291

Rav Yoseph B. Soloveitchik Speaks at the
Sheloshim of Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin

Introduction by: DAVID SHURIN
Translated and adapted by: BERYL SCHIFF

Introduction

In late 1976, the Torah world experienced a profound loss with the pezirah
of Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin, 277"/, a rosh yeshivah in Yeshiva Torah
Vodaas for almost fifty years, during which time he also conferred semichah
on hundreds of talmidim.

Born in the late nineteenth century to a family of distinguished
rabbanim and Chabad Chassidim, he brought from pre-War Europe to
yeshivos in America the time-tested system of genuine Torah learning,
which helped shape the Torah world as we know it today.

He wrote two sefaripz. Tiferes Tion, a compilation of a select number
of his “lomdus’ shiurim given in Yeshiva Torah Vodaas, and Ashkavta
D’Rebbi, a halachah sefer, which documents the last days of the 5
Lubavitcher Rebbe, known as the RaShab, in Rostov.

Rav Rivkin was a quiet and reserved person who rarely socialized in
the public sphere. He spent most of his life at his desk learning and
writing. Nevertheless, many great Torah personalities were aware of his
gadlus and corresponded with him on a regular basis.

One of those gedolinz who clearly shaped the twentieth-century Torah
world, whose imprint was felt worldwide, was HaRav Yosef Dov
Soloveitchik, 377"/ He came to America just a few years after Rav Rivkin,
and a lifelong friendship ensued between these two giants of Torah.

David Shurin, MBA Baruch College, is a musmach of Torah Vodaas and a
grandson of Rav DovBer Rivkin. After receiving sewichah, he served in a
rabbinic position. He is a former president of Agudath Israel of Madison
under the leadership of Rav Yisroel Reisman, and a long-time president
of Yeshiva R’tzahd of Brooklyn.

Beryl Schiff, a student of Rav Moshe Feinstein 7"%7 at Mesivta Tiferes
Yerushalayim for many years, has a BA from Brooklyn College and an
MA from NYU. While working at ArtScroll he wrote for their Daily Dose
of Torah (Torah, mussar and siddur), he provided insights to Midrash Rabbal
and contributed to their Sefer HaChinnch.
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After Rav Rivkin passed away, Rav Soloveitchik felt the need to eulogize
him. At his weekly Gemara shiur at the Moriah Shul on the West Side of
Manhattan, Rav Soloveitchik delivered a lengthy hesped in honor of the
sheloshim. The shiur was given in Yiddish and recorded. The recording has
been in the family’s possession for over forty-five years. We finally
decided to transcribe and translate the shiur for dissemination to the Torah
world since we believe that besides giving honor to Rav Rivkin, the besped
possessed a timely and timeless message for all to appreciate. The version
presented here of that shiur is written in the first person, as if Rav
Soloveitchik is speaking.

The Hesped

The Mishnah (Succah 51a) states that Whoever did not see the Simchas Beis
HaSho'eivah never saw rejoicing in his life. A highlight of the celebration was
that chassidin and anshei maaseh (pious men and men of good deeds) would
dance before them [the people] and juggle torches. But what is the
meaning of Simchas Beis HaSho eivah?

In our Gemara, Talmud Bavli (Swccah 50b), Simchas Beis HaSho eivah
signifies, simply, the literal meaning: “a celebration of drawing water from
the well”! for the purpose of Nisuch HaMayim.? Tosafos (ibid. *1n 11 73"7),
however, cites a Talmud Yerushalmi (Succah 19b) that also relates it to
“drawing” something, but not water—at least, not ordinary water—but
Ruach HaKodesh. Tosafos states: “The Shechinah rests within simchah, as it
states (L1 Melachim 3:15) <7712 V¥ 001 1307 182 70, 12 happened that as the
musician played, the hand of Hashem came upon him.” They then cite the story
of Yonah ben Amitai, who was a simple person going to be oleh regel.3 But
when he entered the Azarah * for the Simchas Beis HaSho eivah on Succos,
he became so spiritually moved, and a sublime joy so overwhelmed him,
that he left as a #avi.> Thus, he entered as a simple Jew and left as a nav:.

It seems to me, however, that Bavli and Yerushalmi are not arguing
with one another. There is a bridge between the Simchas Beis HaSho eivah

I Based on the verse (Yeshayah 12:3) 11{0@32 00 QnIRWA, Draw water with joy.

2 The water libation brought on Succos in conjunction with the morning Tawid
offering. See Rashi, ibid. (50a maxwi na 7"7).

