
Parshas Shemini – Parah 

We are living through a time of ‘מיתת צדיקים’. The focal point of the beginning of Parshas Shemini 

is of course about the death of Nadav and Avihu, which are explained by Moshe according to 

Rashi and Chazal, as the ultimate example of Misas Tzaddikim Michaperes, the death of 

Tzaddikim atone for the generation.  

We find the concept of מיתת צדיקים in four places in the Torah. Over here Chazal say that   מיתת

 We begin the Krias .מיתת צדיקים is compared to korbanos, just as korbanos atone, so does צדיקים 

Hatorah on Yom Kippur with the words רןאחרי מות שני בני אה , after the death of the two sons of 

Aharon, and Chazal comment on the connection between that and Yom Kippur, and say that just 

as Yom Kippur atones for us, so does מיתת צדיקים. Likewise, just after  פרשת פרה which we leined 

today, the whole beginning of Chukas, the Torah relates the story of Miriam’s passing, and here 

too Chazal say, why is it placed immediately after Parah – because just as Parah Adumah atoned 

for Klal Yisrael, for the sin of the Egel, likewise מיתת צדיקים atones for Klal Yisrael. Lastly, by the 

petirah of Aharon Hakohen the Torah once again makes a comparison to נהכהודי  בג  and Chazal 

say, just as Bigdei Kehunah atone for Klal Yisrael, so does מיתת צדיקים.  

 is compared to Korbanos, Yom Kippur, Parah Adumah, and Bigdei Kehunah? What מיתת צדיקים

is the significance of these four comparisons? We also have to understand what is the meaning 

of this momentous time of מיתת צדיקים, and what does it require of us, so that we can apply 

ourselves now, as Klal Yisrael is mourning Rav Chaim Kanievsky zatzal. 

In sefer Ayeles Hashachar on the Torah, by Rav Aharon Leib Shteinman zatzal, he asks what 

exactly does is mean that מיתת צדיקים atones for us. Does it mean without even doing teshuvah? 

Why would that be? If it means with teshuvah, then teshuvah alone is atoning for us – what does 

 ?add to that מיתת צדיקים

I think we can understand the answer to this question if we examine the comparison between 

Yom Kippur and מיתת צדיקים. Yom Kippur gives us tremendous atonement, but we hold like the 

opinion that Yom Kippur only atones for שבים – people who do teshuvah. But the Baalei Mussar 

famously explain, that this means that Yom Kippur is a powerful, holy day, and the potential of 

the day is awesome. It can bring to us such great levels of שמיאסייעתא ד  – heavenly assistance in 



teshuvah and Kedushah, way beyond any effort we put into it. But we have to tap into the day! 

We can’t just sleep through it. If we connect with the day, even in the smallest way possible, by 

finding some way to change, some minimal modicum of teshuvah, some kabbalah – then we have 

connected with the awesome holiness of Yom Kippur and we will merit atonement that greatly 

exceeds the effort we invested – we just need to do something!  

Likewise, the time of מיתת צדיקים is an especially holy time, it is a time of great hisorerus, when 

we are granted great opportunity from heaven to change and be uplifted and inspired – but we 

have to do something! We have to connect in some way – we have to feel and appreciate the 

loss, and accept upon ourselves to fill that void by taking on some measure of what the tzaddik 

represented – and if we do, we will merit the awesome א דשמיאסייעת  of מכפרת  מיתת צדיקים  – 

through connecting to it even slightly. It is in this way that  צדיקים  is compared to Yom מיתת 

Kippur. 

Rav Aharon Leib Shteinman, in a hesped he gave on Rav Shach zatzal, he quotes a Teshuvas 

Hageonim, where they relate a Chazal, when the holy amorah Rav passed away, the talmidim 

wanted to take on what he himself used to practice. Rav had ten חסידותאמילי ד  – ten particular 

customs and characteristics that were above and beyond the typical obligation of a Jew – they 

were things of Chassidim. No one of his talmidim could do all ten – it wasn’t possible. Instead, 

each one took on one! Rav Yehudah, whom the Gemarah says was like a living angel, took upon 

himself Rav’s kabbalah to never walk זקופה  with his head held upright, which is – בקומה 

somewhat haughty, rather always walked looking down. Now this doesn’t seem too difficult, and 

you’d wonder, why was this so difficult, that this was the only thing he could take on. But if you 

see the rest of the examples given there, you realize, that it wasn’t the mere custom itself that 

was so difficult, but it was the degree which Rav practiced it which was so awesome. Rav didn’t 

lift his head ever – even if a train was rushing at him! It was to the degree of perfection so intense, 

that if you took it on, it encompassed your whole life and everything you do. 

