
״ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת ֻחֹּקַתי ְוֶאת ִמְׁשָּפַטי ֲאֶׁשר ַיֲעֶׂשה ֹאָתם ָהָאָדם ָוַחי ָּבֶהם ֲאִני ה׳״
“You shall observe My statutes and My laws which a person shall do and live by them; I am G-d.” (Vayikra 18:5)

ם״ ֶה ָּב י  ַח : ״ָו  T h e  M i t z v a h  t o  L i v e

T he Gemara in Yoma 85b fa-
mously infers from this phrase, 
ָּבֶהם״ -that Mitzvah obser ,״ָוַחי 
vance is to bring us life, and not, 
Heaven forbid, the opposite. 

In the Gemara’s words: —״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם
 we are to live through the fulfillment of the ,ולא שימות בהם״
Mitzvos, and not die through the fulfillment of the Mitz-
vos. This Pasuk, the Gemara comments, is the source for 
the foundational Halachic principle of נפש -that To ,פקוח 
rah law, with very rare exceptions1, is waived for the sake of 
protecting human life. 

Even when dealing with as critical and fundamental a 
Mitzvah as Shabbos observance, or the Yom Kippur fast, 

1  Only the grave Aveiros of murder, idolatry, and עריות must be avoided even at the expense of one’s life.
2  See the Ramban’s discussion of the various different explanations of ״ַחי ָּבֶהם״.
3  1+10+1+5+6+2+1+10=36. I once heard this Gematria cited in the name of the Marpei LeNefesh, who suggested that it alluded to the 36 Masech-
tos in Shas, teaching us that true ״חיים״ is experienced through Torah learning, as we say each night, ״ִכי ֵהם ַחֵיינּו ְוֹאֶרְך ָיֵמינּו״.

the prohibition gives way to the concern to protect a life 
which could be endangered by the Mitzvah. If Shabbos or 
Yom Kippur must be desecrated to protect the health of an 
ailing patient in a potentially life-threatening situation, 
then this is what must be done. ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם—ולא שימות בהם״.

Interestingly, Rashi, in his Torah commentary, explains 
this Pasuk differently. Based on Toras Kohanim, Rashi 
writes that the phrase ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״ refers to eternal life in the 
Next World, which we earn through our observance of the 
Mitzvos.2

Perhaps we can suggest that these two readings are really 
one and the same time. The first letters of this phrase—
ְי״ ֲאִני  ָּבֶהם  ָוַחי  ָהָאָדם  ֹאָתם  ַיֲעֶׂשה   have the combined—״ֲאֶׁשר 
value in Gematria of 36.3 This number represents twice the 
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word ״ַחי״, “life,” such that this Pasuk in fact refers to both 
life in This World and life in the Next World. 

The Torah here instructs us to ensure that our fulfillment 
of Mitzvos does not endanger our life in This World, and 
guarantees us that proper fulfillment of Mitzvos will bring 
us life in the Next World.4

The message of ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״—that protecting human life must 
always be our highest priority, and overrides virtually all 
Mitzvo—has dominated our lives in recent weeks. 

We have sacrificed ״תפילה בצבור״, all social functions, and 
numerous personal and professional pursuits for the sake 
of ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״, in order to protect ourselves and others from a 
dangerous virus. 

Let us, then, take a few moments to reflect upon this con-
cept and the Torah’s outlook on the primacy of human life.

Sukos and the Joy of Life
My dear Rebbe and friend, Rav Nochum Lansky, once set 
out to explain the meaning and message of the ״שמחת בית 
-the special festivity that was held in the Beis Ha ,השואבה״
Mikdash on Sukos. 

The Yom Tov of Sukos, of course, is called ״ְזַמן ִׂשְמָחֵתנּו״, “our 
occasion of joy,” and the Torah strongly emphasizes the cen-
tral role of ״שמחה״ in the Sukos celebration.5 Indeed, the 
-was a festive event like no other, featur ״שמחת בית השואבה״
ing intense singing and dancing.6

4  In a similar vein, I once heard that the Hebrew word commonly used for “life” is ״חיים״, a word constructed in the plural form (like ״ידים״: hands; 
.eyes), because when we talk about life, we have in mind both life in This World and life in the Next World :״עינים״
5  Vayikra 23:40, Devarim 16:14-15.
.(Gemara, Sukah 51a) ״מי שלא ראה שמחת בית השואבה לא ראה שמחה מימיו״  6
7  As the Gemara establishes in Pesachim 109a, ״אין שמחה אלא בבשר . . . אין שמחה אלא ביין״.
8  Recently my wife was in the hospital, and after she had been there for many hours, I noted to the staff that she had not been attached to any 
feeding tubes, and so she had not been fed for many hours. The nurse said, “Your wife needs water, not food, and that she is getting.” Water is our 
most basic necessity.