3 Pilgrimage to Yerushalayim for the festival.

4 The main Courtyard of the Beis HaMikdash where the libations on the Outer
Altar took place.

5 It was at this time that he received the prophetic message to urge the people of
Nineveh to repent.



Rav Soloveitchik Speaks at the Sheloshim of Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin : 293

of “drawing water” and the Simchas Beis HaSho'eivah of “drawing Ruach
HaKodesh.”> For if there is no bridge, then why is there no Simchas Beis
HaSho'eivah of Ruach HaKodesh at Nisuch HaY ayin?¢ 1t is thus evident that
the Nisuch of water has some higher quality than the Nisuch of wine,
despite the fact that Nisuch HaYayin took place twice daily, while the
Nisuch HaMayim took place only on Succos. Yet Chazal state that (ibid.
51a): “There was not a courtyard in Yerushalayim that was not illuminated
by the light of the Simchas Beis HaSho'eivah,” to the extent that (ibid 53a):
“A woman could sort grain by the light of the Simchas Beis HaSho'eivah.”
All of Yerushalayim was in a state of ecstasy and Heavenly joy in the
drawing of the water for Nisuch HaMayim, so there must be some
connection between the drawing of water and Ruach HaKodesh. But in
what sense is Nisuch HaMayim more elevated than Nisuch HaY ayin?

I would suggest that Nisuch HaMayim has a particular symbolism.
There is an old adage regarding the feelings of a person pertaining to his
emotional status. The rule is simple. One becomes emotionally moved
from a particular spectacle—meaning, the spectacle elicits within him the
greatest emotional charge, spirituality, passion, and joy—the less
frequently he observes the spectacle. The more seldom, the mightier and
stronger the impression. And the opposite is also true. The more often a
person encounters a particular spectacle or phenomenon, the smaller and
weaker the impression. This happens because habit dulls a person.
Repetition of a particular spectacle or happening many times makes a
person unfeeling, so that he eventually feels nothing—to such an extent
that even a real miracle, which expresses a manifestation of the Shechinah,
will not always leave an impression! The first time, yes, he will be moved.
And vyes, even the second, third, and fourth times. But repeatedly
witnessing the same event, every day, will cause one to lose his inspiration
and feeling.

I know this from my own travels. I was born in Russia, and until I left
Russia, I had never seen a sea in my life. I remember the amazement and
spirituality that I experienced when I saw it for the first time. I was a young
boy when I saw the sea, the Baltic Sea. I recall that it was a beautiful, bright
day in the middle of Iyar, after Pesach, and I saw the sea near Danzig from
afar. I will tell you what then occurred to me. It appeared to me that the
ocean was very blue, a dark blue, as though the sea were a dark blue forest,
almost black. It was like the sky in the evening, like how Rashi defines
techeiles.” That is how it seemed to me at first. But upon approaching the

¢ The wine libation brought in conjunction with the Tawzid, the daily morning and
afternoon sacrificial offerings.
The blue-dyed woolen strand used for #z7#is.

7
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sea, the splendor and esthetic beauty was so enchanting that I
spontaneously, though unintentionally, began citing from Tebillim

(104:1,25):

207 2173 D0 AT OWR7 1T T LTRD 07T RN 1.7 DY W9l o3
1973 oy niavp nin ..o

Bless Hashem, O my soul, Hashem, my G-d, You are very great;
You have donned glory and majesty. Behold this sea, great and of
broad measure; ... creatures small and great.

Spontaneously! It was a reaction! An esthetic reaction! A religious
reaction to Creation! And when I recited the berachah NPWRI2 Ayn APy,
Who makes the work of Creation,® it was not an ordinary berachah, but much
more. Generally, a berachab is just a berachah. How many times have we
recited a hundred daily berachos? But how much kavanal® do we haver
Nothing with nothing! Yet it is a berachah, and we can rationalize that it is
valid. But the berachah of NWRI2 Apyn APV that I recited at that time was
not simply a berachab; it was an intense religious experience. It was as
though I was literally meeting with the Ribbono shel Olam, and 1 felt as
though the Shechinah was hiding itself in the darkness and vastness of the
sea. Since that time, I have seen the sea many times, and I recite AV
NWRI2 7yn when I have not seen it for thirty days. But what kind of
berachah is it? A misnagdesha'0 berachab.

Simchas Beis HaSho eivah comes to repair this failing of man. It comes
to teach Jews that it is incumbent upon them to be aroused not only from
an event that occurs once in fifty years; once in a yove/!! Rather, even in a
common, daily happening, they must see the Rzbbono shel Olam, to become
moved, spiritually elevated, and joyous, and recite the berachah with
emotion and passion. I cannot tell anyone that their berachos should be of
the caliber of the WX AWyn APV that I recited so many years ago. But
imagine, is there a more ordinary, daily, or more necessary event than
drawing water? I still remember, as a youngster, standing at a well or a
running spring, watching how every hour people came to draw water, all
day long drawing water. On the surface, drawing water is a mundane
activity. But the lack of importance that people attach to it is a result of
habit, and when people are used to something, the regularity dulls their
appreciation and sensitivity.