When we think of the attributes of Rav Chaim zatzal, by the levayah it was said, that during the 

year of the Steiplers Availus, Rav Chaim gave a shiur in Yerushalmi in memory of his father. After 

the year was over, he stopped. He was asked why, and he said it was because it took too long to 

prepare. He was asked, ‘How long does it take to prepare?’ He answered, ‘Five minutes!’ That 



was his value of time! That was his diligence! But in contrast to this, he was asked why does he 

take the time to answer all the letters sent to him. I showed last week four letters I wrote to him 

as a bachur, which he replied to, and he replied to hundreds and thousands of letters. This was 

certainly time consuming! Why did he do it? He replied, because he knows that when people get 

a reply to their letter it gives them chizuk and inspires them to learn more! The person who 

couldn’t spare five minutes, found the time to be mechazek hundreds of people whom he never 

met! 

Can we take on even a single attribute of Rav Chaim – his diligence? It would most definitely be 

our whole lives work! But we have to divide his attributes themselves into many different parts, 

and perhaps we can accept upon ourselves one tenth, or even one hundredth of the diligence 

that he had! 

The next comparison Chazal make is to Parah Adumah. What is that comparison? The Parah 

Adumah atoned for the sin of the Egel. Klal Yisrael had taken matters into their own hands and 

created a leader, which ended up being like an idol. For teshuvah, they got the mitzvah of Parah 

Adumah, which defied any explanation – no one ever understood it, not even Shlomo Hamelech, 

and yet we accept the Torah and do what it says without any understanding at all – that was the 

kapparah of Parah Adumah. Likewise, when we recognize the greatness of our tzaddikim, how 

they represent the purest version of the Torah that we have, we listen to whatever they tell us 

to do – without question! 

Rav Chaim represented this level of Torah to our generation. He exhibited Ruach Hakodesh in so 

many ways. Rav Elya Mann shlitah, who is a brother-in-law of Rav Shimshon Pincus zatzal, and 

who was meshamesh Rav Chaim for years, gave a hesped in my son’s yeshivah. He said that there 

was a great philanthropist, a big baal tzedakah in England named Friedman, who right after 

donating a million dollars to a tzedakah, died tragically in a car crash. Rav Chaim was asked to 

give some words of consolation to the widow, especially as we know that   ממותתצדקה ציל  , 

Tzedakah saves from death! He told her, that essentially your husband should have died twenty 

years ago, but the mitzvah of tzedakah preserved him until now. When she was told this, she 

paled, and said that twenty years ago he was in a car accident in the same place – and survived! 



Rav Elya Mann then asked Rav Chaim, ‘Rebbe, was that Ruach Hakodesh?!’ Rav Chaim smiled and 

answered, ‘Efshar! Maybe!’ 

When you asked Rav Chaim something and he told you what to do – there was no option of not 

listening! It was as if he was the navi of the generation. Rabbi Walter just showed me a picture 

of his son Yisrael Yaakov, when he was about nine, and he was sitting next to Rav Chaim, and 

visibly trembling. He told me that they were on their way to move to America, and he was telling 

Rav Chaim that he lived in EY all these years, and had such great chinuch, and now isn’t sure what 

will be in America. He was about to ask for a brachah, but Rav Chaim said, ‘ אר אתי!תש ’ Let the 

boy stay with me! I’ll ensure his chinuch! Yisroel Yaakov started to freak out – he couldn’t stay 

with Rav Chaim! But they couldn’t ignore it – Rav Chaim had said! They went to Rav Chaim Pinchas 

Scheinberg zatzal who reassured them that they didn’t have to listen – Rav Chaim didn’t mean it 

in that way, just that Rav Chaim and the Steipler held one should avoid leaving EY at all costs! 

The next comparison Chazal make is to Bigdei Kehunah. How did Bigdei Kehunah atone for Klal 

Yisrael? Because they were ולתפ רתאלכבוד   – they demonstrated such honor and greatness of 

Hashem and the Avodah, that by seeing them one was inspired to Avodas Hashem. Likewise, 

being in the company of a tzaddik of the caliber of Rav Chaim changed a person, as the maspidim 

said to us this past week, and something I experienced myself. You left an elevated person!  

Look at the levayah he had! When a typical person passes away, he’ll have 100, maybe 200 people 

by his levayah. If someone is a great person, involved in the community, or even a rav, he’ll have 

1000 people, maybe some more. If a great Rebbe passes away, perhaps he’ll even have 10 or 20 

thousand people by his levayah. But Rav Chaim had three quarters of a million people! 750,000 

people! That’s a different universe! It’s not like there are people who have 200 thousand, and 

300 thousand, and Rav Chaim was the most – no one is even within shouting distance of what he 

had. That is true   תארתפוכבוד  of Torah – Klal Yisrael recognized the greatness and splendor of a 

talmid Chacham so connected to Torah. 

The beauty of a Talmid Chacham was something that every person could experience even those 

far from Torah. On Yeshiva World News they quote a testimony from a secular professor: 



Prof. Yuval Elbashan is the Dean of the Law Faculty at Ono Academic College and in the past was 

a community lawyer and social advocate for the poor. Prof. Elbashan wrote an article 

for Globes about his impressions of HaRav Chaim, zt’l, which focused on a very different aspect 

of the Gadol Hador that religious people almost forget due to their focus on HaRav Chaim’s 

hasmadah, brilliance in Torah, and his seeming Ruach HaKodesh – the fact that HaRav Chaim, z’tl 

spent hours and hours of his precious time doing chessed by gladdening the heart of broken 

people – without fanfare or any thought of being compensated. As Prof. Elbashan wrote: “If only 

the secular world had someone like this for downtrodden people, someone who is accessible to 

everyone and not only the wealthy.” 

