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one who inquires after a product, even when he has no money to purchase 
it. The shopkeeper thinks that he is serious and invests in the sale. All the 
while, the person had no intent to purchase the item, and couldn’t, even if 
he wished to. When the person walks out of the store, he brings a certain 
measure of pain to the storekeeper. [If it is a serious inquiry, the storekeeper 
wants the inquiry, and there is, therefore, no prohibition when the customer 
decides against the purchase. This is a standard practice.] This is a matter 
that is determined by what is inside the heart, and only the person himself 

and the One Who knows his thoughts 
know the truth.

At first glance, it seems that only instances 
of self-serving advice and insincere 
inquiry and the like, are contingent on the 
heart, but insulting another would not be a 
matter determined by what is in the heart. 
Everyone can clearly see what is being 
done.

But the truth is that even insults may be 
determined by the heart. The maggid 
Rav Sholom Schwadron, zt”l, told over 
the incident of the chazzan who, during 
the chazarah of Mussaf, began Tikanta 

Shabbos. He forgot that it was Rosh Chodesh as well. Someone quickly 
gave a klop, and yelled out, “Atah Yetzarta!” No one looked askance at this 
action; on the surface it seemed innocuous. But, it so happened that this 
person had a vendetta against this particular chazzan, and was very pleased 
to correct him. He did it with extra delight—and extra decibels. The extra 
loud klop was only known in his heart, and Hashem says you shall fear your 
God! 

This is but one example of many scenarios where one can be in such a 
situation. Only fear of Hashem can be your backbone, keeping you away 

from sins about which no one will ever be the wiser.
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We are now in the period of Sefiras ha’Omer, when we ought to focus on 
matters relating to bein adam lechaveiro: increasing our ahavas Yisrael, 
caring for the honor and respect of our fellow Yidden, etc. It behooves us 
to contemplate the prohibition of ona’as 
devarim.

It is assur mid’Oraisa to cause another Yid 
harm, not only by cheating him financially, 
but also by hurting him verbally. It is 
a pasuk in this week’s parshah (Vayikra 

 ,ְולֹא תֹונּו ִאיׁש ֶאת ֲעִמיתֹו ְוָיֵראָת ֵמֱאֹלקיָך וגו' :(25:17
One man shall not hurt his fellow, and you 
shall fear your God. Chazal (Toras Kohanim 

Behar 3:4) tell us that since monetary harm 
was stated previously (ibid. 25:14), this 
harm must be referring to verbal harm. 
Rashi gives a number of examples of the 
prohibition of verbal harassment: Do not 
insult one another, do not give advice that is beneficial for yourself but not 
beneficial for the one who is seeking the advice.

Rashi continues with Chazal’s explanation (Bava Metzia 58b) of the end of 
the pasuk. You may say, who will know what I really had in mind? Who 
will know if I really intended to harm him? Therefore, the pasuk says: ְוָיֵראָת 
 and you shall fear your God, for He knows all thoughts, and He ,ֵמֱאֹלקיָך
knows your intent. Rashi concludes that wherever we find a prohibition that 
is determined by thoughts, the pasuk tells us ֵמֱאֹלקיָך  for He knows ,ְוָיֵראָת 
what is in your heart.

The Gemara (ibid.) adds another instance where the prohibition 
of verbal harassment is determined by what is in the heart: 
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In the Gemara (ibid.), Rav Yochanan quotes Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai: 
Ona’as devarim is more serious than ona’as mamon (financial fraud), 
for concerning verbal harassment, the pasuk warns, ֵמֱאֹלקיָך  but ,ְוָיֵראָת 
concerning financial fraud there is no such warning. The commentators 
note that this distinction does not necessarily imply an imbalance in 
seriousness. As the Gemara stated previously, the Torah specifically warns 
 for matters that are determined within one’s heart. How then ְוָיֵראָת ֵמֱאֹלקיָך
can the Gemara conclude from the fact that the pasuk does not include the 
warning to fear Hashem regarding financial fraud as a limitation on its 
seriousness?