The blessing recited upon seeing lightning, a comet, exceptionally high
mountains, and exceptionally large rivers.

°  Attention and concentration.

10 A self-effacing term connoting a dry or dispassionate rendering.

1 Jubilee.



Rav Soloveitchik Speaks at the Sheloshim of Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin : 295

But Yiddishkeit teaches Jews to be moved by all happenings; even the
most ordinary, like drawing water, for the Shechinah reveals itself through
every happening and every phenomenon. Therefore, man must not lose
his feeling and must remain sensitive to every phenomenon, including
things that he observes many times a day. And this finds expression in the
institution of water, and from the concept of berachah.

One should ponder: Why is there an opinion that birkas hanebenin'? is
mandated Biblically? Or why, according to others, did the Sages institute
berachos? What are berachos meant to show? What is the significance of
berachos? Does the Ribbono shel Olam need our berachos? It is because the
essence of berachos is nothing more than a reminder that from everything,
and through everything, in this world, the shine of the Shechinah radiates
out; it is the hand of Hashem. When I take a little water to drink, even
this simplest act, is a wonder! Even the most necessary, daily activity is
astonishing. In this activity, we can see the hand of the Creator. A person
should be inspired, singing and dancing, though that is not of paramount
importance. Mainly, a person should have an inner joy when he takes a
sip of water or a morsel of bread; when he recites 11272 7271 293% 13 or
YT 7 o0 X¥ingl4 This alone is wondrous; the whole process, from
sowing, whereby man sows by throwing seeds into the earth, and then
waits. And over the winter, when the seeds appear rotten and he looks at
the earth and there is nothing recognizable. Then suddenly, spring arrives,
and stalks begin sprouting and growing from the earth, full of kernels.
Does one not see the hand of the Creator in this?

It is interesting that in the Mishnah (Berachos 44a), regarding what
berachah one recites on drinking water to quench one’s thirst, the halachah
is 17272 ™71 993Y. But another opinion there is that it is the more
expansive Nia7 Niwp] X725 When a Jew drinks water, he should
appreciate that water is the first condition for life. All explorations as to
whether there is organic life on other planets hinges on one thing: Is there
water there, or not? When a Jew takes a sip of water, which is the source
of life, organic existence, organic life—should he not be overcome with
amazement? Since water contains the secret of life, one opinion holds that
reciting 17272 7271 990 is not sufficient. It requires a different berachah
that will express his amazement; that is: 77 92 2¥ ,731797) Ni21 Niwo) K72

12 Blessings over pleasurable experiences such as food or drink.

13 Through Whose word everything came to be.

4 Who brings forth bread from the earth.

15 Inits entirety (which is cited below), it is rendered as, Who creates numerous
living things with their deficiencies; for all that You have created with which
to maintain the life of every being. Blessed is He, the life of the worlds.
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7 92 WH3 072 NI (D)X)2W. He thereby declares: “The water that I am
drinking is the source, the source of life, of my existence; D797 °0 7972.”
He sees the hand of the Creator in the drop of water that he drinks from
his glass. And this lesson of joy must come about through a simple,
commonplace activity. Therefore, the Torah told us to pour water on the
Altar. It is the greatest korban of the year; joy through the simple,
commonplace, daily activity—JSimchas Beis HaSho'eivah—drawing water
with passion. If one is inspired, ecstatically inspired, and feels the full
wonder of every happening, to where does that lead? It leads to Ruach
HaKodesh!

So, in fact, there is no dispute between the Yerushalmi and Bavli!
Bavli holds that we must celebrate simply from the drawing of the water
from the spring on each day of Succos. What a wonder it is that water
shoots forth out of the spring, coming from the depths of the earth. And
this water sustains all of life on earth. We are bringing this secret of life,
this secret of creation, which will bring the bounty of the Ribbono shel Olan!
But the act of Nisuch HaMayim also puts forth and symbolizes the idea
that a// things should be viewed as part of Creation. Even in the daily
occurrences of the world, it is the finger of the Ribbono shel Olam, and
recognize (Tehillim 104:24) DRy 7202 092, Tipyn 127 Ap.16

Similarly, Chazal state (Midrash Tanchuma, V"Zos HaBerachah 7T):
“Reshaim, even when living, are called dead” because “he sees the sun
shining and he does not recite the berachah of TP 87121 IR YP. 17 What
does the Midrash want to teach? That a dead person has no feeling or
sensation. And if a person has no sensitivity to sunrise—to the
phenomenal occurrence of sunrise, the splendor of sunrise and of
sunset—he is like a “blind man, who is considered dead.” He is dead
because he has no sensitivity. Had he any sensitivity, then, whether he
wanted to or not, he would have begun to recite APV ,7WH 87127 7K 3P
257 n& X123 a7y, And it would flow spontaneously! It is this idea that is
the foundation of the mitzvah of drawing the water. The Yerushalmi,
however, did not limit its interpretation to the water itself. It adds that
when the Jew in the .4Azarah reached the level of dancing “with the water,”
he left the Azarah with a feeling of Ruach HaKodesh. And that is how
Yonah became a 7avi.

