consider would be the various forms of
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