Surprisingly, though, this celebration revolved around the 
 the special water libation performed each day ,״ניסוך המים״
on Sukos. The festivities were held after the drawing of wa-
ter from a spring outside Yerushalayim for this Mitzvah. 
At first glance, this seems strange. Normally, we associate 
-with luxuries such as wine and meat.7 Why on Su ״שמחה״
kos—the Yom Tov which embodies the purest ״שמחה״—do 
we focus our celebration specifically on water? Why does 
the celebration not revolve around the wine libations, or 
the meat of the Korbanos?

Rav Lansky explained that over the course of the period of 
the Yamim Noraim, as our fate for the comingyear hangs 
in the balance, we gain a renewed appreciation for the val-
ue of life itself. We pray repeatedly for life: . . . ״ָזְכֵרנּו ְלַחִיים 
 beseeching HaShem to mercifully grant ,וְָכְתֵבנּו ְּבֵסֶפר ַהַחִיים״
us another year. 

And so when Sukos arrives, we thank HaKadosh Baruch 
Hu for life, for our very existence. Our attention is focused 
not on the luxuries and comforts we enjoy, but rather on 
the blessing of life itself. Sukos is ״ְזַמן ִׂשְמָחֵתנּו״ because after 
experiencing the tension of the Yamim Noraim, we gain a 
newfound appreciation for, and a special feeling of joy over, 
every moment of life that G-d grants us. 

We therefore pour water, the most vital necessity for our 
continued survival, to express our appreciation for the 
great gift of life. 8

“. . . We have a Mitzvah
—the most important Mitzvah of all—

to want to live and to want to preserve life . . . ”
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Choosing Life
The Chidushei HaRim9, the founding Rebbe of Ger, had 
thirteen children, all of whom tragically died during his 
lifetime. They all perished during their childhood, except 
one, Rav Avraham Mordechai, who was sick and frail but 
managed to live into his 30s. 

Rav Avraham Mordechai settled in Warsaw with his sec-
ond wife, with whom he had three daughters, and he 
worked in publishing.

At one point, Rav Avraham Mordechai fell gravely ill, and 
his father, the Chidushei HaRim, traveled from Ger to visit 
him. He found his son weak, frail and broken.

The Chidushei HaRim said to his son, “There is a Mitzvas 
Aseih in the Torah to want to live. ״ּוָבַחְרָּת ַּבַחִּיים״—you must 
choose life.10 Even in your difficult condition, I implore 
you to utilize every bit of strength you have to continue 
wanting to live. And in this merit, the merit of your desir-
ing to live, I will Daven that you will have a son who will 
continue the legacy and tradition of Ger.”

After the Chidushei HaRim left, Rav Avraham Mordechai 
struggled to get up out of his bed. He looked up to the 
heavens and cried, “Ribono Shel Olam!! Please give me the 
strength and the will to live. And then please bless me and 
my wife with a son, so that I, like Leah after the birth of 
Yehudah, will be able to exclaim, ״ַהַּפַעם אֹוֶדה ֶאת ה׳׳׳, ‘This 
time I shall thank G-d’11!”

His Tefilah was answered. He received renewed emotional 
strength, and a renewed desire to live. And, approximately 
a year later, his wife delivered a boy, whom he named Yehu-
dah Aryeh Leib.

9  Rav Yitzchak Meir Alter, 1799-1866.
10  Devarim 30:19.
11  Bereishis 29:35.

Not long thereafter, Rav Avraham Mordechai passed away, 
and Yehudah Aryeh Leib was raised by his grandfather, 
the Chidushei HaRim. After the Chidushei HaRim’s pass-
ing, he was succeeded by his grandson, Rav Yehudah 
Aryeh Leib, who became known as the Sefas Emes, one of 
the legendary and most revered pillars of Chassidus.

The Sefas Emes came into the world through the merit of 
 the greatest of all Mitzvos—the Mitzvah to ,״ּוָבַחְרָּת ַּבַחִּיים״
want to live.

I asked our dear friend, Dr. Yitzchak Turner, who, besides 
serving as our Shul’s treasurer along with his wife, Zahava, 
works as a neurologist, if he could explain to a layman how 
this works. 

After all, life and death are biological states. When disease 
spreads through the body, and when the vital organs’ func-
tioning is impaired—these are biological phenomena that 
should, seemingly, depend on purely biological factors, 
without any connection to the patient’s emotional or psy-
chological state. 