16 How great are Your works, Hashem, You make them all with wisdom, the world
is full of your possessions (recited daily in the first blessing of Krias Shema).

17 Who forms light and creates darkness, makes peace, and creates all (the
beginning of the first blessing of Krias Shema).
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I find myself in a strange situation, having to speak about chassidus,
since I am a misnaged, not a chassid. However, I have some knowledge and
background in chassidus. 1 was raised in a Chabad city, Choslovich, which
was a center of Chabad, and, in my childhood, I davened in the Chabad
shul, the old beis midrash where the Rebbel!® davened once or twice. This
occurred when the Rebbe traveled with the Russian army from Smolensk,
to fight against the invasion of Napoleon.!?

Therefore, having spent my young years in Choslovich and being
familiar with chassidus, and particularly Chabad, if you were to ask me what
Chabad wanted to teach Jews, I will give you the answer. Chassidus, in
general, and the mission of the Baal Shem Tov, and particularly Chabad,
was how to recite a berachah! As the Gemara states in Perek HaMeiniach
(Bava Kamma, 30a): “One who wants to become a chassid, should fulfill matters of
berachos,” meaning, “Do you know who is a chassid? One who knows how
to recite a berachah.” 1 do not mean that one should know that when
drinking water, one recites 171272 7271 293%, or that on bread one recites
YIRT 1 007 X¥ing. Knowing this is not much of an accomplishment; it
is known by every day-school child. But o to recite a berachah entails that
the act of drawing water should resemble 133 D2 DRIRYA; that is, he
should feel the drawing of Ruach HaKodesh. And not only from drawing
of water. But in all mundane, daily activities one must feel the existence
of the Ribbono shel Olam, and be inspired to the level of Hashraas
HaShechinah2° 1 once heard from my father, "/, that R> Chaim said that
when one heard a certain Rebbe reciting a berachah, he was moved to cry
from emotion, and this is not an exaggeration. And this from R’ Chaim,
who was not a chassid, though he was closer to chassidus than one imagines.

This is, in truth, the essence of chassidus. Chassidus wanted to instill
passion when reciting a berachah. 1f we cannot recite a berachah with the
same enthusiasm as shown by the o/e/ rege/ to the festival, who danced to
the “drawing of water,” and the pouring of the water, then we cannot rise
to the level of Ruach HaKodesh. And if 1 were asked how Chabad
influenced me, I would answer that I had a rebbi who shaped my
knowledge of Chabad; who taught about Chabad instead of teaching
Gemara. I still know sections of Tanya?' by heart, especially from Shaar
HaYichud Vehal=munah. As 1 have said many times, this rebbi did not teach
Gemara, and my father really gave me a much better rebbi than him for

18 The Baal HaTanya, R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi (1745-1813), first Lubavitcher
Rebbe, known as the Alter Rebbe.

19 See Sidebar 1.

20 To be cognizant of the Divine Presence.

2l The major philosophical work of R’ Shneur Zalman of Liadi.
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Gemara. But if not for him, I would have been lacking a whole dimension
of thought. Many of the derashos that 1 have given, and some of the
delightful accompaniments to my derashos, are due to that rebbi. His name
was R’ Boruch Yakov Vissberg, who claimed that he was a descendant of
Chabad. “Remember,” he would teach, “holiness is in the ordinary!” And
that is how he taught Tanya.

In any event, as I have said, this rebbi, simply put, saved me. He
imparted to me a new outlook on Yzddishkeit. Let me explain. We used to
sit and talk, and since he was from the yeshivah in Lubavitch, we would
discuss kabbalistic concepts such as Malka Kadisha and Chakal Tapuchin.2>
I did not understand it at all, and they were only words to me. But the
manner in which he said them and spoke about them, was really like the
enthusiastic singing and dancing exhibited by the drawers of water. And
he instilled in me the flavor of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, so that
many times, when I say Malhios,? 1 am reminded of him. And that, in
fact, is the essence of Chabad. Doing something simple, everyday, and
mundane, and, nevertheless, being joyous with Hashraas HaShechinah. As
we explained, drawing water, and with the drawing of water, drawing
Ruach HaKodesh. This is the doctrine of chassidus, in general, and of Chabad,
in particular.

