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Rabbi Joseph 
Soloveitchik: 
His Most 
Telling Stories

“The story is told about the Gaon of Vilna, 
how just before his death he clutched the 
tzitzit of his garment, wept, and exclaimed: 
‘How beautiful is this world - for one penny 
a person can acquire eternal life.’” (Halakhic 
Man p.30)

A second story. “When a Polish woman of 
noble birth proved stubborn and demanded, 
as the purchase price for the fresh, green, 
moist myrtles that grew in her garden, the 
reward that was reserved for the Gaon for 
the performance of the commandments, 
he glady and wholeheartedly fulfilled her 
request and transferred to her the reward for 
the commandment of taking the four species. 
On that Sukkot, so the folk legend relates, he 
was exceedingly joyful and told his students: 
“All my life I grieved, when would I have the 
opportunity of fulfilling a commandment 
without receiving a reward, in order that I 
might thereby fulfill the injunction of Anti-
gonus of Socho: ‘Be like the servants who 
minister to their master without the intent 
of receiving a reward’ [Avot 1:31]; and now 
that I have this opportunity, should I not 

fulfill this commandment with gladness and 
joy?” (Ibid., p.30-31)

The two vignettes above were lovingly told 
by Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik in his master-
work “Halachic Man.” What did the Rav wish 
to convey?

The Rav shared these stories to illustrate 
that the essence of Jewish life is the role man 
plays in this world. Although the notion of a 
“world to come” is an essential principle of 
faith, it is here that man actualizes his talents. 
It is in this sphere that one engages in build-
ing an ideal world. Therefore, said the Rav, 
the following teaching must be amplified: 
“Better is one hour of Torah and mitzvot in 
this world than the whole life of the world to 
come” (Avot 4:17). 

The Rav elaborated on this notion by citing 
the midrash that describes Moshe ascending 
to heaven to receive the Torah. The angels 
were in an uproar, “What business has one, 
being born of a woman, among us?” Moshe 
defended himself and argued that the Torah 
is designed to guide man in his everyday life 
on earth. The Rav writes: “God does not wish 
to hand over His Torah to the ministering 
angels, the denizens of a transcendent world. 
Rather, he handed over His Torah to Moshe, 
who brought it down to earth and caused it to 
dwell among human beings.” (Halachic Man, 
pp. 33-34)

It is in this vein that the Rav shed light on his 
family’s custom to avoid visiting cemeteries:

“The Gaon of Vilna, Rabbi Joseph Dov 
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Soloveitchik, his son, Rabbi Chaim, his grand-
son, Rabbi Moshe, Rabbi Eliyahu Pruzna 
[Feinsten] never visited the graves of their 
ancestors.” (Halachic Man, p. 36) 

The cemetery, fundamentally, represents 
the very antithesis of a Jew’s ideal objec-
tive of vivacious engagement in this world, 
in creative undertakings, productivity and 
accomplishment. 1

The Rav expounded on this notion by 

1  Rabbi Hershel Schachter tells the story 
of the Rav “breaking with family tradition.” 
After the passing of the Rav’s wife the Rav 
would visit the cemetery every week. He once 
exclaimed, half jokingly, how this actually 
paid off. He shared the following incident. On 
a cemetery visit right before Yom Kippur, the 
Rav was walking towards the exit of the cem-
etery when a couple bumped into him. They 
mistook the Rav to be a rabbi that must be 
an employee of the cemetery. They asked him 
to escort them to the different burial plots to 
recite the memorial prayer. He did so. About 
twenty minutes later, they thanked him. They 
offered him 20 dollars for his services. The 
Rav refused. They offered him 100 dollars. He 
refused again. The Rav then walked to his car 
and was driven away. The people he had been 
with were now very curious who this man 
was. They entered the cemetery office and 
asked about the man. They said, “That was 
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, the Chief Rabbi of 
Boston.” A week later the Maimonides School 
received an envelope with a check for $1000. 
Every year for the next 20 years, the school 
received this same amount. As the Rav said, 
“Breaking with tradition paid off!” (YUTorah, 
Rav Schachter, A Discussion of the Minhag 
HaGra Not to Visit Cemeteries)
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citing two verses from Tanach: “For the neth-
er-world cannot praise Thee: death cannot 
celebrate Thee; they that go down into the pit 
cannot hope for Thy truth. The living, the liv-
ing, he shall praise Thee…” (Isaiah 38:11-19). 
And a verse from King David: “I shall not die, 
but live, and declare the works of the Lord” 
(Tehillim 118:17). The echo of these hymns, 
said the Rav, still resounds through the world 
of Halacha (Ibid., p. 37). In other words, man 
is to celebrate life.

Consider the importance of the following 
anecdote which relates to the halachic stance 
when a life is in danger. The Rav writes: 
“Even if there is only a doubtful possibility 
that a person’s life is in danger, one renders 
a lenient decision; and as long as one is able 
to discover some possible danger to life, one 
may use that doubt to render a lenient deci-
sion. My grandfather, Rav Chaim of Brisk, 
disagreed with the legal view that on the Day 
of Atonement one feeds a sick person who is 
in danger [of dying] small amounts of food 
at a time, each amount less than the forbid-
den measure of food for that day. Rather he 
instructed those who were taking care of a 
sick individual to serve them a regular meal, 

just as they would on other days.” (Halachic 
Man, pp. 34-35).

In this context the Rav added this personal 
postscript: “When my father was about to 
travel to Rasseyn, a town close to Kovno, to 
take up a rabbinical post, Rabbi Chaim took 
him aside and said, “I command you to follow 
my view regarding a sick person in danger 
on the Day of Atonement for it is absolute 
halachic truth.” (Ibid., p. 35) The Rav com-
mented on this anecdote: This law of pikuach 
nefesh, saving a life, overrides all the com-
mandments and its far reaching effects are 
indicative of the high value which the hala-
chic viewpoint attributes to one’s earthly life 
- indeed they serve to confirm and nurture 
that value. Temporal life becomes trans-
formed into eternal life; it becomes sanctified 
and elevated with eternal holiness. (Halachic 
Man, p. 35)

The Rav highlights that the halachic sys-
tem places inestimable emphasis on life and 
on the living. We are to celebrate life. Every 
moment. A Jew recognizes the precious gift 
of  time in this world. It is here that we are to 
achieve all that we can and bring holiness to 
every sphere in this worldly domain. 

A SHORT VORT BY RABBI CHANOCH YERES
Rav, Beit Knesset Beit Yisrael, Yemin Moshe

The great first Gerer Rebbe, Rabbi Chanoch Henich Hakohen Levin (of Aleksander, Poland: 1798-1870) 
once asked how Yehoshua could, later, also send two spies to report back the status of Eretz Yisrael, if here 
in our Parsha it was such a catastrophe. Hadn't the lesson been learned?

He answered that the spies sent by Yehoshua according to the Midrash were Pinchas and Caleb, val-
iant individuals who would never rebel against Hashem. On the other hand, Moshe's spies were coined as 
"Anashim" – "Men" who had an agenda of their own and personal itinerary.

וישלח אנשים
Yehoshua's spies had no ulterior motives. They were willing to sacrifice themselves for this mission. By 

Moshe, Hashem's instruction was "Shelach Lecha Anashim'' to do true a mission of Mitzvah, one needs to 
discard (Shelach- Send away) "shed" the layer of ego, hoping to alter their ways.

Another proof to this is that in the text itself, we read the list of names of Moshe's spies, whereby 
Yehoshua, the text leaves the spies anonymous without any personal gains to be gotten. Shabbat Shalom