Perhaps we can explain based on the words of the Sfas Emes (Kedoshim 

5636). The Sfas Emes offers two distinct explanations for why the Torah 
specifies ְוָיֵראָת ֵמֱאֹלקיָך for mitzvos that are entrusted to the heart. The first 
is simple cause and effect; when one fears Hashem, he has the ability to 
fulfill those responsibilities of the heart. The second goes in the opposite 
direction: One who is careful with the mitzvos entrusted to the heart will 
merit yiras Shamayim. How so? Every mitzvah was given to rectify or 

develop a certain aspect of man. Mitzvos that require action on the person’s 
part, effect rectification for the actions of a person. Mitzvos that place a 
demand on the person’s heart, serve to rectify matters of his heart, such as 
yiras Shamayim. The Sfas Emes affirms this latter explanation by quoting 
his grandfather, the Chiddushei HaRim, to wit: One who is careful in the 
matter of ona’as devarim will merit yiras Shamayim.

Then the Sfas Emes asserts that the two opposite explanations are two sides 
of the same coin. As Chazal tell us in this week’s perek of Avos,1 ,שכר מצוה 
 the reward for a mitzvah is the opportunity for another mitzvah. A ,מצוה
person who has the yiras Shamayim necessary to do a mitzvah determined 

1  Avos 4:2. In Eretz Yisrael, the fifth perek of Pirkei Avos is studied this week.
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by what is in his heart, will be granted more yiras Shamayim with which 
to fulfill more mitzvos with yet more yirah. Of course this leads to further 
yiras Shamayim, in a perpetual chain.

If we contemplate this a bit deeper, we can take away a tremendous lesson 
for life. It is a fact that any action that is outwardly visible, even if it is a 
great mitzvah, may or may not be rooted in yiras Shamayim. Even one 
who withstands great temptations, if it is a matter that is visible to others, 
we do not know what his motivation was. It is possible that when this 
person is in private he does not behave with yiras Shamayim at all. It is 
only by developing one’s self-control in matters that are determined by the 
heart, where no one can perceive what lies within, that one can develop 
yiras Shamayim. In the recesses of one’s heart, where there is no outside 
motivation, no fear of being discovered, one can develop his recognition of 
the presence of Hashem. When he controls his heart, he is doing so solely 
because Hashem is watching, and Hashem knows every thought and every 
motive. This is why the Chiddushei HaRim said that he who exercises self-
control in these matters will acquire yiras Shamayim.

Conversely, when one does not exercise self-control within his heart, aside 
for the aveirah itself, which is certainly calamitous, one also weakens his 
yiras Hashem. It is vital that we recognize this! If a person is faced with a 
nisayon and ignores his consciousness of the Omniscient, the next time he 
will be even less conscious of Hashem, and less aware that He is watching! 
He will have less yiras Shamayim with which to subdue this yetzer hara. 
At this point he is on a slippery slope! He will need herculean efforts just 
to stop the downward spiral. And when he does, the next time it will be 
easier than the previous, for he has strengthened his consciousness of the 
Omniscient.

This is the meaning of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai’s statement. Ona’as 
devarim is more serious than ona’as mamon because there is another 
inherent factor. This is the factor reflected in the words ֵמֱאֹלקיָך  by ;ְוָיֵראָת 
violating ona’as devorim, one is eroding his yiras Shamayim. This is 
certainly of utmost severity.

We are all seeking to grow in yiras Shamayim, and we look for ways to 
attain it. The path to yirah is to exercise self-control when it comes to 
matters of bein adam lechaveiro when no one but Hashem knows. 

In Shacharis, we say: ובגלוי בסתר  שמים  ירא  אדם  יהא   a person shall ,לעולם 
always fear Hashem, in private and in public. Private comes before public, 
because yiras Shamayim cannot be acquired by practices done in the public 
eye. Yiras Shamayim in private will always precede yiras Shamayim in 
public. Only once a person develops his inner yiras Shamayim in private, 
between himself and Hashem, will his public actions also be driven by true 
yiras Shamayim.
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In the recesses of one’s 
heart, where there is no 
outside motivation, no fear 
of being discovered, one 
can develop his recognition 
of the presence of Hashem. 
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The Meron Tragedy