One of those who represented chassidim and anshei maaseh in our
generation was the #iftar, Rav Moshe Duber Rivkin, 3/ Emanating from
him was the illumination of a torch of fire, simply through his personal
appeal. His countenance alone had a definite grace, a definite brightness.
As Chazal put it: DR 2@ 19 MW7. It is a strange expression, 2W 11D MR
Q7X, meaning, “the light that a person shows on his face radiates
outwardly.” Now, not all faces radiate light. Some faces radiate the
opposite, projecting sadness and depression. And then there are those
whose faces truly project the light within the man. I am not sure why, but
whenever I met with Rav Rivkin, he projected a certain calmness and
inner serenity. Whenever I met him, even if I was not in a good mood,
his inner joy poured over me from his whole personality. Unlike many
people who produce a tense and strained atmosphere, Rav Rivkin had the

22 The Holy King. The Field of Sacred Apples, refers to ¥nw Awyl, the giving of the
Torah. See the zemer RNTWO 1PNX which is recited at each Shabbos meal, which
is meant to infuse spiritual meaning to the feast.

WY SW 2003 MW PROWD PTAN N2WA %D ,PWOTR MDD PR naw o7 N ORMp
LIPS WY MIRR DRI T3 POYR aTp Y0 mMdN 11 ¥ 92 Nawa KRR,y
(X'\ a7 2" ’Wﬁ’ﬂ) hi'72aRaial7alekminii7miablaliy 'IDY?W 71710 710°1 NAWIAW QW RNOKRI.

23 'The first of the three special blessings recited in Mussaf on Rosh Hashanah,

whose subject is the proclamation of Hashem’s Kingship.
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opposite effect. When you met him, he had a strange influence; he calmed
you, and infused into you a kind of tranquility, and a kind of joy. Suddenly,
all your worries would disappear for a while, and you saw the world in a
brighter glow. This is what Rav Rivkin was for me. It seems to me that
this is how a Jew felt at the time of the second Beis HaMikdash when he
came in contact with one of the chassidinm and anshei maaseh, watching him
walking around with the torch of fire. And wherever he went, there was
light. As one belonging to the group of chassidin and anshei maaseh, he, in
fact, represented the profile of Chabad. He was among the chassidin and
anshei maaseh who danced with the torch of fire, so that when he arrived,
it became light.

Chazal state in the Gemara (Berachos 7b) In¥ 70 W awnw 792173
AR TN, Attending to those who study Torab is greater than studying Torah
with them, as it states (I Melachim 3:11): 7723 D PX7WR 09Y12 VY78 115
OR, Here is Elisha the son of Shafat, who poured water on the hands of Eliyahn.2*
In other words, the relationship between a rebbi and a student is twofold,
a double relationship. First is the relationship regarding 77N 2w 77M7,
learning Torah; the rebbi teaches him Torah, sharpens his mind, and gives
him knowledge, in order to develop his power of understanding Torah
studies. If a rebbi fulfills this task, and does his duty, the rebbi is aware
that he is learning Torah with the student; and the student is aware that
he is learning Torah with the rebbi. The student is engaged, and the rebbi
utilizes all his capabilities to explain and analyze, and to refine the
student’s power of thought, and so on and so forth. The subject of a
student’s studies and the rebbi’s interaction with him is called 2w 7711
77N, But there is also interaction through 77N 2w 7w, This occurs
when the student learns with no special intent or concentration. The rebbi
is not aware that he is teaching anything to the student, nor does the
student apply himself to understand. This is 70N 2w awww! It is
spontaneous, as though generated from itself, and it is specifically in these
moments that the student learns more from the rebbi than in the hours
of concentrated study. This is a fact. I know that I learned more from my
tather, 2"/ simply by attending to him, just serving him, than I did when
learning with him. More even than learning with him for three, four, or
five hours a day. The spontaneous learning from simply being in his
presence, hearing his comments and observations on what he was doing,
gave me more insight than the long shiurim that he would say.

24 The Gemara adduces this from the fact the verse does not say 42, be studied;
rather PX°, he attended him by pouring water on his hands.
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In those moments, the rebbi entrusts himself to the student; he
confides in him. It may seem to the student that the rebbi is imparting
things that are unimportant or of no significance. But the impression on
the student is enormous. Metaphorically, 770 2@ 7717 is like a melody
with words, dependent on the competence of the rebbi in relating the
subject matter and the student in absorbing it. 7710 W AWMY , however,
is when the rebbi, unintentionally, entrusts himself to the student, and is
like a melody without words that can go on constantly, night and day. This
is the Rebbe’s melody of Chabad, and is never-ending.

