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Walk Behind Me                         Rabbi Naftali Reich (Torah.org)

How far back is “behind”? In Hebrew, there are diɤerent words 
for “behind” that address this question. The word achar indicates 
a short distance behind, while the word acharei indicates a long 
distance behind.
If the Almighty invites us to walk “behind” him, it would seem to 
be a positive thing, an expression of divine favor drawing us near 
into a close relationship with Him. If so, He would want us to walk 
close behind Him, so to speak. Strangely, however, when Moses 
exhorts the Jewish people to walk “behind the Lord,” he uses the 
word acharei, which means far behind. How do we account for this 
anomaly?
The commentators explain that Moses actually intended the word 
acharei to be a source of hope and encouragement for the Jewish 
people. Sometimes, a person may become so wrapped up in his 
own little world that he loses sight of the big picture. Instead of 
making good use of his youth, health and vigor to grow in a spiritual 
sense and come close to the Almighty, he focuses primarily on 
material acquisitions and status symbols.
The years ɨy by. One day, he takes stock of his life and comes to 
the shocking realization that he has frittered away his best and 
most vigorous years on matters of little consequence. He suddenly 
perceives how far he has drifted away from the Almighty, and he 
is discouraged. Where can he begin? How can he ever make up 
all that ground he has lost? How can he ever hope to achieve the 
closeness with the Almighty that derives from lifetime of spiritual 
exertions.
Do not be discouraged, says Moses. Walk behind the Lord even if it 
is acharei, even if following behind from a very great distance. The 
Almighty values highly a “walking behind” motivated by a desperate 
awareness of the gulf that needs to be traversed. Take one step at 
a time. One step will lead to the next and bring you ever closer. Do 
not lose hope.
A king was seeking a suitable husband for his daughter. He wanted 
a man of stout heart and strong character, and he devised a 
contest to ɧnd such a man. He placed a long ladder, whose rungs 
were slippery and rickety, against an extremely high wall. The ladder 
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reached to the roof.
“The ɧrst young man that reaches the roof,” declared the king, “will 
have won the hand of the royal princess in marriage. But anyone 
who attempts the climb and fails will be sent to the dungeon.”
A few athletic young men, experienced mountain climbers, rose to 
challenge, but when they were no more than halfway up the ladder 
they could no longer maintain their grip on the slippery and unstable 
rungs. They fell to the ground and were immediately dragɛed oɤ to 
the dungeon for wasting the king’s time. Witnessing their failure, no 
other young men dared make the attempt.
Presently, one fellow steeped forward and oɤered to make the 
climb. Halfway up, he too began to lose his grip. He looked up at the 
long distance remaining and could not imagine how he would ever 
reach the top, but he refused to give up. Tenaciously, he continued 
to climb, hand over hand, rung by painful rung. All of a sudden, he 
found himself on the roof. He had activated a hidden spring that 
catapulted him all the way to the top.
“You have won my daughter’s hand,” said the king. “But how did you 
know about the hidden spring?”
“I didn’t,” said the young man. “But I knew that the king’s oɤer was 
not frivolous. If the king laid down the challenge, it must be somehow 
possible to accomplish it. So I refused to give up, no matter what.”
In our own lives, we sometimes look at a distant spiritual goal and 
think it is way beyond our grasp, and so we become discouraged 
and give up. But we can never know how things will develop. If we 
keep trying tenaciously without becoming discouraged, it is always 
possible that the Almighty will send us unexpected break that will 
catapult us all the way to that elusive goal. Whether it is in prayer, 
study or some other spiritual endeavor, we may think we are on such 
an elementary level that there is no hope for us. Never give up hope. 
One day, everything may just fall into place so that we suddenly ɧnd 
ourselves making great strides we never thought possible. 

We Are His Children                  Rabbi  Yisroel Ciner (Torah.org)