Is it possible that the desire to live can, as in the story of 
Rav Avraham Mordechai Alter, impact upon a patient’s 
survival?

Dr. Turner told me that just the previous day, a sick, elderly 
patient was admitted to the hospital. 

When he visited the patient, the patient said, “I’m 92 years 
old. Everybody I knew in the world is already gone. I’ve 
had enough. I’m ready to go to heaven.”

Dr. Turner replied, “You have to have the will to fight to 
renew life.”
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“I have no strength anymore,” the patient said. “I no longer 
have the will.”

When Dr. Turner left the room, he remarked to the nurse 
that this patient is not going to survive.

“There is no biological reason for why this makes a differ-
ence,” he told me. “But in my practice, I have seen how im-
portant it is to want to live, to want to get out of the hospi-
tal, to want to renew life.”

ַּבַחִיים״  We have a Mitzvah—the most important .״ּוָבַחְרָּת 
Mitzvah of all—to want to live and to want to preserve life.

Whom Did Rav Chaim Brisker 
Call “An Apikorus”?
Rav Mayer Twersky12 of Yeshivas Rabbeinu Yitzchak El-
chanan recently shared with his students a story about his 
great-great-grandfather, Rav Chaim of Brisk13, underscor-
ing the centrality of this Mitzvah. 

In Rav Twersky’s words14:

In our family, we have a tradition regarding the fol-
lowing story: When Rav Chaim Soloveitchik’s old-
est grandson (the Rav, Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik) 
was an infant, he became gravely ill and the doctor 
came to examine him on Shabbos. 

During the examination, Rav Chaim asked the doc-
tor if he needed more light. The doctor, neither 

12  Rav Mayer Twersky is the son of the late Rav Yitzchak (“Isadore”) Twersky (1930-1997), who was the Tolna Rebbe of Boston as well as a distin-
guished Professor of Jewish Studies at Harvard University. Rav Yitzchak Twersky’s wife, Atara, is the daughter of Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik of 
Boston, a grandson of Rav Chaim of Brisk. Rav Yitzchak inherited the position of Tolna Rebbe from his father, Rav Meshulam Zusya Twersky, 
who was one of three sons of Rav Menachem Nachum Twersky of Tolna, the second Tolna Rebbe. Rav Menachem Nachum was the grandson and 
successor of the founder of the Tolna chassidic dynasty, Rav David Twersky of Tolna, whose Yahrtzeit is Iyar 10. Another of the three sons of Rav 
Menachem Nachum was Rav Dovid Mordechai, great-grandfather of the current Tolna Rebbe in Yerushalayim.
13  1853-1918.
14  The full text of the transcription of Rav Twersky’s talk to his students is available at: 
http://torahweb.org/torah/special/2020/rtwe_chaybohem_eng.html.

accepting or dismissing Rav Chaim’s offer, replied, 
“nu, nu.” Immediately, Rav Chaim instructed the 

family member who was standing closest to the fire 
to tend to the fire to provide more light. The family 
member, however, was deterred by the doctor’s neu-
tral answer, and did not immediately comply with 
Rav Chaim’s directive. 

Rav Chaim excoriated him: “ du bist a am ha’aretz 
un an apikores”: “You are an am ha’aretz (ignora-
mus) and an apikores (heretic)!” Rav Simcha Zelig 
Rieger, who was also present, then hastened to fulfill 
Rav Chaim’s directive.

This is how important ָּבֶהם״ -is. For Rav Chaim, reluc ״ָוַחי 
tance to transgress a Torah prohibition for the sake of 
avoiding possible risk to life amounts to ignorance and 
heresy. Just as we must be firmly committed to observing 
every Mitzvah, we must be no less committed to violating 
a Mitzvah when this is necessary for the sake of protecting 
life, which is the greatest Mitzvah of all.

Rav Chaim’s dramatic reaction to that family member is 
sourced in the comments of the Rambam, in Hilchos Shab-
bos (2:3), where the Rambam emphasizes the importance of 
desecrating Shabbos when this is necessary for the sake of 
protecting human life. 