To illustrate, gedolei Yisrael, in general, did not confide in people. They
learned Torah with them, but were too modest to pour out their hearts to
others. Yet, from time to time, they did do so, even gedolei Yisrael. Every
person has a need to sometimes confide in another when the burden that
he catries is too heavy. The advice of (Mishle: 12:25): 257370 W°R 292 7ART
applies to everyone, even gedolei Yisrael As an example, my grandfather,
R’ Chaim, had an iron will, which could not be bent. Iron! He publicly
disseminated Torah to thousands of people, but seldom did he confide in
another, even in his greatest students. Nevertheless, there were certain
moments when R” Chaim would divulge something to one of his students,
something very intimate. As a result, this student understood more about
R’ Chaim than from attending his shiurim. Such a student, who was a
confidant of gedolei Yisrael, was a singular individual in whom gedolez Yisrael
had unbounded trust, a privilege that not many merited.

Rav Rivkin, 27/ was such an individual, who not only learned Torah
from the princes of Chabad, but was privileged to be a D17 2y 07 px.
From time to time, they confided in him, despite the fact that he was very
young. When I received his sefer 277 °N20WR,%0 I read the whole sefer from
cover to cover, and wrote him a lengthy letter?” about my memories
regarding Chabad, from my days in Choslovich.?® The beauty of the sefer
consists of two parts. First, it relates many customs of Chabad, which are
not known to many people, and strives to explain the customs and justify

25 The Gemara (Sotah 42b) cites two opinions regarding this verse. One opinion is
that one who has dread in his heart 73702, should suppress it, while the second
opinion is that he should MW, relate it to others.

26 The main body of the s¢fer are the notes of Rav Rivkin, recording the behavior
and customs he witnessed in the last days of the Rebbe, R’ Sholom Ber’s life,
when he attended to him. The title is an allusion to the Gemara (Kes#bos 103b),
which records the events at the time of the passing of the Tanna, Rebbi, and
conversations with his students.

27 See letter in Sidebar 3.

28 See Sidebar 2.
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them in a scholarly manner. And not only the customs of Chabad, but
also the halachos regarding Orach Chaim are explained in a scholarly
manner. After all, Rav Rivkin was a great scholar, and it is a wonderful
sefer.

But what drew me to the sefer, what possessed me in the sefer, was not
only his striving to impart the Torah of Chabad. Rather, it is in its relating
the sichos?® of the two gedolim of Chabad, R’ Sholom Ber and, especially, R’
Yosef Yitzchak, for he was among their confidants, and what they told
him was private. What is amazing is that a person normally confides things
to an older person, and here, it was the opposite, as he was still very young.
The sefer begins in 1917-18, after the Bolshevik Revolution. R’ Rivkin was
then a young bachur, who was not only fully accomplished in Torah, but
was also one who was 017 29 0 pXY, and from 277 PN2OWK you can
readily see that he did so for the princes of Chabad. This type of
communication is very difficult to find in the repertoire of Chabad, which
is considerable, and in all places it teaches us about intellectual
fundamentals. But he teaches us about “the pouring of water”; about
intimate, personal things. The very fact that Rav Rivkin was the one
chosen to bring them the water and pour it over their hands suffices to
show the trust they had in him, and it serves as a powerful and correct
testimony. For example, he tells of a visit he made in the company of his
Rebbe, R’ Yoset Yitzchak, when the Rebbe went to the cemetery after R
Sholom Ber passed away. Simply a visit, and there were no great novel
ideas presented. But there shone through more radiance of Chabad than
in their Torah discourses.

In truth, Rav Rivkin was among the last of the chassidin and anshei
maaseh. But he reminds us not only of the chassidim and anshei maaseb of the
Simchas Beis HaShoeivah, but of the roshei yeshivos as well.3 In addition
to being a chassid and ish hamaaseh, he was a gadol in the area of 2w 777
70 as well. He was one of the gedolim of the generation, a remarkably
gifted mechadesh?! with extensive knowledge, who was a rosh yeshivah for
close to fifty years. Do you know what Chazal (Yoma 28b) mean in
describing Avraham Avinu as a 722 QWY RT, an elder who sat in yeshivah?
It means that he sat in yeshivah as a young man, as in the case of Rav

29 Conversations ofr talks.

30 A reference to Rambam (H7. Lulav 8:14), who states that aside from chassidim
and anshei maaseh who danced and performed, roshei yeshivos, Sanhedrin, and
gekeinim did so, too.

