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You are drawing near today to battle

Parashas Shoftim is always read at the beginning of the month of Elul,
and much has already been written regarding the hints in the parashah
to the mitzvah of repentance and other matters that are hinted to in our
parashah. Behold, at the end of the parashah the Torah says (20:1-3): ‘2
[N2N WAl ...0NA NN N7 ;)11 11 DY 2271 DID DRI )IAMIN 2V NAN7NY NXN
,01127 77 9N .D21AIX 2V NNN7R7 DI 027 DNN XY UNY ...0UN I8 1211
DN9N IXIUN 2N ,ITaNN 28 I 98’ - “When you go out to war against
your enemies, and you see horse and chariot, a people more numerous
than you, you shall not fear them... and the kohen shall approach and
speak to the people... Hear, O Israel, you are drawing near today to battle
against your enemies. Let not your hearts be faint; do not fear, and do
not panic, and do not be terrified before them.” And Rashi explains the
meaning of these four expressions: “Four warnings corresponding to four
things that the kings of the nations do: (1) They strike their shields one
against the other in order to make noise, so that those standing opposite
them should panic and flee; (2) They trample with their horses and make
them neigh in order to make heard the pounding sound of the horses’
hooves; (3) They scream with their voices; (4) They blow with trumpets
and various instruments that produce sound.” And corresponding to
all these sounds, the anointed kohen [Kohen HaMashuach] says four
warnings not to be afraid of them. This is nothing, it is only noise...
It is known that every war written in the Torah also refers to the war
against the yetzer. And behold, now that we are already standing within
the month of Elul—the month of repentance—and naturally every person
is aroused to do Teshuva and to begin a “new page,” but the yetzer
hara does not want to see us in Teshuva, he cannot bear this situation.
Therefore, he tries to frighten us, and the Torah reveals to us his “method
of operation.” He makes a lot of noise, producing all kinds of sounds in
order to frighten those who stand opposite him. But the Torah already
tells us: “Let not your hearts be faint; do not fear, and do not panic, and do
not be terrified before them.” All the sounds that you hear, they are only
sounds, there is nothing there! There is nothing to fear.
The truth is that the yetzer indeed tries to fight with all his strength. He
will do whatever he can in order to cause us to fall, as the Gemara says
(Kiddushin 30b): “Rabbi Shimon ben Levi said, the yetzer of a person
grows stronger against him every day and seeks to kill him, and if not
for HaKadosh Baruch Hu helping him, he would not be able to overcome
him.” So how can |, a simple and small person, fight him and defeat him?
The answer is: just like in all wars, we need to fight to the extent of our
ability, and Hashem Yisbarach brings the victory!
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The virtue of learning Mussar
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It shall be with him, and he shall read from all the days of his

life, so that he will learn to fear Hashem, his G-d, to observe

all the words of this Torah and these decrees, to perform

them. (17:19)

Sifri: So that he will learn to fear — this teaches that study

brings one to fear.
And similar to the words of the Sifri, you find in greater
expansion in the introduction to the sefer Ma‘alos
HaTorah (by Rebbe Avraham, the brother of the Vilna
Gaon), and these are his words: “It is impossible to reach
any level, or good character trait, or anything of fear [of
Heaven], except through the Torah”!

However, examine carefully the language of the Sifri, that
it did not say “that there is a study which brings to fear,”
but rather “that the study brings to fear,” meaning, every
study brings to fear.

The words of the Sifri compel us to conclude and to
say things as hard as sinews, that if a person sees that
his Torah does not bring him to fear, it is a sign that his
study is not called “study,” for if that were truly its name,
certainly he would be aroused to fear through it.

To our dismay, there are many who study Torah, but their
fear is not visible upon their faces. And this is because
their exertion in Torah is not for the sake of HaKadosh
Baruch Hu, but rather for other purposes. Sometimes his
Torah is for the sake of money, sometimes for the sake of
honor, and sometimes for the sake of both, but not for
the sake of Hashem. And since the Merciful One desires
the heart [Rachmana liba baiy], therefore such Torah is
not considered “Torah,” and therefore it does not arouse
fear.

This indeed is the balance in a person’s hand, to know if
his Torah is desirable to HaKadosh Baruch Hu or chalilah
not. If his Torah brings him to fear, it is a sign that he
studies it for the sake of Heaven, and this is what is called
“study.” And if not, it is a sign that his learning is with
negative intention, and he has not yet merited true study.

And what is his advice? He should study the sifrei
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Mussar! For besides that the sifrei
Mussar arouse fear, they also bring
a person to simplify the crookedness
of the heart, and his study of Torah
will then be only for the sake of
Heaven, and such Torah will certainly
increase in him fear upon fear.