After establishing that the Shabbos prohibitions are sus-
pended in situations of ״פקוח נפש״, the Rambam adds:
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״כשעושים דברים האלו, אין עושין אותן לא על ידי נכרים ולא ידי 
קטנים . . . אלא על ידי גדולי ישראל וחכמיהם. ואסור להתמהמה 
בחילול שבת לחולה שיש בו סכנה, שנאמר אשר יעשה אותם 
האדם וחי בהם ולא שימות בהם. הא למדת שאין משפטי התורה 
נקמה בעולם אלא רחמים וחסד ושלום בעולם. ואלו האפיקורוסים 
שאומרים שזה חילול שבת ואסור, עליהן הכתוב אומר גם אני 

נתתי להם חוקים לא טובים ומשפטים לא יחיו בהם.״

-When these things are done [in violation of Shab״
bos for an ill patient], they are not done by gentiles 
or minors . . . but rather by prominent people among 
Yisrael and their sages. 

And it is forbidden to delay desecrating Shabbos for a 
dangerously-ill patient, for it says, “ . . . which a person 
shall do and live by them”—and not that one shall die 
by them. We learn that the laws of the Torah are not 
vengeful against the world, but are rather about com-
passion, kindness and peace in the world. 

Those heretics who say that this is Shabbos desecra-
tion and is forbidden—regarding them the verse 
states, “And also [they say that] I have given them 
statutes which are not good and laws which cannot 
be lived by” (Yechezkel 20:25).

The Rambam emphatically requires that Chilul Shabbos 
which is necessary to avoid risk to life must be done by 
 lest people mistakenly conclude that the act ,״גדולי ישראל״
is not fully permitted under such circumstances. 

If one refrains from violating Shabbos when it is warranted 
for the sake of ״פקוח נפש״, he effectively denies the fact that 
the Torah seeks to promote בעולם״ ושלום  וחסד  ״רחמים 

—compassion and kindness. 

Such a person turns the laws of the Torah into לֹא  ״ֻחִּקים 
ָּבֶהם״ and טֹוִבים״ ִיְחיּו   laws which bring death—״ִמְׁשָּפִטים לֹא 
and sorrow, as opposed to laws which bring life and joy. 

And thus the Rambam calls such people ״אפיקורסים״, in 
that they distort the truth about the Torah, denying the 
fundamental rule of ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״, that Torah is about life, and 
not the opposite. Accordingly, Rav Chaim of Brisk sharply 
criticized the one who could not bring himself to stoke the 
fire to help the doctor treat his grandson, which bespoke a 
lack of appreciation of ״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״—the singular importance 
of protecting life.

It is striking, we might add, that the Rambam’s discussion 
of ״פקוח נפש״ overriding the Shabbos prohibitions appears 
already in the second chapter of Hilchos Shabbos. In the 
first chapter, the Rambam introduces the concept of pro-
hibited activities on Shabbos, and the basic principles that 
apply to these restrictions. 

We would have expected the Rambam to proceed immedi-
ately from this introduction to the details of what is per-
missible and what is forbidden on Shabbos. 

But instead, he first discusses the exceptions, the situations 
when the Shabbos prohibitions are suspended due to the 
possible risk to life. 

Right from the outset, the Rambam found it necessary to 
emphasize that as important as Shabbos observance is, it 
gives way to the need to ensure a person’s health and safety: 
.״ָוַחי ָּבֶהם״

We’ve spent many weeks in lockdown, denied the opportu-
nity to enjoy our daily routines, such as Davening in Shul, 
visiting friends and family, taking trips, and even, for many, 
going to work. Baruch HaShem, the recent statistics have 
been encouraging and we are starting to see the proverbial 
light at the end of the tunnel. 

However, as much as we want to resume our routines, we 
must maintain discipline and heed the Rabbanim’s strict 
instruction to carefully obey health guidelines for our own 
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safety as well as for the safety of the public. We miss the 
opportunity to Daven in Shul, but we have now a very rare 
opportunity to focus our attention on the most important 
Mitzvah of all—the Mitzvah of ָּבֶהם״  the Mitzvah of ,״ָוַחי 
 the Mitzvah to recognize and appreciate the ,״ּוָבַחְרָּת ַּבַחִּיים״
inestimable and unparalleled value of human life. 

Rather than bemoan the Mitzvos we are unable to perform 
due to our current situation, let us embrace the precious 
opportunity to fulfill the Mitzvah of protecting our and 
the public’s health and wellbeing, and to demonstrate how 
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much we cherish the priceless gift of life which the Ribino 
shel Olam has granted us.

In the merit of this great Mitzvah, may 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu bless us, our families, our commu-
nity, Klal Yisrael and the world. May He bring a speedy re-
covery to those who are ill, may He bring Nechamah to 
those who are grieving, and may He bring an end to this 
crisis and to all our troubles, so we can assemble with joy 
and festivity to celebrate the precious gift of life in the re-
built Beis HaMikdash, במהרה בימינו, אמן. ❦