31 A scholar with analytical skills that yield novel and imaginative approaches to
the topic.
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Rivkin, who came to America as a young man of approximately thirty-six
or thirty-seven. Yet, he remained in yeshivah even as an older man,
teaching Torah to talmidei chachamim and morei horaah> He ordained
hundreds of rabbis and was one of the pioneers who built Torah in
America. It is interesting that this Chabadnik’s method of learning was
very akin to ours, stressing comprehension and depth. He not only helped
lay the cornerstone of Torah in America; he promoted the reality, a very
good reality, that Torah in America should be learned with havanah.?3 In
all circles, America has become a place of Torah, in that there are many
young men who are not only learning Torah, but that the Torah being
learned is of a high quality. The young scholars in America are firm in
their positions; they will not buy into everything nor easily be taken in.
They argue with you, and they are often right. And the fact that there is a
relatively high level of Torah can be attributed in great part to R’ Rivkin.
He fulfilled the saying of Chazal that  °327 QW) You shall teach them to
your children,” includes “T7n20 72X, These are your students.”3* This saying is
not simply a compliment. Did Chazal merely want to compliment the
rebbi by telling him “You have many children?” No! It is not a
compliment. It is a balachah. 1t is the law. It entails the obligation that a
rebbi must treat his students like his children. And whether “his students
are like his children” or whether his students are strangers depends on the
rebbi, on how he relates to them. In general, a rebbi cannot teach a student
if there is not an attitude of love and affection. In truth, a great rebbi
relates to his students like he relates to his children. Thus, 7°127 oniwn,
TTMPN A9X is not a compliment and not praise. It is a requirement, a
mitzvah, a halachah, a law! And that was what R’ Rivkin did, attested to
by his students, who recount that they had a relationship with him as with
a father. Now, this relationship need not be verbalized. The student feels
it and the rebbi feels it, and it is like a self-generated relationship between
them. But it depends on the rebbi or the rosh yeshivah, on whether he is
a person of chessed or not. If he is such a person, then his Torah is a Torah
of chessed, and where there is chessed there is MUWDNA, expansion. And when
there is Aluspashtus from the rosh yeshivah to his entire class—whether
fifteen, twenty, one hundred, or two hundred—they become one small
family, or more correctly, one house, the house of Avraham. This idea
can be drawn from the verse charging Avraham (Bereishis 18:19) nix? ¥R
VAR SN2 NRY V327N, becanse he commands his children and household after him.
One wonders: since the verse already states 17327N% 113¥? WX, to whom

&7

32 Rabbis who determine or resolve practical matters of halachah.
33 Scholarly comprehension.
34 See Rashi to Devarim 6:7 and Rambam Hil. Talmnd Torah 1:2.



Rav Soloveitchik Speaks at the Sheloshim of Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin : 303

does 1R in*27NY) refer? It refers to his students, and they are called “the
House of Avraham” all because Avraham was the ultimate 7sh hachessed.

I can say, unequivocally, that I never heard R’ Rivkin speak ill of
another Jew. It is likely that he had complaints against certain people, as
does every person. But I never heard any, nor did I ever hear any bad-
mouthing or derogatory word about any party. But there is something else
that I never heard. I never heard him bemoan anything. After all, every
person goes through good times and bad times. There are times when he
is sad, or not happy with himself, frustrated or disappointed. And people
express these feelings openly. But I never heard any such expression from
him. He always had a bright smile on his face, which cheered me up
whenever I saw him. He fulfilled that which the Gemara states (Bava
RKamma 30a): The chassidim of earlier generations would hide their thorns or shards
of glass three tefachim deep in their fields; meaning, that if something was
“broken,” or he felt at times unwell or distressed, he would not express
it. He was always happy with his lot in life, happy with his Torah, and
happy with his whole bashkafah—the hashkafah of Chabad.

357MaNWn XYY PTART DY 0an
36792 107 07

35 Alas, for those who are gone, and cannot be replaced (Sanbedrin 111a).
3 May his memory be a blessing.
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Sidebar 1

At that time, the Rav®’ [the Baal Hatanya]|, 3"/, organized intelligence in
favor of the Russian army, without whose help the Russians might have
lost the war. The Rav was of the opinion that if France were to conquer
Russia all would be lost, since France was at that time a land of heresy and
atheism. The Rav argued that if Russia were to win the war, the Jews
would indeed be poor, but would still believe in the Ribbono shel Olam. But
if France were to win, the Jews would be rich, and have plenty of business,
but would lose the Ribbono shel Olam. And when it is a question of losing
the Ribbono shel Olam or losing money, the Rav ruled that losing the Ribbono
shel Olam is worse. But he did not merely issue a ruling from the pulpit.
He actively organized an intelligence cell, and the head of those whom he
enlisted was a chassid by the name of Meiselsh, who spoke French
perfectly, with a perfect French accent. I am not coming to tell chassidishe
tales. But without the Rav, Russia might have lost the war. All the plans
of the French general staff were known by Meiselsh, and he handed them
over to the Russian government. This is how the story was told in
Choslovich, as follows:

