
What is a Good Jew? 
The Thought of R. Aharon Lichtenstein & its Relevance to Elul 

I. What is a Good Person? 
1. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light: Developing a Torah Personality 

When seeking to shape our personalities according to Torah values, we must relate to at least three levels of expectation 
and responsibility. These can be regarded as concentric circles, moving from the broader to the more specific: 

1. the universal demands placed upon one simply as a human being; 
2. the demands of a Jew; 
3. the responsibilities of a ben-Torah, one who makes Torah study a central part of his life and embodies its values. 

 
2. Genesis 2 
15The LORD God took the man and placed him in the gar-
den of Eden, to till it and tend it [le-ovdah u-leshomrah]. 
16And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “Of 
every tree of the garden you are free to eat; 17but as for the 
tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; 
for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.” 
 

 ב קרפ תישארב רפס .2 
 הּדָ֖בְעׇלְ ןדֶעֵ֔־ןגַבְ וּהחֵ֣נִּיַּוַ םדָ֑אָהָֽ־תאֶ םיהִ֖לֹאֱ הוָֹ֥היְ חקַּ֛יִּוַוט
ֹכּמִ רמֹ֑אלֵ םדָ֖אָהָֽ־לעַ םיהִ֔לֹאֱ הוָֹ֣היְ ו֙צַיְוַזט ׃הּרָֽמְשׇׁלְוּ ־ץעֵֽ ל֥
ֹכאָ ן גָּ֖הַ ֹל ערָ֔וָ בוֹט֣ ת֙עַדַּ֙הַ ץעֵ֗מֵוּזי ׃לכֵֽאֹתּ ל֥  יכִּ֗ וּנּמֶּ֑מִ לכַ֖אֹת א֥
 ׃תוּמֽתָּ תוֹמ֥ וּנּמֶּ֖מִ ךָ֥לְכׇאֲ םוֹי֛בְּ
 

3. bSanhedrin 56b 

From where are the [Noahide laws] derived? Said R. 
Yoḥanan, for the verse teaches: “And the LORD God com-
manded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the garden you 
are free to eat;” 

Commanded – this is law courts. … 
LORD – this is blasphemy. … 
God – this is idolatry. … 
The man – this is murder. … 
Saying – this is immorality. … 
Of every tree in the garden – do not steal. 
You are free to eat – but not the limb from a living ani-
mal. 

When R. Yitzḥak arrived [from Israel] he taught the oppo-
site: 

Commanded – this is idolatry. 
God – this is law courts. 

 

 ב דומע ונ ףד ןירדהנס תכסמ ילבב דומלת .3 

 :ארק רמאד ןנחוי ׳ר רמא ?ילימ ינהנמ
ֹכּמִ רמֹ֑אלֵ םדָ֖אָהָֽ־לעַ םיקִ֔לֹאֱ ׳ה֣ ו֙צַיְוַ״ ֹכאָ ן גָּ֖הַ־ץעֵֽ ל֥  ל֥
 ״׃לכֵֽאֹתּ
 ... .ןינידה ולא – ו֙צַיְוַ
  ... .םשה תכרב וז – ׳ה֣
  ... .םיבכוכ תדובע וז – םיקִ֔לֹאֱ
  ... .םימד תוכיפש וז – םדָ֖אָהָֽ־לעַ
  ... .תוירע יוליג וז – רמֹ֑אלֵ
ֹכּמִ   .לזג אלו – ן גָּ֖הַ־ץעֵֽ ל֥
ֹכאָ   .יחה ןמ רבא אלו – לכֵֽאֹתּ ל֥
 אכפיא ינת קחצי יבר אתא יכ

 .םיבכוכ תדובע וז – ו֙צַיְוַ
 .ןיניד וז – םיקִ֔לֹאֱ



4. Rambam, M.T., Laws of the Chosen Temple 8:1 

It is a biblical positive command to guard the sanctuary, 
even in the absence of fear of enemies or marauders, since 
by guarding the sanctuary honor is accorded to it. A palace 
that is attended by guards is quite unlike a palace that is 
not attended by guards. 
 

