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

I. What is a Frum Jew? 
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 
16And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, “Of 
every tree of the garden you are free to eat; 

 ב קרפ תישארב רפס .2 
ֹכּמִ רמֹ֑אלֵ םדָ֖אָהָֽ־לעַ םיהִ֔לֹאֱ הוָֹ֣היְ ו֙צַיְוַזט ֹכאָ ן גָּ֖הַ־ץעֵֽ ל֥  ל֥
 ׃לכֵֽאֹתּ
 

3. Menaḥot 99b 

Rabbi Ami says: From Rabbi Yosei’s statement we may 
learn that even if a person learned only one chapter of the 
Mishna in the morning and one chapter of the Mishna in 
the evening, he has thereby fulfilled the mitzva of: “This 
Torah scroll shall not depart from your mouth” (Josh. 1:8). 
Rabbi Yoḥanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben 
Yoḥai: Even if a person only said the Shema in the morning 
and in the evening, he has fulfilled the mitzva of: “This 
Torah scroll shall not depart from your mouth.” But it is 
prohibited to state this matter in the presence of ignora-
muses. Yet Rava says: On the contrary, it is a mitzva to state 
this matter in the presence of ignoramuses. 
 

 ב דומע טצ ףד תוחנמ תכסמ ילבב דומלת .3 

 הנש אל וליפא דומלנ יסוי ׳ר לש וירבדמ :ימא ׳ר רמא
 םייק – תיברע דחא קרפו תירחש דחא קרפ אלא םדא
 יבר רמא ״.ךיפמ הזה הרותה רפס )תא( שומי אל״ תוצמ
 אלא םדא ארק אל וליפא :יחוי ןב ןועמש יבר םושמ ןנחוי
 הז רבדו ״שומי אל״ םייק – תיברעו תירחש עמש תירק
 ורמואל הוצמ :רמא אברו .ץראה ימע ינפב ורמואל רוסא
 .ץראה ימע ינפב

4. Mishnah Peʾah 1:1 

These are the things that have no definite quantity: Peʾah, 
First-fruits; Reayon. The performance of righteous deeds; 
And the study of the torah. The following are the things for 
which a man enjoys the fruits in this world while the prin-
cipal remains for him in the world to come: Honoring 
one’s father and mother; The performance of righteous 
deeds; And the making of peace between a person and his 
friend; And the study of the Torah is equal to them all. 
 

 א הנשמ א קרפ האפ הנשמ .4 

 ,ןוֹיאָרֵהָוְ ,םירִוּכּבִּהַוְ ,האָפֵּהַ :רוּעשִׁ םהֶלָ ןיאֵשֶׁ םירִבָדְ וּלּאֵ
 לכֵוֹא םדָאָשֶׁ םירִבָדְ וּלּאֵ .הרָוֹתּ דוּמלְתַוְ ,םידִסָחֲ תוּלימִגְוּ
 דוּבּכִּ .אבָּהַ םלָוֹעלָ וֹל תמֶיֶּקַ ןרֶקֶּהַוְ הזֶּהַ םלָוֹעבָּ ןהֶיתֵוֹרפֵּ
 ,וֹרבֵחֲלַ םדָאָ ןיבֵּ םוֹלשָׁ תאַבָהֲוַ ,םידִסָחֲ תוּלימִגְוּ ,םאֵוָ באָ
 :םלָּכֻּ דגֶנֶכְּ הרָוֹתּ דוּמלְתַוְ

 



5. Deut. 11:13 

If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon 
you this day, loving the LORD your God and serving Him 
with all your heart and soul. 

 גי קוספ אי קרפ םירבד רפס .5 

 םכֶ֖תְאֶ הוֶּ֥צַמְ יכִ֛נֹאָ רשֶׁ֧אֲ יתַֺ֔וצְמִ־לאֶ וּ֙עמְשְׁתִּ עַמֹ֤שָׁ־םאִ היָ֗הָוְ
 םכֶ֖בְבַלְ־לכׇבְּ וֹד֔בְעׇלְוּ ם֙כֶיהֵלֹֽאֱ הוָֹ֤היְ־תאֶ הבָ֞הֲאַלְ םוֹיּ֑הַ
 ׃םכֶֽשְׁפְנַ־לכׇבְוּ

 
6. Mishnah Avot 1:2 

Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of the 
great assembly. He used to say: the world stands upon 
three things: the Torah, Avodah, and the practice of acts of 
kindess. 
 