When the Russian army was still at a distance, the French army had
already surrounded Choslovich. Aware that the Rav was handing over
intelligence information to the Russian government, an order was given
that the Rav of Liadi be brought to the general headquarters in chains.
And so the French army took over Choslovich and began searching for
the house of the Rav. Now, at that time, there was a Rav by the name of
R’ Yisrael, and the story goes as follows (though I cannot swear to its
authenticity one hundred percent). It is a simple story, not one of miracles.
This R’ Yisrael38 was a student of the Gaon, and was known to hound
chassidim. Listen to this story! The situation was very tight, and with the
French about to search every house, the Rav said that there was but one
place where the Ribbono shel Olam would protect him and he would be
saved. By R’ Yisraell The chassidim answered, “What are you talking
about? By R’ Yisrael? He will immediately give you up to the
government!” “He will not,” answered the Rav, “He will not give me up.
He is an observant Jew, who acts /Zshmah, for the sake of heaven.” And so
he went to R’ Yisrael, who took him into his house.

Now, French intelligence were aware that R’ Yisrael was an opponent
of the Rav. So, although they made a thorough search of all the other

37 The Baal HaTanya was often called “the Rav” after his major halachik work, Rar
Shulchan Arukh.

38 The Rav notes that he does not know who he was, but he was not the author of
Peas HaS hulchan who went to live in Eretz Yisrael.
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houses, when they came to the house of R’ Yisrael, they merely knocked
on the door, and when he came out, they asked, “Is the Rav Shneur
Zalman of Liadi here?” He answered: “It would have been good if he
were here, and I would immediately hand him over to you. However, I
have no idea where he is.” And so they left! The Rav remained there, and
declared at that time that nobody in Choslovich should ever speak
disparagingly of R’ Yisrael. That is how the story goes, and it appears to
be true, and I have recounted the story to an uncle of mine. I have heard
it from tens of chassidim, older chassidim, who heard it from their
parents, who, in turn, heard it from their parents. And it is not far-fetched,
since it is a relatively recent mesorah.>®

3 A recounting of events through the generations.
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Sidebar 2

I will tell you something else that occurred in my younger years. You
know, as I have told you, there was an old chassidishe beis midrash, and there
was one place on the northern side where nobody sat. I used to always go
there Friday before dusk, after plag haminchah.*° What did I see that drew
me there at that time? Chassidim. Now, the chassidim in Choslovich were
very poor, but happy. These poor Jews were peddlers in the surrounding
villages, who wandered around the villages all week, and came home for
Shabbos. Late Friday they hurried home, and with the water of the mikveh
still dripping from their peyos, they immediately began singing a melody.
Chassidim know the melody, though I do not. And with this longing
melody, they went around the beis midrash, up and down, up and down, up
and down! They could not stand in one place, for there was so much
inspiration and so much passion that they could not stay in one place. Up
and down, up and down, up and down, saying Tebillin (107: 1-3): '12 371
maran DX NIEINGI 8T O9RE WK T ORING MK i7en aRivh 09 2ipT3
.73 11937 203m1. 4 Though 1 was a young boy, I felt that these Jews were
not merely reciting a chapter of Tehillim. Rather, they were experiencing
the redemption as though taking place now. Taking place right now! They
were removed from the village, from the peasants, from all worries and
concerns, and entered into a wotld of “all good”— fmI NY 192% of
QnRiva 0%, A day which will be completely a Shabbos and rest day for eternal life.
I would stare at them, like they were the chassidim and anshei maaseh who
danced by the Nisuch HaMayim. They danced because they were in a state
of hashraas haShechinah, which screamed out 71i0¥2 0 DRIRYA from within
them.

40 Approximately an hour and a quarter before sundown.

4 Give thanks to Hashem, for He is good, for His kindness endures forever! Those redeemed by
Hashem will say, those whom He redeemed from the hand of distress, and whom He gathered
[from the lands: from east and from west, from north and from the sea.
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Sidebar 3

Letter from Rav Yoseph B. Soloveitchik to
Rav Moshe DovBer Rivkin®

MionLANDS B-4887
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JOSEPH SOLOVEITCHIK
142 HOMESTEAD STREET
ROXBURY 21. MASS.
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42 An English translation of this letter can be found in Rabbi Joseph B.
Soloveitchik,  Community  Covenant —and — Commitment: ~ Selected — Letters  and
Communications, edited by Nathaniel Helfgot, (The Toras HoRav/Ktav
Publishing, 2005) pp. 289-291.
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