This is the intention of Rabbah bar
Rav Huna (Shabbos 31a), who said:
“Any person who has Torah but does
not have fear of Heaven, is like a
treasurer to whom they gave the
keys to the inner chambers, but the
keys to the outer chambers they did
not give him. How shall he enter?!”
And Rashi explained: “Fear of Heaven
is like the outer doors, for through
them one enters the inner ones.
So too, if he has fear of Heaven, he
becomes careful to guard and to do.
And if not, he does not care about his
Torah.” End quote. Meaning, when
a person does what is necessary to
arouse fear within him, which is that
he studies the sifrei Mussar, then he
elevates himself above the vanities
of the world, and his desires become
purified, and then he no longer
studies Torah out of ulterior motives,
but rather for its main purpose,
which is to guard and to do. This is
not the case when he does not merit
fear, for he does not strive to arouse
it, then he does not care about his
Torah. Meaning, he does not set
his mind to the purpose of the
commandment of Torah study, and
he does not purify his intention that
it should be for the sake of Heaven,
to guard and to do, and to be in awe
and fear of Hashem Yisbarach.

In light of the above, there would
be room to say that one who has
not yet merited to purify his ulterior
motives is forbidden to open a
Gemara or Shulchan Aruch without
studying the sifrei Mussar. For
behold, it is known the contradiction
in the words of Chazal, that in one
place (Sotah 22b) it is stated: “Rebbe
Yehudah said in the name of Rav:
A person should always engage in
Torah and mitzvos even not for their
own sake, for out of [learning] not
for its own sake, he will come to

[learning] for its own sake.” And this
'n

implies from this saying that there is
not so much blemish in learning not
for its own sake. On the contrary,
beginners should be encouraged to
study initially not for its own sake,
for only through this will they come

.to for its own sake

However, on the other hand, there
are statements in the words of
Chazal regarding the severity of
studying Torah not for its own sake.
As it says in the Gemara (Taanis 7a):
“Anyone who engages in Torah not
for its own sake, his Torah becomes
for him a deadly poison.” And in
another place (Berachos 17a) they
expressed themselves in a very
harsh manner, saying: “Anyone
who does [mitzvos] not for its own
sake, it would have been better had
he not been created.” And in the
Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah, Parashas
Bechukosai) it is stated: “Rebbe
Yochanan said: One who learns notin
order to practice, it would have been
better had his placenta been turned
over upon his face.” And see Tosafos
(Pesachim 50b, s.v. V'’kan) who were
also troubled by this contradiction
and sought to distinguish between
study with the intent to provoke and
between study for other ulterior
motives. And others said to resolve
that there is to distinguish between
one whose entire intention is not
for its own sake, and one whose
ultimate desire is to merit Torah for
its own sake, but so long as he has
not yet merited to ascend and to
reach the purification of intention,
he engages not for its own sake with
the desire that this Torah will bring
him to the level of for its own sake.

However, according to what is
proven from the above words of the
Sifri, that Torah studied not for its
own sake does not cause elevation
and fear, it is no longer possible to
resolve and to say that Torah study
not for its own sake brings to ‘for
its own sake’. We must necessarily
explain that the intention of Chazal
when they said “out of [learning]
not for its own sake, he will come to
[learning] foritsownsake,” is with the
addition of studying seforim of fear,

which straighten the crookedness of
the heart. And you thus find yourself
saying that one who does not study
sifrei Mussar is also not fitting to
study Gemara, for concerning such
study they did not say at all “out of
not for its own sake, he will come to
for its own sake.” And there is room
to say that HaKadosh Baruch Hu has
no satisfaction from his Torah...

However, there is no doubt that in
our times itis impossible torule soin
practice, and even those who have
no portion in the Torah of Mussar
are obligated to study Torah, and
especially the Torah of Halachah, so
that he will know what is permitted
and what is forbidden. And still,
these words are fitting to be said, so
that one who is lax in Mussar should
understand how Chazal viewed him.

Also, those who do study Mussar
must know that the study of Mussar
is not a cure that endures long-term,
unlessitis with consistency. As reality
proves, even if a person merited
to be aroused by words of Mussar,
his feeling cools after a short while.
Only if he persists with consistency
will he accustom himself to fear, and
his Torah will also be with a more
desirable intention, and he will merit
to elevate himself through it.

