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RABBI AZARYA BERZON

SHAVUOT SPECIAL

How to Prepare 
for Chag 
HaShavuot

We are all familiar with 
the statement of Chazal                                                                           
 .Rav S. R .דרך ארץ קדמה לתורה

Hirsh in his time, and the Ba’alei Mussar 
in their time, built entire philosophies 
upon the concept of Derech Eretz in Jewish 
thought and ethics. But I believe a statement 
of Rebby Yitzhak in the Medrash (Vayikra 
Rabba 34) sheds a new light on this old 
concept and can prepare us for the great 
holiday of Kabalas HaTorah.

אדם  שכשיהא  ארץ  דרך  תורה  למדתך  יצחק  ר’  אמר 

עושה מצוה יהא עושה אותה בלב שמח

שאלו היה ראובן יודע שהקב”ה מכתיב עליו )בראשית 

אצל  ומוליכו  טוענו  היה  מידם,  ויצילהו  ראובן  וישמע  לז( 

אביו

ואלו היה יודע אהרן שהקב”ה מכתיב עליו: )שמות ד, יד( 

“וראך ושמח בלבו”, בתופים ובמחולות היה יוצא לקראתו,

ואלו היה יודע בועז שהקב”ה מכתיב עליו ויצבט לה קלי, 

עגלים פטומים היה מאכילה

Rebbe Yitzhok claims that three of our 
ancestral giants should be taken to task 
for failing to perform a Mitzvah with a full 
heart. They are Reuven, Aaron, and Boaz. 
Reuven should have placed his brother 

Yosef on his shoulders and returned Yosef 
to father Jacob piggyback style. Aaron 
should have greeted his brother Moshe 
with a seven piece band. And Boaz should 
have served Ruth roast duck!

One wonders why the Midrash would 
downgrade the great effort of Reuven to 
save Yosef, or the selfless happiness of Aaron 
when he greeted his brother Moshe, or the 
chessed of Boaz to sustain Ruth. Moreover, 
why the recurring phrase ואלו היה יודע, had 
he only known that his actions were being 
recorded in the Tanach? Does Jewish ethics 
place significance on the publicity of a good 
deed? Should one’s actions be motivated by 
the fanfare of the recording of one’s deeds 
in the Book of Books?

To unlock the riddle of this presentation 
of Rebbe Yitzchok, we must raise a 
fundamental question. Which great deeds 
of our ancestral giants are recorded in the 
Holy Torah for all of posterity? No doubt, 
throughout the history of our people, 
myriads of great deeds of chessed and 
self-sacrifice have been performed. Which 
of these endless deeds are selected to be 
incorporated into Tanach?

R’ Yitzchok postulates a breakthrough 
definition. Those great acts which during 
the course of Jewish history have facilitated 
the Geulah of our People are worthy of 
being recorded in Tanach.
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Reuven, Aaron, and Boaz respectively 
were faced with a challenge that would 
determine the course of Jewish History. 
Unbeknown to them, the redemption of 
Israel was hanging in the balance. Each 
would evaluate his challenge as limited to 
a particular obligatory mitzvah act. Surely, 
Reuven was called upon to fulfill the great 
Mitzvah of הצלת נפשות, saving the life of a 
fellow Jew. But did he realize that this was 
much more than a single Mitzvah; that the 
redemption of Israel could only be possible 
if the integrity of the 12  שבטי ק-ה would 
be maintained? Aaron would certainly 
appreciate that greeting another Jew was 
a Mitzvah of ואהבת לרעך, of Ahavas Yisrael. 
But could he have known that Hashem 
appointed Moshe as the redeemer of Israel 
on the condition that Aaron would rejoice 
at the selection of his younger brother? No 
doubt Boaz was aware of the opportunity to 
fulfill the mitzvah of ואהבת את הגר, but could 
he have known that he was solidifying a 
relationship that would bring Mashiach 
into the world?

Imagine – argues Rebbe Yitzchak – if each 
of these giants would have known that 
their actions were to be recorded for all 
of eternity in the Book of Books; that they 
are being called upon to clinch the ultimate 
Geulah of Yisrael. Wouldn’t Reuven have 
carried his brother Yosef piggyback 
and personally delivered Yosef to father 
Jacob? And had Aaron been aware of the 
repercussions of his rejoicing – instead of 
being jealous – at the selection of Moshe 
as the redeemer of Israel, wouldn’t Aaron 
have greeted Moshe with a 7-piece band? 
And if Boaz had been aware of the fact that 
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he was creating a bond that would bring 
the Mashiach, wouldn’t he have substituted 
roast duck for bran flakes?

Two questions remain unanswered: 
why should these greats be critiqued for 
something they could not have possibility 
known? But more importantly, how does R’ 
Yitzchok derive a principle of Derech Eretz 
for all of us and for all generations from 
these three episodes which were recorded 
in Tanach? Tanach - after all - is a closed 
book.

The answers lie in the concluding words 
of this Medrash:

ר’ כהן ורבי יהושע ברבי סימון בשם ר’ לוי אמרו לשעבר 

היה אדם עושה מצוה והנביא כותבה ועכשיו אדם עושה 

והקב”ה חותם על  ומלך המשיח  כותבה? אליהו  מי  מצוה 

ידיהם כההוא דכתיב )מלאכי ג( אז נדברו יראי ה’ איש אל 

רעהו ויקשב ה’ וישמע ויכתב

Our actions are still being recorded! The 
empty pages of the Book are yet meant to be 
filled! This was the challenge faced by our 
ancestral giants and this is the challenge 
that each and every one of us faces today! 
Rebbe Yitzchok addresses every one of us 
with a shivering question: do you realize 
that you might be facing a challenge that 
could bring the Redemption? Or do you 
relate to every experience as a momentary 
obligation circumscribed by time and 
space? If the latter, then you fall short of 
Derech Eretz! Realize that your action might 
just be recorded by המשיח והקב"ה חותם על ידיהם 

 in the Book of Books and that the אליהו ומלך
coming of Mashiach is in your hands!

If we learn the lesson of Rebbe Yitzchok 
then we are ready for Kabalas HaTorah. OU ISRAEL CENTER     l   WWW.OUISRAEL.ORG

YIZKOR 
REMEMBER

On Shavuot Yizkor is recited to 
commemorate the memory of 
our departed loved ones.  It is the 
tradition of many to pledge to 
contribute tzedaka in memory of 
those who have left this world.  Please 
consider making a contribution to the 
OU Israel Center, which will help to 
support the on-going Torah learning 
and  many community programs of 
the OU Israel Center. 
OUIsrael.org/donate or call:
Chana Spivack at 050-229-4951