This week’s parsha, R’ay, gives us a very clear glimpse of the attitude 
the Torah enjoins us to have towards death. “Bunim a’tem laHashem 
Elokaichem, lo tisgo’d’du… l’mais {You are sons of Hashem your G-d, 
do not gouge yourselves over a death} [14:1].” The custom of the 
Gentiles was to scratch and cut themselves in order to show and 
vent their agony over the death of a dear one. We are prohibited 
from acting in such a fashion. Why? Because we are sons of Hashem.
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What is the connection between our being the sons of Hashem and 
the prohibition of gouging ourselves over the death of someone we 
loved?
Of the diɤerent explanations of the many commentators, I ɧnd the 
Ohr HaChaim and the Chizkuni to be the most poignant.
The Ohr Hachaim explains that the Torah is teaching us that death 
is a loss to those that remain alive–not to the one that died. It can 
be compared to a person who sent his son to a faraway land in 
order to start a business there. The son settled in that place and 
over time became very close to many ɧne people there. After many 
years, the father summoned the son to return home and the son 
acceded to his wishes.
The son is not lost. Those who had grown to know and love him are 
no longer able to see him and to build the relationship further, but 
the son is not lost. On the contrary, the son is returning home to 
his father. The thought of those friends going ahead and gouging 
themselves over the agony of the son’s departure is preposterous. 
Sadness and a melancholy feeling of detachment are in order. 
Gouging is deɧnitely out!
“Bunim a’tem laHashem Elokaichem, {You are sons of Hashem your 
G-d}.” At ‘death,’ the person is simply returning to the Father. The 
duration of that person’s visit to this transient world has come to 
a close. The time has come for the return trip–to return home. 
Therefore, “Lo tisgo’d’du… l’mais {do not gouge yourselves over a 
death}.” Reacting in such a way really contradicts our beliefs.
The Chizkuni explains that the basis for the command not to 
gouge ourselves is that we are the sons of Hashem–we are mere 
children. Do we have an understanding of why we live and why we 
die? Can we fathom the Divine decisions which determine these 
occurrences? A child does not comprehend the decisions that a 
mature father makes–we too are children. “Lo tisgo’d’du {do not 
gouge yourselves}.”
These concepts are illustrated by R’ Yom Tov Ehrlich’s powerful 
story, based on the writings of Rav Chaim Vital, the primary student 
of the great Kabbalist, the Ariza”l.
Yosef, who had recently married, walked back from shul with his 
youngest brother, Dovid, to wish their mother a good Shabbos. In 
the house all was ready for Shabbos–the table was set and the 
candles glowed brightly. However, the empty seat at the head of 
the table upset the tranquillity. Their father had died two years 
earlier and their mother had not found peace since then.
The smile she tried to force as she wished her sons a Good 
Shabbos couldn’t hide her tears. “Mommy, it’s Shabbos, we’re not 
supposed to be sad,” Yosef said gently.
“But it was exactly two years ago today that your father died, how 
can’t I cry?” she replied.
“That explains this Shabbos but not last week and two weeks 
ago. Father is now in Gan Eden and your tears must be upsetting 
him. They also show Hashem that you’re not willing to accept His 
judgment. Mommy, please forgive me for speaking this way,” Yosef 
apologized.
“You are right, I know that everyone wants me to be happy again–I 
will try my best,” she promised.
Yosef left to go to his house and Dovid made the Kiddush on the 
wine. A calm serenity seemed to envelope the seuda and the 
entire house. As she went to sleep, the mother felt an internal 
peacefulness that she hadn’t felt since her husband’s death. She 
began to think that she’s not alone. Others have gone through it 
and made it and so could she.
As she drifted oɤ to sleep she dreamt that people were running and 
she began to run with them. They ran through a dark forest until, 
with a burst of light, the forest ended. The bright sun glimmered 
oɤ a sparkling blue stream, running through a garden ɧlled with 
beautiful ɨowers. Suddenly, a white-bearded Jew wearing a long 
white garment appeared and gently asked her if she’d like to 
see her husband. With her heart pounding she followed him to 
a tree full of beautiful ripe fruit, overlooking a spacious clearing 
surrounded by a golden fence. There were colorfully dressed Jews 

sitting in rows learning Torah from a young man.
The class ɧnished and she saw the teacher approaching them. 
When she saw that it was her husband, she nearly fainted and 
leaned against the tree. When she regained her composure she 
cried out, “Why did you leave me at such a young age?”
“Please understand that the world in which you live is a world of 
exile,” he explained serenely. “People are sent there to complete 
speciɧc tasks or to rectify earlier transgressions. This is the true 
world. Before you ever knew me I was a Torah scholar and perfectly 
righteous. My only fault was I was unwilling to marry and bring 
children to the world because it would have disturbed my studies.
“When I left the world I began to ascend to ever higher levels but 
at a certain point I couldn’t ascend any higher because I had never 
married and had never had children. I was sent back to the lower 
world to marry and have children. I married you and when our 
seventh child was born, I was called to return to Gan Eden. Great is 
your merit that I was your husband. When the right time will come, 
we will again live together in this world in delight.”
“Why doesn’t our Yosef prosper in his business aɤairs?” she 
continued to question.
“I’m sure you remember the litigation that Yosef had with another 
Jew,” her husband responded. “He was legally correct but was guilty 
of causing the other person great pain. He faced a harsh sentence 
but I prayed on his behalf that he be given only four hard years. In 
just one more year, that period will end and he will prosper.”
“And what about our Dovid? Not a single shidduch has been oɤered 
and I have no money to make a wedding.”
He smiled and explained: “Dovid’s wife was late in coming–she’s 
now only thirteen years old. In ɧve years they will move to your 
city, she’ll get engaged to Dovid and they will ɧnance the entire 
wedding.”
In a pained voice she asked, “And why was our three year old son 
killed by a drunk?”
“Follow me,” her husband answered with a smile. They began to 
walk to a light-ɧlled garden. Brilliant beams of multi-colored light 
shone from above while beautiful songbirds ɨew from tree to tree 
singing the praises of Hashem. Suddenly she saw leaping circles 
of ɧre positioning themselves near her in column-like formation 
followed by small angels who also settled near her. She felt her soul 
slipping away and her husband quickly placed a ɨower near her 
nose to revive her. A canopy made of sparkling stones appeared 
before her and under the canopy stood a small angelic form that 
she recognized as her son.
“Why did you leave me when you were so young?” she asked.
“Everything is done according to Hashem’s plan,” he answered. “I 
had been in the world once before and during one of the wild 
attacks against my town, gentiles had murdered my entire family. 
I, at the age of six months was the only survivor. A kindly gentile 
woman took me into her home and raised me until I was redeemed 
by Jews. They taught me Torah until I became a great scholar. When 
I left that world I was received here with great joy. I reached a point 
where I couldn’t rise higher because I was nursed by a non-Jewish 
woman. It was decreed that I be born again to a Jewish mother 
and live those early years in purity. After three years there was no 
reason for me to remain in that lowly world so I was returned to 
here. You have a great merit that you helped me to reach this next 
level.” The child laughed softly and disappeared from view.
Her husband continued: “You now see that there is an answer to all 
of your questions. Hashem does no evil.” He escorted her back to 
the tree where he had met her. “It is very good here but I can’t bear 
to see your suɤering. You will do me a great favor by living happily. 
A shidduch has been proposed for you. Please accept it.”
With that he vanished and the old man led her back through the 
forest.
She awoke a diɤerent person, soon remarried and lived a life of 
contentment.
“Bunim a’tem laHashem Elokaichem”–we are His children.


