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ACHAREI MOS
LIFE FORCE

The concluding section of parashas Acharei Mos speaks about 
forbidden interpersonal relationships. The introductory verses of 
this final segment of the parashah warn us not to imitate the 
degenerate cultural practices of Egypt and Canaan. Just before 
the text provides 25 detailed pesukim (verses) about forbidden 
relationships, we read two pesukim whose general terminology 
requires explanation:

Es mishpatai ta’asu (Carry out My laws), ve’es chukosai tishmeru (and 
safeguard my decrees), lalaches bahem (to follow them); ani Hashem 
Elokeichem (I am Hashem Your G-d).
Ushmartem es chukosai (You shall observe My decrees), ve’es 
mishpatai (and My laws), asher ya’aseh osam ha’adam (which man 
shall carry out) vachai bahem, (and by which he shall live); ani 
Hashem (I am Hashem).232

Notice that both verses mention two categories of Jewish law: 
mishpatim (laws) and chukim (decrees). Additionally, they both 
contain a double imperative: shemirah (safeguarding; observance) 
and asiyah (carrying out) in relation to both kinds of mitzvos. The 
key differentiation between these pesukim lies in two phrases: 
The first pasuk speaks of lalaches bahem (to follow them; lit. to walk 
in them), and the second speaks of vachai bahem (and by which he 
shall live), Rashi equates the word lalaches – the walking – in this 
verse to the obligation of regular Torah study; this is similar to his 
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commentary on the verse “Im bechukosai teileichu (if you walk in my 
statutes).”233 But what is meant by vachai bahem? 

In this chapter, we will examine different commentators’ 
interpretations of this mysterious phrase, vachai bahem. What is the 
relevant message in this verse for us? What practical advice can we 
glean from here? Ultimately, we will reconcile seemingly different 
approaches of our Sages and discover how they are actually 
interconnected.

Live and Not Die
While some commentators connect the phrase “vachai bahem” 

to the category of mishpatim alone, other interpretations extend 
vachai bahem to refer to mitzvos in general. In fact, from this very 
verse, our Sages extrapolate guidelines regarding martyrdom. A 
Jew is permitted to sacrifice his life only in rare cases; specific 
scenarios involving chillul Hashem, namely the three cardinal sins 
(idolatry, murder and illicit relations). All other mitzvos (not just 
civil laws) are waived in situations when a person’s life is 
endangered. The Gemara provides234 proof for this ruling with 
our pasuk, arguing that the Torah wants a Jew to “chai bahem” – 
live by them and not to die by them. In most circumstances, then, 
the need to preserve life supersedes mitzvah performance. 

Surprisingly, other commentators support a completely different 
view of this verse. Targum Onkelos translates “vachai bahem” as “and 
thereby live forever,” implying an eternal life that results from 
performing mitzvos. Rashi agrees235 that this verse refers to Olam 
Haba (the World to Come);236 he emphasizes that vachai bahem could 

233 See chapter on Bechukosai.
234 Sanhedrin 74a.
235 Rashi’s Commentary on Vayikra 18:5.
236 Onkelos on Vayikra 18:5.
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not mean physical life, since even a faithful observer of these mitzvos 
will eventually die. Rabbi Yosef Albo also argues237 that this 
expression is referring to Olam Haba, because we know that those 
who keep the Torah do not necessarily live longer than others. 
According to these opinions, vachai bahem means eternal, spiritual life.

How can we reconcile these seemingly opposing views? 
The gemara cited above describes the concept of piku’ach nefesh, 
transgressing a mitzvah for the sake of preserving a life. At 
first glance, our Sages seem to state that temporal life is a higher 
value than the fulfillment of mitzvos. Rabbi Frand calls238 this a 
misinterpretation: Can life be defined as precious if it is devoid 
of mitzvos? Consider a similar passage in the Gemara that mentions 
the idea of piku’ach nefesh with regard to being mechalel Shabbos 
(desecrating Shabbos):

From where do we learn that the preservation of life overrides 
the laws of Shabbos? Vachai bahem – and he should live in them 
but not die by them… desecrate Shabbos for him once in order 
that he should observe Shabbos many times. 239

In this text, our Sages reveal the reason why the person’s life 
prevails over Shabbos mitzvos. We break Shabbos laws to enable him 
to keep mitzvos in the future.