“I arrived at the home of the Sar HaTorah, HaRav Chaim Kanievsky, z’tl, in Bnei Brak laden with 

preconceived notions. For someone who is the fourth generation of secular Jews, of the type that 

is zealous only about personal freedom, a phenomenon like this [reverence for a Rav] is viewed as 

more connected to the world of cults than the world of emunah. I was convinced that I was going 

to visit a luxurious home where he and his relatives take advantage of the weakest of their 

believers in order to gain more power for themselves.” 

“At the entrance to the street, I was already surprised when the Chareidi student who 

accompanied me pointed at the Sar HaTorah’s home. It was an extremely shabby home on a 

regular Bnei Brak street. Along the outside stairs leading to the apartment on the second floor, 

many downtrodden people were gathered – broken people you would find in the back alleys of 

every society. They stood in a long line, which wound its way to the upstairs door. The line was 

monitored by the people in the Rav’s ‘court’ – but they looked totally the opposite of how I 

imagined the concept of the ‘people of the Rav’s court’ – simple people who volunteered for the 

task. The suspicious part of me woke up and I asked: ‘How much is this visit going to cost me?' 

‘Chalilah,’ one of them answered. ‘The Rav doesn’t take money.’ But I insisted and I was directed 

to a small room on the side of the steps where a tzedaka box was. I was surprised but I wasn’t 

convinced. But afterward, when I checked it out, I discovered that all the money is indeed 

distributed to the needy.” 

“When I entered the Rav’s home, I was stunned. The Rav lived in extremely modest conditions – 

more modest than even the most poverty-stricken clients I visited during my years as a community 



lawyer. A tiny apartment with old-fashioned furniture from the early 1950s, with only the 

overflowing sefarim hiding its poor condition. The room where the Rav learned, which is next to 

his bedroom (two simple beds), is the heart of the home. There, next to the table, the Rav simply 

learned Torah from Neitz until Shekiah and between limud l’limud – even at 2 a.m. – he received 

every broken-hearted person who wanted an answer for his despair. He gave them hope without 

accepting payment. Two things particularly impressed me. The first – that a person like him – a 

person who learns his entire life and is satisfied with little – is a role model for a million people. 

The contrast to the culture of celebrities that has spread among us – a hallow culture that lends 

importance to momentary power – filled me with envy. Second – the fact that the Rav uses his 

lofty status in order to embrace people who are downtrodden. I was in the Rav’s home a number 

of times and every time I witnessed how people would leave his room with their faces shining 

from the emunah he instilled in them that their problems can be solved. This was deeply 

impressive. If only, the secular world had someone similar for downtrodden people, someone who 

is accessible to everyone and not only the wealthy.” 

“In the many hespedim that will be written about HaRav Kanievsky, z’tl, he will surely be 

remembered for his greatness in Torah, his humility, and the way he led the Litvak sector and in 

the last decade, the entire Chareidi sector. Alongside all these – which I don’t fully understand – I 

request to also place the way the Rav instilled hope and chessed day in and day out to those who 

needed it the most.” 

The final comparison, and perhaps the most important, is the comparison Chazal make to 

korbanos. What this means, as the Ramban explains, is that when the korban is burned and 

shechted we think to ourselves, this should have happened to me! Likewise, when a tzaddik dies, 

we should think, ‘Who will now daven for us? Who will say Tehillim on our behalf? Who’s learning 

will protect us?’ This will encourage us to change and do teshuvah! 

The Gemarah in Brachos relates that there was a group of bandits who lived near Rav Meir, and 

Rav Meir would daven for them, and they knew this, but went on stealing and robbing. But when 

Rav Meir died, they said, ‘Who will pray for us now?’ They then all repented and changed! Rav 

Sholom Kaminetzky said in his hesped that last week, just before Shabbos, the chaplain of a 

maximum-security jail in Israel received an urgent call from the jail, that ten inmates desperately 



need to talk to him before Shabbos! What could be so important? When he got there, they told 

him that they heard that Rav Chaim passed away, and they wanted to keep this Shabbos in his 

memory! But they had no idea how to keep Shabbos – can he please teach them! 

These are the four points of צדיקים  which we have to internalize and grow from. The ,מיתת 

comparison to Yom Kippur teaches us take something on, some attribute of the tzaddik, so that 

we can benefit from the great hisorerus and siyatah dishmayah. The comparison to Parah 

Adumah reminds us how we had a leader we could rely on and follow without question. The 

comparison to Bigdei Kehunah reminds us of the great beauty of Torah and Avodas Hashem that 

he represented. The comparison to korbanos reminds us that now that he is gone, we have to do 

real teshuvah – we are on our own! 

May Rav Chaim zatzal be a מליץ יושר for all of us. 

 