And who is greater for us than our
master, the holy Chasam Sofer zy”a,
who testified about himself that on
the day he did not learn Mussar, he
felt weakness in his service of the
Creator. And if this great cedar, the
teacher of all the exile, testified this
about himself, what shall we answer,
we, who are like weeds of the wall,
people of our lowly level? Certainly,
without studying Mussar each and
every day, we will feel coldness in
the fear of Heaven.

Therefore, every man who desires
eternal life should choose for himself
a Mussar sefer that arouses his
heart, and he should study it each
and every day without missing even
one day, and then he will merit to
elevate himself in the levels of Torah,
and the fear of Hashem will be upon
his face, so that he will not sin.
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‘The path of the heart’

A business associate who grew up distant
from Torah and mitzvos was sitting shivah. |
promised him that | would come and arrange
for Mincha and Maariv with a minyan.
He would gather the people, and | would
take care of whatever was connected to
observance that they were unfamiliar with
from home. My friend was very happy, and
indeed | left early enough to arrive on time
for the tefillos. Except that | had not taken
into account a huge traffic jam that was
caused by a certain group of protesters that
blocked the road. The GPS showed that it
would take 40 minutes to pass a distance of
4.6 kilometers, which should take 5 minutes
if the road were clear. Time was passing, and
the GPS was now showing 52 minutes... The
pressure was mounting, and | knew that if |
was not there, there would be no tefillos and
no Kaddish. | tried to arrange for people from
his city, perhaps there was someone who
could go up to the shivah house and arrange
it in my place, but | was not successful. My
friend who was with me in the car tried to
calm me and said that | was considered an
oneis [circumstances beyond my control],
and that we would make a minyan at the
side of the road... But on the line was my
associate, and | was calming him, telling him
that everything would be fine and that there
would be miracles...

| cried out to the Creator of the world that
He should help me. Suddenly | decided to go
down to the side of the road. | drove a few
dozen meters until | saw a right turn onto
an unpaved path. | turned and drove, not
knowing where, but the main thing was not to
sit in this traffic jam that was not moving. My
friend told me that | was completely insane,
because | was also missing the opportunity
for Mincha that could be arranged with a
minyan at the side of the road. But my heart
simply led me onto this path. | reached
a side road. | glanced at the navigation
device, and it showed me 2 minutes to the
destination!!! From fifty-two minutes down
to two minutes!!! A few minutes before
shkiya [sunset] we were already standing for
Mincha!!!

It sounds imaginary and absurd, but it actually
happened to me, and | have a reliable witness
who thought | was not sane to testify to the
miracle. If you truly want and truly cry out
with all your heart, the Creator of the world
is not limited to making for you a Kefitzas
Haderech (a miraculous shortening of the
way)!!!
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!This Pasuk Spells out Elul

In the Gemara (Berachos 32a) we find the following passage:

“Rabbi Simlai taught: ‘A person should always arrange the praises of Hakadosh
Baruch Hu (by praising Hashem first), and only then pray. From where do we
derive this? From Moshe, as it is written (Devarim 3:23), XInn ny2 <1 72X [ADNXI
X7 - And | implored Hashem at that time, and it is written afterward (ibid.
24), D' 77 'n WX NPTND AT NXI A7TA DX ATV DX NIXIDY DIZND X ) 1IT-¥
AN2221 9'UYDI NWY! WK YN - Hashem God, You have begun to show Your
servant Your greatness and Your mighty hand, for what god is there in heaven
or on earth who can perform deeds and mighty acts like Yours? And then it is
written (ibid. 25), N2ivn yIND NX NXIXI X2 N12UX - Please let me cross and see
the good land.”

Based on this passage, the holy sefarim (see Likkutei HaRim on the month of Elul) encouraged
one to praise Hashem more during the holy month of Elul.

The reason for arranging Hashem’s praises first is explained by Rashi (Berachos 4b): “David
Hamelech hinted at this practice in Tehillim, as it is written (19:15), a7 [i*an1 '© "X |ix27 117
XA X (N 197 - May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing
before You, Hashem, my rock and my Redeemer. This is immediately followed by (20:2), 71v*
NY DI« - May Hashem answer you on the day of distress. The Yerushalmi (Berachos 1:1)
elaborates: “One who does not juxtapose redemption (the tefillos ending with Ga’al Yisrael)
to prayer is like a friend of the king who comes and knocks on the king’s door. When the king
opens and finds that the person has distanced himself, the king, too, distances himself. Instead,
a person should draw close to Hakadosh Baruch Hu, appeasing Him with praises and songs so
that God, in turn, draws close to him. While the person remains close, he should then present
his requests.”