Our Sages teach us what makes a person’s life valuable: his 
ability to perform mitzvos. The Torah describes the newly-created 
human form as “nefesh chayah (living soul).”240 A person’s state of 
living differs from that of an animal; our physical existence 
presupposes the potential for intellectual perfection.241 The 
Jewish soul is born to serve Hashem. Vachai bahem therefore 
implies that a human being fulfills his purpose in life through the 
adherence to mitzvos. Therefore, the Rambam suggests242 that 

237 Sefer Ha’Ikarim 4:1.
238 Rabbi Frand on the Parashah, p. 172.
239 Yoma 85a-85b.
240 Bereishis 2:7.
241 The Netziv, Ha’amek Davar on Bereishis 2:7.
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those who do not fulfill their inborn mission through mitzvos are 
not really alive. He quotes our Sages, who state, “The wicked… 
even in their lifetime are considered ‘dead’.” 243

Rabbi Daniel Ochayon relates244 that before the Gra passed 
away, he stated his preference to live just one more hour in this 
world, even at the expense of Olam Haba. Rabbi Ochayon explains 
this statement as meaning that the sweetness and goodness of 
doing retzon Hashem (G-d’s Will) in this world is invaluable and 
makes it worth being alive. He interprets vachai bahem as follows: 
Performing mitzvos the way Hashem intended is what gives us life. 
Mitzvos are the reason we are alive.

What Gives You Life?
It is clear that this verse is not referring to physical life, since 

life has little value without a Divine mission. Perhaps vachai bahem 
means even more than mitzvos giving your physical life a spiritual 
purpose. The Gerrer Rebbe delves245 deeper, stating that a 
person should “live by the mitzvos.” The verb “vachai” is 
understood as 
a transitive verb (“he shall give life,”) instead of intransitive verb 
(“he shall live”).246 Vachai bahem means that we get our chiyus – 
our life-force – from the performance of mitzvos. Our zest for life 
should stem from the prospect of being able to do Hashem’s will.

Hashem intended for us to feel a certain enjoyment in the 
performance of mitzvos;247 this spiritual pleasure should be so 
intense that we should seek it out continually. When our life 
course is driven by the joy of doing Hashem’s will, this is vachai 
bahem. Rabbi Refael Blum references248 many cases in the Gemara 

242 Rambam, Hilchos Rotze’ach uShemiras Hanefesh, 7:1.
243 Berachos 18a.
244 Rabbi Daniel Ochayon, Ohr Daniel, p. 254.
245 As quoted in Rabbi Frand on the Parashah, p. 171.
246 Sefas Emes on Vayikra 18:5.
247 Rabbi Refael Blum, Tal HaShamayim, page 254.
248 Rabbi Dov Zev Weinberger, Shemen HaTov p. 143.
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in which an individual recites a particular prayer a certain number 
of times and is granted entry into Olam Haba. A closer reading 
of these passages reveals that the person is actually labeled a 
“ben Olam Haba.” 

Rabbi Dov Zev Weinberger explains that a ben Olam Haba 
does not imply automatic placement in Olam Haba, rather the title 
ben Olam Haba means he has an Olam Haba perspective on life. All 
of his chiyus, every decision he makes, stems from his performance 
of mitzvos. He lives through his mitzvos, thereby living in Olam Haba 
right here in this physical present world. This idea is the beginning 
of the reconciliation between the opinion of the Gemara and that 
of Rashi and Onkelos: life is precious because its purpose is to 
perform mitzvos, and to live with an Olam Haba outlook.

At this point we need to step back and ask ourselves a 
fundamental question: What gives us chiyus? What fuels us in life? 
In all honesty, what do we seek more – the opportunity to do a 
mitzvah or our own personal pleasure? Is the opportunity to do 
a mitzvah our biggest pleasure? In which endeavors do we invest 
the most time, effort and resources?

A former talmid of Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner once wrote him a 
letter, soliciting advice for how to be Torah-true while maintaining 
a career.249 The student described his struggle as “living a double 
life.” The Rav’s reply challenged the idea that a Torah Jew with a 
professional career lives a double life. He offered the following 
two scenarios: 1) Shimon rents both a house and an apartment in 
the same town. Sometimes he stays in the house, and sometimes 
he stays in the apartment. 2) Levi owns a house with two rooms. 
Shimon resides in two different places: his life can be called a 
double life. Levi has one home and is not living a double life. He 
is living a broad life. 