My father related that approximately 
seventy years ago there were a number of 
tzaros among the members of his family. 
At the time, he saw his uncle, Rav Mendel 
of Pabianitz, hy”d, in a dream, and he 
asked him about these tribulations. In 
terms of personal tzaros, it was something 
the family had generally not experienced 
in Europe, certainly not to this widespread 
degree. His uncle responded in the dream 
that in the past, when one member of the 
extended family had a personal trouble, 
everyone in the entire family felt it as 
their own problem. They empathized and 
felt the pain on a personal level. Thereby, 
they experienced the required amount of 
pain  destined for them. My great-uncle 
continued: Today, even if one groans 
and sighs out of empathy for another, he 
is mainly self-centered and isolated. He 
doesn’t really live through the pain of the 
other person. Therefore, each individual 
must suffer his own tzaros. He is not 
exempted by the meager empathy he can 
muster for his relative.

The Meron tragedy affected individuals 
from all communities—Litvish, 
Chassidish, Sefardi, etc. It was almost as if 
there had to be a representative from every 
community. This tells us—no it shouts and 
screams at us—that we need to improve 
our unity! If we would truly feel the pain 
of our brethren, we would not need to have 
a representative from every community. 
One Yid’s tragic passing should be enough 
to wake us up. It must be that we are not 
unified! We had to feel it in an acute way, 
by having the pain brought to the doorstep 

of each community.

Let’s speak only good about another Yid, 
another kehillah. Let’s think positive about 
those Yidden who are members of other 
kehillos. Let’s look benevolently upon 

them, and live with positive emotions 
toward every Yid. In this way, we can 
develop our feelings of empathy, to really 
feel each other’s pain.

I don’t mean to point a finger at anyone 
else. Sure, we can speak of the disunity 
of others toward us and our kehillah; 
it’s very easy to deflect blame. But I’m 
not interested in protecting the honor of 
myself or of our kehillah. I am talking to 
us, our kehillah! Let’s begin right here. As 
a great person once said: At first I thought 
I would change the world. Then I thought 
that it was too ambitious, and I should 
lower my expectations. I thought I would 
revolutionize my city. Time went on and I 
realized that even that was not practical, so 

I decided to focus on changing my family. 
When I saw that was failing, I said, “At 
least let me fix myself!”

I heard that one of the individuals who 
passed away in Meron, was heard gasping 

before he suffocated, “I forgive whoever is 
trampling upon me, even if I end up being 
killed!” One cannot die with such empathy, 
with such caring about others, unless 
he lived that way. That is not something 
one develops in the seconds before one’s 
gruesome death. Only one who lives with 
selflessness, with consideration of others, 
can, in his last breaths say—not Vidui, not 
Shema Yisrael, but יענש לא  עולם  של   רבונו 
 let no man be punished due ,שום אדם בסיבתי
to me.

May Hashem save us from any troubles, 
and may we merit do His will, to approach 
kabbalas haTorah properly: כאיש אחד בלב 
!as one person—with one heart ,אחד
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Let’s speak only good about 
another Yid, another kehillah. 
Let’s think positive about those 
Yidden who are members of other 
kehillos. 
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The Torah (Vayikra 25:23) gives the reason behind the return of properties 
during the Yovel year: ְוָהָאֶרץ לֹא ִתָמֵּכר ִלְצִמֻתת ִכּי ִלי ָהָאֶרץ ִכּי ֵגִרים ְותֹוָשִׁבים ַאֶתּם 
 the land shall not be sold perpetually, for you are strangers and ,ִעָמִּדי
residents with Me. The commentators2 are befuddled at this seeming 
contradiction. Are we non-resident strangers or are we residents on this 
world?

Rashi was bothered by a similar statement by Avraham Avinu in Parshas 
Chayei Sarah (Bereishis 23:4): ִעָּמֶכ֑ם י  ֹנִכ֖ ָאֽ ב  ר־ְותֹוָׁש֥  I am a stranger and ,ֵּגֽ
resident with you. Many explanations have been given to resolve this 
question.

The pasuk in Tehillim (39:13) says: ִּכי ֵגר ָאֹנִכי ִעָּמְך ּתֹוָׁשב ְּכָכל ֲאבֹוָתי, for I am 
a stranger with You, a resident as all of my ancestors. A similar pasuk, 
also stated by David Hamelech, in Divrei Hayamim (I 29:15): ֵגִרים  ִּכי 
 ,for we are strangers before You; residents ,ֲאַנְחנּו ְלָפֶניָך ְותֹוָׁשִבים ְּכָכל ֲאֹבֵתינּו
as were all of our ancestors. 