These ideas align beautifully with the pasuk (Shemos 15:1), <n% N'UX WY NNN'L - And they
said, saying, | will sing to Hashem, as the initial letters of this phrase form the word 717K, Elul.
Thus, the essence of the work of Elul is to arrange Hashem'’s praises for all the goodness He
has bestowed upon us, individually and collectively, throughout the past year. We recognize
His abundant kindness, express gratitude, and praise Him for it. This is the basis for the custom
of reciting Tehillim and piyutim during Elul.

As Rashi explains, arranging praises and songs to Hashem constitutes our “knocking” on
the gates of Heaven during Elul, much like a beloved friend of the king knocking on his door.
These songs and praises serve as our knock on the Gates of Mercy, as we say in the Selichos:
“Like paupers and destitute, we knock on Your door.” (See Bnei Yissaschar, Elul 1:8, where it is
explained that in this month, the gates and doorways are opened.) Through this preparation,
we will merit that the King comes out to greet us on the Day of Kingship, Rosh Hashanah, and
during the approaching Days of Awe, accepting our prayers with mercy and favor, Amen.

It is told of two Karliner chassidim, devout and learned men, who once visited the court of the
holy Rav Yehoshua of Belz zt”/ to spend Shabbos in his presence. As was the custom of Karliner
chassidim, who served Hashem with all their might, they asked the tzaddik for permission to
pray aloud with great cries, following their holy tradition. However, the Rebbe refused and
instructed them to adapt to the local customs.

During Kabbalas Shabbos and Maariv, they restrained themselves and refrained from
shouting, as instructed. During the beginning of Shacharis, they held back with great effort.
But they could no longer contain themselves when they reached Nishmas Kol Chai. Suddenly,
they began praying with loud cries as though transported back to the shul in Karlin. Every
phrase they uttered during Nishmas echoed like a cannon firing mighty blasts, followed by
brief pauses before another resounding explosion shook the shul. Thus, their voices filled the
shul in Belz with an overwhelming, powerful sound.

After Shabbos, the two Karliner chassidim approached the Rebbe with embarrassment, asking
forgiveness for defying his instruction and shouting during davening.

The tzaddik smiled warmly and said with wit, “That’s not what | meant at all!

“There are many paths in serving Hashem, and all are beloved and valid, each man with his
camp and banner. In Karlin, the custom is to pray with cries from start to finish, while other




communities do not. Each river flows in its
course (Nahara nahara u’pashtei). When
you initially requested permission to daven
out loud, | disagreed because, in our custom,
davening out loud is not something one
plans in advance.

“However, if the cries arise spontaneously
during tefillah, it is wonderful, and | am fine
with it!”

In light of this story, | was inspired to reflect
on the text of Nishmas itself. Initially, we
declare: “If our mouths were as full of song
as the sea, and our tongues as full of joy
as the waves... we still could not thank You
enough.” This suggests that we are incapable
of offering sufficient praise.

Yet, later, we boldly proclaim: “For every
mouth will thank You, every tongue will
swear to You, every innermost part will sing
Your praise.”

This appears contradictory. How can we, who
justacknowledged ourinadequacy, suddenly
affirm our ability to praise Hashem?

The answer lies in the transformation that
occurs during the tefillah. Initially, as we
assess our limitations, we admit we cannot
adequately bless Hashem. But we cannot
hold back once we are immersed in prayer
and the soul ignites in fiery enthusiasm.
From within arises the uncontainable cry:
“For every mouth will thank You, every
tongue will swear to You.”

The holy Beis Aharon zt”l (Parashas
Tetzaveh) writes of chassidim shotim (foolish
chassidim) who seek and await spontaneous
enthusiasm in tefillah. This requires careful
understanding: is it not desirable to seek
such enthusiasm? What, then, is the
fault here? This topic demands further
elaboration, which | addressed at length
elsewhere in my writings.

Nonetheless, we learn from his holy words
that one must toil and labor diligently
in serving Hashem. Effort must precede
inspiration; one must ignite the lamp of
Hashem, the soul of man, through persistent
and deliberate effort, as the Zohar explains
(2:172a and elsewhere). Only then will the
flame rise on its own.

This is the meaning of the pasuk (Shemos
27:21) regarding the eternal flame within
the Jewish soul, 2yn 1M1 NQX INK YY"
DNOYT7 D7V NN <D 199 WA TV - Aharon
and his sons shall arrange it from evening
to morning before Hashem, an eternal
statute for their generations. Even in dark
times (evening), through arduous labor,
one perseveres until achieving illumination
(morning), when Torah and mitzvos radiate
continuously, and the flame ascends on its
own. s

May we merit to internalize this teaching
and prepare ourselves during the sacred
days of Elul, striving with all our hearts to
serve Hashem with devotion and sincerity.