Concludes Rav Hutner: “You can be a good Torah Jew and 
still have a secular career, without living a double life. You can 
have a house with many rooms.”250

249 Rabbi Yissochar Frand, Listen to Your Messages, p. 206.
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This mashal helps us in our honest self-analysis. In which room 
of our lives do we spend most of our time? Rabbi Frand 
expands251 this analogy, challenging us to compare the different 
rooms in the “houses” of our lives. Which one is lavishly decorated 
and which one is bare? Do we give more time and effort to one 
room over 
the other? Which room is our primary residence? Where does the 
phrase “vachai bahem” truly apply, that is, in which room do we 
really live?

The comparison between these two metaphorical rooms is 
echoed in the Torah’s description of our Immahos Rachel and 
Leah. The Torah states,252 “vaye’ehav gam es Rachel miLeah (and 
[Yaakov] loved Rachel more than Leah).” The next verse then 
states,253 “Vayar Hashem ki senuah Leah (and Hashem saw that 
Leah was hated).” How could it be that a tzaddik like Yaakov 
Avinu actually hated his first wife? The Ramban cites the following 
opinion of the Radak:254 Yaakov certainly did not hate Leah. If a 
person has two wives and one wife is beloved, then by default the 
other wife is considered hated in comparison to the beloved. 
Rabbi Shimon Schwab observes255 from this pasuk that in a love 
relationship such as marriage, the spouse must be the focus of 
undivided devotion and love. Anything less is synonymous to 
hate. 

250 ibid.
251 ibid.
252 Bereishis 29:30.

253 Bereishis 29:31.
254 Ramban, Commentary on Bereishis 29:31.
255 As quoted in Listen to Your Messages, p. 207
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Our relationship with Hashem is compared to marriage: Is 
our love for Him paramount to all other priorities? In our lives, 
who is beloved and who is by default hated?

An inspiring story was told of a woman who was an avid 
smoker. Her addiction was so intense, that every week she longed 
for Shabbos to end, so she could finally have a smoke. One day she 
realized that when she gets to heaven, they will ask her, “What 
was more important to you: Shabbos or your cigarettes?” In that 
watershed moment, she compared her two “rooms,” her two 
“wives.” Which did she savor more: the fleeting physical pleasures 
of smoking or the eternal spiritual pleasures of Shabbos? Which 
was beloved and which was hated? That day she quit smoking.

Lively or Lifeless?
The deeper meaning of vachai bahem is clear: Our life-force 

should be the performance of mitzvos. Torah and mitzvos are our 
top priority and Hashem is more beloved to us than all other 
aspects of our lives. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev 
provides256 
a litmus test of our avodas Hashem, of whether we are serving G-d 
in a way that pleases Him: Is our heart on fire, burning with a 
desire to serve Hashem? Do we always long to catch just one 
more mitzvah?

Why do we not run with alacrity toward mitzvah opportunities? 
Rabbi Yaakov Hillel notes257 that we do not relate to mitzvos 
according to their true worth. Unfortunately, material profit is 
valued more highly than spiritual gains. We run to catch a bargain in 
the store, but dawdle in our mitzvos. We forget about the spiritual 
millions and success guaranteed by the fulfillment of mitzvos.

The cure for this epidemic is in the above words of the 
Kedushas HaLevi: a burning heart – enthusiasm. Our avodas Hashem 
is designed to be a lively endeavor, full of fervor and excitement. 

256 As quoted in Rabbi Eliyahu Chaim Cohen, Otzros HaTorah, p. 214.
257 Rabbi Yaakov Hillel, Ascending the Path, Volume 3, p. 95.
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In the words of the Gerrer Rebbe,258 vachai bahem implies that we 
cannot perform mitzvos apathetically. The Shelah explains259 that 
vachai bahem commands us to do good deeds with life, energy and 
zest. Fulfilling mitzvos with passion makes your whole being come 
alive. One who fulfills obligations as if they were a burden (or dry 
routine!) cannot compare to one who does so with joy. The latter 
grows ever stronger in avodas Hashem and inspires others to follow 
his ways. 

Practically speaking, this level of consistent fervor is difficult to 
achieve. Being Torah-observant binds us to a specific structured 
system. The same prayers are recited daily, weekly, and monthly. 
The same holidays are observed yearly. The repetition is particularly 
poignant during the time of Sefiras Ha’Omer (counting the 49 days 
between Pesach and Shavuos); we perform the same counting ritual 
every single day for seven weeks. This could breed monotony. How 
can we perform these mitzvos with enthusiasm?

Rabbi Hillel walks260 us through the 5 levels of a mitzvah 
according to the mekubalim (mystics). Let us walk with him, and 
find practical advice along the way.