 א הכלה ח קרפ הריחבה תיב תוכלה ם״במרל ת״מ .4 

 דחַפַּ םשָׁ ןיאֵשֶׁ יפִּ לעַ ףאַוְ .השֵׂעֲ תוַצְמִ שׁדָּקְמִּהַ תרַימִשְׁ
 וֹניאֵ .וֹל דוֹבכָּ אלָּאֶ וֹתרָימִשְׁ ןיאֵשֶׁ .םיטִסְלִּמִ אֹלוְ םיבִיְוֹאמֵ
 וילָעָ ןיאֵשֶׁ ןירִטֵלְפַלְ ןירִמְוֹשׁ וילָעָ שׁיֵּשֶׁ ןירִטֵלְפַּ המֶוֹדּ
 :ןירִמְוֹשׁ
 

5. Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein, By His Light: Developing a Torah Personality 

You guard something which you value and appreciate; you hover over it constantly. While, of course, the Mikdash is 
palterin shel Melekh [palace of the King] in a very special sense, the world as a whole is also palterin shel Melekh: “The 
heaven is My throne and the earth is My footstool” (Yeshayahu 66:1). In this sense, we must all cultivate a concern for 
and a sensitivity to the natural order as a whole, to that Garden of Eden into which we have been placed. This is part of 
kevod Shamayim, yirat Shamayim and malkhut Shamayim (the honor, fear and sovereignty of Heaven). In fact, our 
responsibility with respect to the orders of creation – natural, human, social and personal – is now heightened, since, 
subsequent to Adam’s sin, there are indeed real dangers which threaten them. 
 
6. Midrash Tanḥuma, Parashat Tazria §5 

It happened that Tyrannus Rufus the wicked asked R. 
Akiva, “Which works are the more beautiful? Those of the 
Holy One, blessed be He, or those of flesh and blood?” He 
said to him, “Those of flesh and blood are the more beau-
tiful.” Tyrannus Rufus the wicked said to him, “Look at the 
heavens and the earth. Are you able to make anything like 
them?” R. Akiva said to him, “Do not talk to me about 
something which is high above mortals, things over which 
they have no control, but about things which are usual 
among people.” He said to him, “Why do you circumcise?” 
He said to him, “I also knew that you were going to say this 
to me. I therefore anticipated [your question] when I said 
to you that a work of flesh and blood is more beautiful 
than one of the Holy One, blessed be He.” They brought 
him wheat and white bread. He said to him, “The former 
is the work of the Holy One, blessed be He, and the latter 
is the work of flesh and blood. Is not the latter more beau-
tiful?” Tyrannus Rufus said to him, “Inasmuch as He finds 
pleasure in circumcision, why does no one emerge from 
his mother's belly circumcised?” R. Akiva said to him, 
“And why does his umbilical cord come out on him? Does 
not his mother cut his umbilical cord? So why does he not 
come out circumcised? Because the Holy One, blessed be 
He, only gave Israel the commandments in order to refine 
them. 
 

 ה ןמיס עירזת תשרפ אמוחנת שרדמ .6 

 וֹזיאֵ ,אבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַ תאֶ עשָׁרָהָ סוּפוּרסְוּנרְוּט לאַשָּׁשֶׁ השֶׂעֲמַ
 ?םדָוָ רשָׂבָּ לשֶׁ וֹא אוּה ךְוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ לשֶׁ ,םיאִנָ םישִׂעֲמַ
 ירֵהֲ ,סוּפוּרסְוּנרְוּט וֹל רמַאָ .םיאִנָ םדָוָ רשָׂבָּ לשֶׁ :וֹל רמַאָ
 יבִּרַ וֹל רמַאָ ?םהֶבָּ אצֵוֹיּכַּ תוֹשׂעֲלַ םדָאָ לֹכיָ ץרֶאָהָוְ םיִמַשָּׁהַ
 תוֹיּרִבְּהַ ןמִ הלָעְמַלְ אוּהשֶׁ רבָדָבְּ ילִ רמַאֹתּ אֹל ,אבָיקִעֲ
 ינֵבְבִּ ןייִוּצמְ םהֵשֶׁ םירִבָדְּ רמֹאֱ אלָּאֶ ,וילָעָ ןיטִלְוֹשׁ ןיאֵשֶׁ
 עַדֵוֹי יתִייִהָ ינִאֲ :וֹל רמַאָ ?ןילִוּמ םתֶּאַ המָּלָ :וֹל רמַאָ .םדָאָ
 ,ךָלְ יתִּרְמַאָוְ יתִּמְדַּקְהִ ךְכָלְוּ ,ינִלֵאֲוֹשׁ התָּאַ הזֶ רבָדָּ לעַשֶׁ
 וֹל איבִהֵ .אוּה ךְוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ לשֶּׁמִ םיאִנָ םדָאָ ינֵבְּ השֵׂעֲמַּשֶׁ
 השֶׂעֲמַ וּלּאֵ :וֹל רמַאָ ,תוֹאקָסְלֻגְוּ םילִבֳּשִׁ אבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַ
 וּלּאֵ ןיאֵ :וֹל רמַאָ .םדָאָ ידֵיְ השֶׂעֲמַ וּלּאֵוְ ,אוּה ךְוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ
 אוּה םאִ ,סוּפוּרסְוּנרְוּט וֹל רמַאָ ?םילִבֳּשִּׁהַ ןמִ רתֵוֹי םיאִנָ
 רמַאָ .וֹמּאִ יעֵמְּמִ לוּהמָ דלָוָּהַ אצֵוֹי וֹניאֵ המָּלָ ,הלָימִּבַּ ץפֵחָ
 וֹנטְבִבְּ יוּלתָּ אוּהוְ וֹמּעִ אצֵוֹי וֹררְוֹשׁ המָּלָוְ ,אבָיקִעֲ יבִּרַ וֹל
 יפִלְ ,לוּהמָ אצֵוֹי וֹניאֵ המָּלָ רמֵוֹא התָּאַשֶׁ המַוּ ?וֹכתְוֹח וֹמּאִוְ
 אלָּאֶ לאֵרָשְׂיִלְ תוֹצְמִּהַ תאֶ אוּה ךְוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ ןתַנָ אֹלּשֶׁ
 .םהֶבָּ םתָוֹא ףרֵצָלְ