 ב הנשמ א קרפ תובא הנשמ .6 

 ,רמֵוֹא היָהָ אוּה .הלָוֹדגְּהַ תסֶנֶכְ ירֵיָשְּׁמִ היָהָ קידִּצַּהַ ןוֹעמְשִׁ
 הדָוֹבעֲהָ לעַוְ הרָוֹתּהַ לעַ ,דמֵוֹע םלָוֹעהָ םירִבָדְ השָׁלשְׁ לעַ
 :םידִסָחֲ תוּלימִגְּ לעַוְ

 
7. Rambam, M.T. Laws of Human Dispositions 3:2–3 

A person must direct every single one of his deeds solely 
towards attaining knowledge of God. His sitting down, his 
standing up, and his speech should all be directed toward 
this goal. . . Even when he sleeps, if he sleeps with the in-
tention of resting his mind and body so that he does not 
become sick – for he is unable to serve the Lord when he 
is sick – his sleep shall become a service of God. Concern-
ing this, Our Sages commanded (Avot 2:12), “Let all your 
deeds be for the sake of Heaven.” That is what Shlomo said 
in his wisdom (Proverbs 3:6): “In all your ways know Him, 
and He will make your paths straight.” 
 

 ג קרפ תועד תוכלה ם״במרל ת״מ .7 

 עדַילֵ םלָּכֻּ וישָׂעֲמַ לכָוְ וֹבּלִ ןוִּכַיְּשֶׁ םדָאָהָ ךְירִצָ ]ב הכלה[
 לכּהַ וֹרוּבּדִוְ וֹמוּקוְ וֹתּבְשִׁ היֶהְיִוְ ,דבַלְבִּ אוּה ךְוּרבָּ םשֵּׁהַ תאֶ
 םאִ ןשֵׁיָ אוּהשֶׁ העָשָׁבְּ וּלּפִאֲוַ ]ג הכלה[ ... רבָדָּהַ הזֶ תמַּעֻלְ
 אֹלּשֶׁ ידֵכְּ וֹפוּגּ חַוּניָוְ וילָעָ וֹתּעְדַּ חַוּנתָּשֶׁ ידֵכְּ תעַדַלְ ןשֵׁיָ
 וֹלּשֶׁ הנָשֵׁ תאצֵמְנִ ,הלֶוֹח אוּהוְ ׳ה תאֶ דֹבעֲלַ לכַוּי אֹלוְ הלֶחֱיֶ
 וּרמְאָוְ םימִכָחֲ וּוּצִ הזֶ ןיָנְעִ לעַוְ .אוּה ךְוּרבָּ םוֹקמָּלַ הדָוֹבעֲ
 אוּהוְ .״םיִמַשָׁ םשֵׁלְ וּיהְיִ ךָישֶׂעֲמַ לכָוְ״ )בי ב תובא הנשמ(
 וּהעֵדָ ךָיכֶרָדְּ לכָבְּ״ )ו ג ילשמ( וֹתמָכְחָבְּ המֹלֹשְׁ רמַאָשֶׁ
 :״ךָיתֶֹחרְאֹ רשֵּׁיַיְ אוּהוְ

 
8. Berakhot 28b 

Upon his exit, what did he say? I give thanks before You, 
Lord my God, that You have placed my lot among those 
who sit in the study hall, and that you have not given me 
my portion among those who sit idly on street corners. I 
rise early, and they rise early. I rise early to pursue matters 
of Torah, and they rise early to pursue frivolous matters. I 
toil and they toil. I toil and receive a reward, and they toil 
and do not receive a reward. I run and they run. I run to 
the life of the World-to-Come and they run to the pit of 
destruction. 
 