The first level of a mitzvah is ma’aseh: the physical action. Rabbi 
Hillel advises us to use our actions for our benefit and to fight our 
apathy. Man is in greater control of his external movements than of 
his internal feelings. He can use this ability that is at his disposal, 
and his actions will ultimately influence his emotions. Mesillas 
Yesharim advises261 us to act outwardly as if we are enthusiastic so 
that our behavior will ultimately affect us internally.

It might seem dishonest to pretend we are excited about 
something. Consider the following pasuk: “And we will know, we 
will run to know Hashem.”262 According to Rabbi Hillel, this 

258 As quoted in the Artscroll Chumash, p. 650.
259 As quoted by Rabbi Zelig Pliskin in Growth Through Torah, p. 271.

260 Ascending the Path, Volume 3, p. 96.
261 As quoted by Rabbi Zelig Pliskin in Growth Through Torah, p. 271.
262 Hoshea 6:3.
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verse illustrates how, in order to get close to Hashem, we need to 
show that we want to do so. When we express that we value 
mitzvos in a physical way – for instance, by running – we ignite our 
inner selves as well. The next time a mitzvah comes our way, 
through a phone call or a knock at the door, run after it! Would 
you leave 
a $100 bill on the ground while you walk by? Grab it quickly! Do 
not let the mitzvah go; do not give it to someone else. Pursuing and 
carrying out mitzvos with enthusiasm instills a greater awareness 
that mitzvos are our mission; the reason we are alive. 

The second level of a mitzvah is dibbur hamitzvah: speech 
involved with the mitzvah. One element of this is the study of 
halachos applicable to a mitzvah, which ideally takes place before 
carrying out the action. Rabbi Hillel offers an insight of the 
mekubalim that dibbur hamitzvah includes reciting the relevant 
pesukim in the Torah about the mitzvah. We engage the intellect in 
the mitzvah. An example of this concept is the special tefillah many 
people recite before Sefiras Ha’Omer; it includes the specific pasuk 
in the Torah regarding the mitzvah. Pronouncing the verses that 
mention a particular mitzvah attaches another element – that of 
Torah learning – to the mitzvah itself. 

The third level is kavannas hamitzvah: the intent. Before we do 
a mitzvah, it is imperative that we consciously remember why we 
are doing it and to analyze our true motives. Is it to gain social 
acceptance? Is it to fulfill an obligation? Is it to quiet our nagging 
conscience? Is it to feel good about ourselves? No! It should be 
done to carry out the Will of Hashem. We must initiate a mitzvah 
with this awareness. The unfortunate reality is that we often lose 
this awareness and simply go through the motions. This is not 
purposeful behavior; we sincerely want to achieve greatness, yet 
we fail time and time again. How do we avoid this pitfall? Practical 
advice offered by Rabbi Pincus can be summed up in one word: 
hachanah – preparation.263
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Suppose you were about to participate in an important 
business meeting: Would you not prepare in advance? The more 
important something is to a person, the more effort he puts into 
preparing for it. Rabbi Pincus explains that our generation “falls 
into its mitzvos.” For example, a woman is in the middle of cleaning 
up after dinner and she suddenly notices the sun is setting. She 
suddenly realizes, “Oh! I forgot to daven minchah!” She quickly grabs 
a siddur: “Ashrei yoshvei veisecha…” Erev Shabbos is another example. 
She is rushing around, putting food onto the blech, and she quickly 
lights Shabbos candles as the siren is blowing. 

This action is not running to do a mitzvah. This action is 
running into a mitzvah: No preparation and no time to remember 
what a person is doing or why. Kavannas hamitzvah means pausing 
to remember that in performing this mitzvah one is fulfilling 
Hashem’s command. Many even take time to say, “Hineni muchan 
umezuman… Behold I am ready and prepared.”

The fourth level is machshavas hamitzvah: the thought involved. 
It is important to clarify the difference between thought and 
intention. Kavannah is involved before the mitzvah is performed, 
while machshavah is involved both before and during the execution 
of the mitzvah. Machshavas hamitzvah includes two interrelated 
factors: 1) focus and 2) positive mental associations. It means 
thinking only about the mitzvah, and excluding all other machshavos. 
Keeping your mind concentrated on the task elevates the mitzvah 
from an empty movement of the body to a meaningful engagement 
of the mind.

The brain works at a furious pace, thoughts entering from 
every direction. How difficult it is to keep our minds focused! 