7. Exodus 20 
8Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy. 9Six days you 
shall labor and do all your work, 10but the seventh day is a 
sabbath of the LORD your God: you shall not do any 
work—you, your son or daughter, your male or female 
slave, or your cattle, or the stranger who is within your set-
tlements. 
 

 כ קרפ תומש רפס .7 
ֹבעֲתַּֽ ם֙ימִ֣יָ תשֶׁשֵׁ֣֤ט ׃וֹשֽׁ֗דְּקַלְ תבָּ֖֜שַּׁהַ םוֹי֥֨־תאֶ ר֩וֹכ֛זָח  תָישִׂ֣֖עָוְ ד֮֔
ֹל ךָיהֶ֑֗לֹאֱ הוָֹ֣הילַ ׀ תבָּ֣֖שַׁ יעִ֜֔יבִשְּׁהַ ם֙וֹי֨וְי ׃ךָ֒תֶּֽכְאלַמְ־לכׇּֿ ־אֽ֣
 ךָ֙֜תְמָֽאֲוַ ךָ֤֨דְּבְעַ ךָתֶּ֗בִוּ֠־ךָֽ֣נְבִוּ ׀ התָּ֣אַ הכָ֡֜אלָמְ־לכׇ השֶׂ֣֨עֲתַ
 ׃ךָירֶֽ֔עָשְׁבִּ רשֶׁ֣֥אֲ ךָ֖֙רְגֵוְ ךָתֶּ֗֔מְהֶבְוּ

 

8. Mekhita of R. Shimon b. Yoḥai, Ex. 20:9 

“Six days you shall labor,” R. Shimon b. Yoḥai said: this 
teaches an additional rule – just as the Jewish people are 
commanded to observe the positive commandment of 
Shabbat, so are the commanded to work [the other six 
days]. 
 

 ט קוספ םש י״בשרד אתליכמ .8 

ֹבעֲתַּֽ ם֙ימִ֣יָ תשֶׁשֵׁ֣֤״  – תרחא הרזג וז ירה :רמוא יבר ״ד֮֔
 ווטצנ ךכ ,תבש לש השע תוצמ לע לארשי ווטצנש םשכש
 :הכאלמה לע
 

9. bSanhedrin 24b 

A professional dice player [i.e., gambler] – why are they 
disqualified from being a witness? Rami b. Ḥani says: be-
cause it is an asmakhta, and an asmakhta does not effect 
acquisiton. R. Sheshet says: any case like this is not an as-
makhta, rather they are not involved in the constructive 
development of the world. 
 

 ב דומע דכ ףד ןירדהנס תכסמ ילבב דומלת .9 

 :אמח רב ימר רמא ?דיבע אק יאמ – איבוקב קחשמ
 תשש בר .אינק אל אתכמסאו ,אתכמסא הוהד םושמ
 ןיאש יפל אלא ,איה אתכמסא ואל אנווג יאה יכ לכ :רמא
 .םלוע לש ובושייב ןיקוסע
 

10. Rambam, M.T., Laws of the Robbery 6:11 

When a person plays dice with gentiles, he does not violate 
the prohibition against robbery. He does, however, violate 
the prohibition against occupying oneself with empty 
matters. It is not fitting for a person to spend any of his 
days occupied in anything other than words of wisdom or 
pursuits that lead to a stable world. 
 