Rav Yaakov Meir Schechter shlita recounted
a story that occurred many years ago, before
the establishment of the State of Israel.
While he was at the Kosel, he noticed a
Jewish man visiting from abroad. The man
was evidently deeply moved by the visit. The
man opened a sefer Tehillim. At first, there
was no noticeable emotion in his recitation.
The man seemed like a simple Jew, reciting
Tehillim in a plain, habitual manner, with no
apparent excitement. (It was not “working”
for him).

Then suddenly, after completing the entire
sefer Tehillim, his heart unexpectedly
opened at the last two chapters. He began
crying with intense emotion, his weeping
escalating until he could no longer control
himself while reciting the pesukim of praise
to Hashem. His sobs were unrelenting as he
poured out his gratitude and praise to the
Borei Yisbharach. This occurred now, even
though numerous earlier chapters were
filled with emotional pesukim.

Rav Schechter shlit’a remarked that
although this incident occurred over fifty
years ago, it remains vivid in his memory.
Each time he recalls it, he feels a great
spiritual awakening. He explained that this
taught him an essential lesson: one should
not force feelings of inspiration. Instead,
one should pray properly, sincerely, and with
heartfelt kavanah, as that man had done
naturally. If the heart is directed sincerely,
the inspiration will come on its own. The man
had clearly prepared his heart for prayer at
the Kosel, following the long journey he had
made from abroad. After reciting so many
chapters of Tehillim, his inner flame finally
ignited.

Even though the chapters that finally stirred
him are recited daily in the Pesukei DeZimra,
and there are perhaps more stirring chapters
in Tehillim, it is not within a person’s control
to decide when feelings of inspiration or
fervor will arise. Instead, one should pray
with kavanah and a sincere heart, as it is
written (Devarim 11:13), 0227 792 iV
-To serve Him with all your heart.

A prominent and wealthy man in the United
Statesacquireda private jet—one of the most
luxurious and advanced—for his frequent
business trips across the globe. These jets
are designed for businessmen and their
entourages, including servants, advisors,
lawyers, secretaries, and associates. Every

-
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detail of the jet’s interior is meticulously tailored
to ensure a pleasant and comfortable journey.
During one routine flight, a rare and severe engine
malfunction occurred. Within moments, the plane
began to shake and sway like a leaf in the wind. The
passengers were in grave danger and succumbed
to overwhelming fear. Cries and screams of terror
filled the aircraft as it tilted sharply to one side and
began plunging downward.

The wealthy man prepared himself for the worst.
At any moment, the plane was expected to crash
and shatter into pieces, consumed by fire and
smoke; may the Merciful One save us.

Suddenly, the man grasped the gravity of the
situation. He was standing at the threshold of
the final moments of his life! Only a few breaths
remained... In that critical hour, he recalled the
words of Chazal (Bereishis Rabbah 14:9): “For
every breath a person takes, one must praise the
Creator. Why? Because it says (Tehillim 150:6), ‘75
A= 7700 NN - Let every soul (NNY) praise
Hashem, which can be read as Let every breath
(Nn'n) praise Hashem.

Now, at the brink of his final breaths, the man
fully grasped his obligation to thank the Creator,
blessed be He. If one must praise for every breath,
how much more so for the countless kindnesses
and berachos that Hashem bestowed upon him
throughout his life.

The man prayed and cried out from the depths of
his heart. However, rather than wail in despair, as
is the nature of most people standing at the gates
of death, he broke into song and praise, expressing
heartfelt gratitude to Hashem for all the kindness
He had done for him. In true Jewish (Yehudi)
fashion, he became a modeh (one who thanks).
He passionately enumerated the many berachos
he had received—health, family, a home, wealth,
and all other physical, emotional, and spiritual
gifts he had enjoyed from his earliest days until
that moment. For each one, he sang praises and
thanksgiving.

Finally, he concluded his prayer with a heartfelt
plea, asking for salvation from his current
predicament so he could continue to praise and
thank Hashem in the future.

Miraculously, the plane suddenly stabilized. Its
nose straightened, allowing the skilled pilot to
guide it to an emergency landing. Against all odds,
the aircraft landed safely.

The harrowing experience left an indelible
impression on the wealthy man. In those minutes
that felt like an eternity, he learned the true value
of gratitude. From that moment, his perspective
on life was transformed. He resolved to focus on
the berachos Hashem had granted him. During
every Shemoneh Esrei, he would not forget to
thank and praise the Creator in detail for all the
goodness he received between one tefillah and
the next.