Radak explains that in truth, a person is a visitor in this world. He 
knows not what tomorrow will bring; he knows not if he will be alive. 
His tenuous position in this world can only be described as that of a 
non-resident. Yet, man typically forgets about tomorrow, and he views 
himself as firmly entrenched on this world. He considers himself a 
resident, here for the long term. We are strangers before You—You 
Hashem know just how temporal our life is in this world; residents, as 
were all of our ancestors—but, as humans like our forefathers, we have 
the notion that we are permanent residents.

Hashem deliberately created us with the illusion that we are here 
permanently. As the Rambam writes, if not for the irrational, the world 
would remain desolate. For if we were to realize how short life is, even 
when it is lived to longevity, we would not waste our time on building 
the infrastructure of civilized life. However, it is still an illusion. Hashem 
implanted a reminder within the legal code, that real estate sales of 
inherited land in Eretz Yisrael are not final. This reminds us: You may 
believe that you are citizens of the world, but you are actually only 
short-term visitors.3 This is well-illustrated in the following apocryphal 
anecdote.

2  Shelah Shaar Ha’osios אות ג, גיורת.
3  See Sfas Emes Behar 5651 s.v. בפסוק. See also Toras Kohanim on our 
pasuk, with Malbim. See also Chovos Halevavos, Shaar Cheshbon Hanefesh, 
Chapter 3, final cheshbon.

Two disputants came before a Rabbi to adjudicate their case. 
Their dispute was over the possession of a certain property, and 
each of them voiced his claim with conviction, displaying a most 
unyielding stance. The Rabbi understood that these gentlemen 
had lost focus of their purpose on this world, and decided 
that with a bit of a reminder, they would come to a mutually 
acceptable compromise. The Rabbi asked to be shown the 
property in question. The two disputants were quite taken aback, 
and reiterated that they wanted the unfiltered Torah ruling. They 
did not understand what the Rabbi would gain from visiting the 
field. The Rabbi insisted, and the gentlemen consented.

When the Rabbi was taken to the property, he lay down and put 
his ear to the ground. After listening for a moment, and nodding 
in comprehension, the Rabbi stood up and dusted himself off. He 
turned to the bewildered men and explained. I heard each of you 
claim that the land is yours, so I wanted to hear what the land 
has to say about it. I listened and I heard the land laugh as it 
declared: This one claims that I belong to him, and the other one 
claims I belong to him. I say, they both belong to me! The two 
men understood the message, and resolved to compromise.

Another powerful story, with a similar message, was told by the 
chassid, Rav Avraham Friedman, zt”l.

Rav Nosson of Breslov, the prime talmid of Rav Nachman, 
zy”a, was raised in his grandfather’s home. His grandfather 
would take him to shul, and the child came to recognize the 
congregants. As is the way of the world, every now and then, one 
of the senior members of the shul would go missing and never 
return. The perceptive boy wondered about it. Finally, he asked 
his grandfather, who replied that these people were niftar. It 
happened another time, and the grandfather explained again: 
“He was niftar.” At that point, the child asked what “niftar” 
meant. His grandfather explained that these people are no longer 
in this world; their neshamos go up to shamayim, and their bodies 
are buried in the ground. The child looked up at his grandfather 
with wide eyes, and asked in bewildered innocence: And those 
who are living know about this?! He couldn’t fathom that people 
just carried on their lives as if they were here permanently!

מתוך סעודה שלישית בהר - בחוקותי תשפ”א, מאמר ב

Published by Machon Alei Deshe of America

By Talmidim of Rabeinu, the Rosh Yeshiva of 
Gur, R’ Shaul Alter Shlit”a, son of the Rebbe, 

the Pnei Menachem of Gur zy”a

Sponsored by

A  D I V I S I O N  O F  J  WA S S E R  &  C O

WWW. L I GH TWATERCAP I TA L .COM

th
em

ar
ke

te
er

so
nl

in
e.

co
m

Residents or Strangers on this Earth?