 אי הכלה ו קרפ הדיבאו הליזג תוכלה ם״במרל ת״מ .10 

 וֹבּ שׁיֵ לבָאֲ לזֶגֵּ רוּסּאִ וֹבּ ןיאֵ ם״וּכּעַהָ םעִ איָּבִּקֻבְּ קחֵשַׂמְהַוְ
 לכָּ קֹסעֲיַּשֶׁ םדָאָלְ יוּארָ ןיאֵשֶׁ םילִטֵבְּ םירִבָדְבִּ קסֵוֹע רוּסּאִ
 :םלָוֹע לשֶׁ וֹבוּשּׁיִבְוּ המָכְחָ ירֵבְדִבְּ אלָּאֶ וימָיָ
 

11. Genesis Rabbah 39:8 

Rabbi Levi said: When Avraham walked through Aram 
Naharayim and Aram Naḥor, he saw the people there eat-
ing, drinking, and acting loosely. Avraham said to himself, 
“I hope that I do not have a portion in this land.” When he 
arrived at the cliffs of Tyre, he saw people busying them-
selves with weeding during the season for weeding, hoeing 
during the time for hoeing. He said to himself, “I hope that 
I will have a portion in this land.” The Holy One, Blessed 
Be He, said to him: “To your offspring to I give this land.” 
 

 ח טל הבר תישארב .11 

 םיִרַהֲנַ םרַאֲבַּ ךְלֵּהַמְ םהָרָבְאַ היָהָשֶׁ העָשָׁבְּ יוִלֵ יבִּרַ רמַאָ
 רמַאָ ,םיזִחֲוֹפוּ םיתִוֹשׁוְ םילִכְוֹא ןתָוֹא האָרָ ,רוֹחנָ םרַאֲבַוּ
 הּמָלָּסֻלְ עַיגִּהִשֶׁ ןוָיכֵוְ ,תאֹזּהַ ץרֶאָבָּ קלֶחֵ ילִ אהֵיְ אֹל יאוַלְּהַ
 רוּדּעִבְּ ,שׁוּכּנִּהַ תעַשְׁבִּ שׁוּכּנִבְּ ןיקִוּסעֲ ןתָוֹא האָרָ ,רוֹצ לשֶׁ
 רמַאָ ,תאֹזּהַ ץרֶאָבָּ יקִלְחֶ אהֵיְ יאוַלְּהַ רמַאָ ,רוּדּעִהָ תעַשְׁבִּ
 תאֶ ןתֵּאֶ ךָעֲרְזַלְ :)ז ,בי תישארב( אוּה ךְוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ וֹל
 .תאֹזּהַ ץרֶאָהָ



12. mKetubot 5:5 

R. Shimon b. Gamaliel says: even one who vows that his 
wife may do no work must divorce her and give her her 
ketuah, since idleness leads to ennui. 

 ה הנשמ ה קרפ תובותכ בנשמ .12 

 וֹתּשְׁאִ תאֶ רידִּמַּהַ ףאַ ,רמֵוֹא לאֵילִמְגַּ ןבֶּ ןוֹעמְשִׁ ןבָּרַ
 האָיבִמְ הלָטָּבַּהַשֶׁ ,הּתָבָּתֻכְּ ןתֵּיִוְ איצִוֹי ,הכָאלָמְ תוֹשׂעֲלַּמִ
 :םוּמעֲשִׁ ידֵילִ
 

13. Exodus 35 
30And Moses said to the Israelites: See, the LORD has sin-
gled out by name Bezalel, son of Uri son of Hur, of the 
tribe of Judah. 31He has endowed him with a divine spirit 
of skill, ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft … 33to 
cut stones for setting and to carve wood—to work in every 
kind of designer’s craft— 
 

 הל קרפ תומש רפס .13 
ֹיּוַל  לאֵ֛לְצַבְּ םשֵׁ֑בְּ הוָֹ֖היְ ארָ֥קָ וּא֛רְ לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣בְּ־לאֶ ה֙שֶׁמֹ רמֶא֤
 םיהִ֑לֹאֱ חַוּר֣ וֹת֖אֹ אלֵּ֥מַיְוַאל ׃הדָֽוּהיְ הטֵּ֥מַלְ רוּח֖־ןבֶ ירִ֥וּא־ןבֶּ
ֹרחֲבַוּגל ... ׃הכָֽאלָמְ־לכׇבְוּ תעַדַ֖בְוּ הנָ֥וּבתְבִּ המָ֛כְחׇבְּ  ןבֶאֶ֛ תשֶׁ֥
ֹלּמַלְ ֹרחֲבַוּ תא֖  ׃תבֶשָֽׁחֲמַ תכֶאלֶ֥מְ־לכׇבְּ תוֹשׂ֖עֲלַ ץעֵ֑ תשֶׁ֣

14. bBeitzah 13b 

The Torah prohibits creative work [on Shabbat]. 

 ב דומע גי ףד הציב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .14 

 .הרָוֹתּ הרָסְאָ תבֶשֶׁחְמַ תכֶאלֶמְ
 

   

   

   

   

 