 ב דומע חכ ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .8 

 תָּמְשַּׂשֶׁ יהַלֹאֱ ׳ה ךָינֶפָלְ ינִאֲ הדֶוֹמ״ ?רמֵוֹא וּהמַ וֹתאָיצִיבִּ
 .תוֹנרָקְ יבֵשְׁוֹיּמִ יקִלְחֶ תָּמְשַׂ אֹלוְ שׁרָדְמִּהַ תיבֵּ יבֵשְׁוֹיּמִ יקִלְחֶ
 ,הרָוֹת ירֵבְדִלְ םיכִּשְׁמַ ינִאֲ .םימִיכִּשְׁמַ םהֵוְ ,םיכִּשְׁמַ ינִאֲשֶׁ
 ינִאֲ .םילִמֵעֲ םהֵוְ למֵעָ ינִאֲ .םילִטֵבְּ םירִבָדְלִ םימִיכִּשְׁמַ םהֵוְ
 ינִאֲ .רכָשָׂ םילִבְּקַמְ םנָיאֵוְ םילִמֵעֲ םהֵוְ ,רכָשָׂ לבֵּקַמְוּ למֵעָ
 ראֵבְלִ םיצִרָ םהֵוְ אבָּהַ םלָוֹעהָ ייֵּחַלְ ץרָ ינִאֲ .םיצִרָ םהֵוְ ץרָ
 .״תחַשַׁ
 



9. Berakhot 17a 

The Sages of Yavneh were wont to say: I am God’s creature 
and my fellow is God’s creature. My work is in the city and 
his work is in the field. I rise early for my work and he rises 
early for his work. And just as he does not presume to per-
form my work, so I do not presume to perform his work. 
Lest you say: I [engage in Torah] a lot, while he only a little 
– it has been taught: whether one brings a substantial sac-
rifice or whether one brings a meager one, so long as his 
intention is to serve Heaven, they are equal. 
 

 א דומע זי ףד תוכרב תכסמ ילבב דומלת .9 

 .היָּרִבְּ ירִבֵחֲוַ ,היָּרִבְּ ינִאֲ״ :הנֶבְיַדְּ ןנַבָּרַדְּ וּהייְמַּוּפבְּ אלָגְּרְמַ
 םיכִּשְׁמַ ינִאֲ .הדֶשָּׂבַּ וֹתּכְאלַמְ אוּהוְ ריעִבָּ יתִּכְאלַמְ ינִאֲ
 וֹניאֵ אוּהשֶׁ םשֵׁכְּ .וֹתּכְאלַמְלִ םיכִּשְׁמַ אוּהוְ ,יתִּכְאלַמְלִ
 אמָּשֶׁוְ .וֹתּכְאלַמְבִּ רדֵּגַּתְמִ ינִיאֵ ינִאֲ ךְכָּ ,יתִּכְאלַמְבִּ רדֵּגַּתְמִ
 הבֶּרְמַּהַ דחָאֶ :וּנינִשָׁ — טיעִמְמַ אוּהוְ ,הבֶּרְמַ ינִאֲ :רמַאֹתּ
 .״םיִמַשָּׁלַ וֹבּלִ ןיוֵּכַיְּשֶׁ דבַלְבִוּ טיעִמְמַּהַ דחָאֶוְ
 

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

The gemara (e.g. Berakhot 28b) speaks of yoshevei beit hamidrash and of yoshevei keranot, those who dwell in the beit 
midrash and those who dwell at street-corners. What is a yoshev keranot? Someone who hangs around the candy store, 
the pub, or whatever the current equivalent may be. He is defined by merely hanging around, by being a loafer. It is 
possible for a person to be seated in the beit ha-midrash as a yoshev keren, and it is possible for a person working in a 
store to be the equivalent, in a sense, of a yoshev beit ha-midrash. 
 
11. Rabbi Jeremy Wieder, Academic Talmud in the Bet Midrash (jewishideas.org) 

But sometimes, lack of appreciation of realia stems from being unaware of how different their world was from ours. Takes 
for example the practice of vatikin, those who begin shaharit at sunrise, of which the Talmud speaks glowingly. Most 
contemporary students of Talmud assume that the greatness of those who pray with the sunrise is the fact that they 
awaken so early in the day. However, such an interpretation is almost certainly incorrect. In the preindustrial world, 
people generally went to bed shortly after dark and usually woke up well before sunrise. Most people were already at 
work in the fields by the time the sun rose. (In light of this point we understand the Mishnah in Berakhot [2:4] that speak 
of workers reading the Shema and praying while up on a scaffold or in a tree.) If anything, the greatness of those who 
prayed with the sunrise was that they delayed going to work until they could say the Shema and pray at the ideal time. 
Alternatively, one might consider the greatness of vatikin as having the good fortune to be able to time one’s Shema to 
come out at sunrise—recall that they had no means of telling time the way we do today as there were no watches or 
clocks. 
 
   

   

   

 