263 Rabbi Shimshon Dovid Pincus, Sichos, Succos, p. 192.
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One way to promote concentration is to foster a deeper awareness 
of the significance of the mitzvah and what it accomplishes. Sefer 
HaChinuch explains that all the mitzvos of the Torah have 
underlying reasons; for example, some mitzvos are designed to 
arouse particular emotions while others are meant to nurture 
particular relationships. While our limited human intellect cannot 
understand Hashem’s ways, we can study the reasons for mitzvos 
offered by our Sages; this endeavor enables us to further imbue 
our actions with meaning.

Rabbi Pincus emphasizes264 the importance of remembering 
the following abstract concept: The moment that an individual 
thinks about Hashem, He is with the person. Once we become 
distracted, for example, when we ponder what we will be making 
for dinner, we are no longer connected at this level of intensity with 
Hashem. It is a motivating idea: keeping our thoughts focused 
exclusively on retzon Hashem actually keeps Hashem with us!

According to Rav Chaim of Volozhin,265 each mitzvah has 
within it certain spiritual energies that purify us in particular 
ways.266 They are the conduit through which we attain kedushah – 
we say about them: “asher kidshanu bemitzvosav (Who sanctified us 
through His commandments).”267 It is challenging to realize how 
powerfully the mitzvos impact our souls, because the concept 
seems so esoteric. However, if we remain cognizant of this higher 
reality, it will help us stay focused on the mitzvah, at least on the 
intellectual level.

264 Rabbi Shimshon Pincus, Tiferes Shimshon, p. 172.
265 Nefesh HaChaim 1:6 as quoted in Yalkut Lekach Tov, p. 147.
266 Tiferes Shimshon, p. 172.
267 Before the performance of many mitzvos, we recite the blessing that 
includes these words.
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The final level of a mitzvah is simchas hamitzvah: the joy of a 
mitzvah. One who perceives his avodas Hashem as a burden will perform 
his mitzvos perfunctorily or, even worse, begrudgingly. Fulfilling 
Hashem’s will, which is our life purpose, should be cause for elation 
and unprecedented satisfaction. As mentioned above, joyful and 
enthusiastic performance of mitzvos is the ideal fulfillment of the 
Divine wish.

Two Worlds – This and the Next
Rabbi Ochayon quotes268 the Ohr HaChaim as follows: One 

who performs a mitzvah out of love for Hashem has pleasure in 
both this world and the world to come. Is spiritual enjoyment 
in this world and eternal bliss in the next world two separate 
experiences? Our Rabbis explain how they are intimately 
connected. They state in Pirkei Avos,269 “This world is like an 
antechamber before the World to Come. Prepare yourself in the 
antechamber, so that you may enter the banquet hall.” Rabbi 
Ochayon elaborates270 that we cannot bask in the presence of G-
d in Olam Haba without adequate preparation in this world. Vachai 
bahem is fulfilling our life purpose through mitzvos; this is the 
kedushah training in this world that prepares our souls to live 
forever in the next.

Furthermore, how we fulfill vachai bahem right now determines 
how we will chai bahem in the future. The Rebbe of Karlin once 
described271 the future of a Jew who fulfills every mitzvah of the 
Torah but does not feel the enjoyment of Shabbos. This Jew 

268 Ohr Daniel, p. 259.
269 Pirkei Avos 4:16.
270 Ohr Daniel, p. 259.
271 As quoted in Nesivos Shalom on Vayikra, p. 82.
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certainly earns his portion of Olam Haba, but sits in Gan Eden like 
a lifeless statue. The Slonimer Rebbe explains that a soul that does 
not enjoy mitzvos in this life will not enjoy eternal life. The pleasure 
we will experience in the future is proportional to the excitement 
and joy we channel into our avodas Hashem in the here and now. 
The chiyus we put into and get out of our mitzvos shapes our 
capacity to perceive kedushah in the future. If our mitzvos are 
lifeless, boring and stale, so will our experience in Gan Eden. This 
is what the Gemara means: vachai bahem, live by them and do not 
die by them, both in this world and in the next.

Let our chiyus come from avodas Hashem, learning Torah and 
acts of chessed. May we have the strength to fulfill mitzvos on every 
level, in the ultimate way, and approach them with proper 
hachanah. In this way our avodas Hashem in this world will be the 
ultimate hachanah so that we may truly chai bahem – and bask in 
Hashem’s presence in Olam Haba.


