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KEDOSHIM
RISING TO THE OCCASION

Parashas Kedoshim opens with Hashem’s mission for the Jewish 
people: “Kedoshim tihyu (be holy).” The parashah provides guidelines 
for how to do just that – how to be holy. The lengthy list of 
mitzvos that follows can be divided into two general categories: 
laws prohibiting various forms of idolatry and laws regulating 
interpersonal relationships. 

In the latter category, a mitzvah is given regarding how to treat 
the elderly and the scholarly. “Mipnei seivah takum (in the presence 
of an old person shall you rise), vehadarta penei zaken (and you shall 
honor the presence of a sage), veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you shall 
revere your G-d), ani Hashem (I am Hashem).”272

Note that two categories of people are mentioned side by 
side: the aged and the learned. The halachah follows the opinion 
that the verse has two distinct parts and as a result, two separate 
mitzvos. This translates into an obligation to stand before an old 
person, regardless of his level of Torah learning. Similarly, it is 
a mitzvah to stand for even a young talmid chacham (outstanding 
Torah scholar). This verse teaches that both being elderly and 
being learned are qualities deserving of honor.

Let us first give a brief overview of the general parameters of 
this mitzvah. The mitzvas aseh (positive commandment) to stand 
applies when one is within four ammos (cubits: about 50 cm each, so 
four ammos are about two meters) of an elderly person or a Torah 

272 Vayikra 19:32.
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scholar. There are very few factors that exempt one from this mitzvah. 
The obligation is not dependent on a personal connection to the 
individual. For example, one must stand before an elderly person 
even if he is not a relative. So too, one rises before a Torah scholar 
who is not one’s teacher or whom one has never met.

One’s own elevated personal status does not absolve one from 
the obligation: Two scholars rise to give each other respect, and a 
scholar must acknowledge an elderly person. This mitzvah is incumbent 
upon a person even if it means interrupting his current activity, 
including being engaged in Torah learning or traveling. When riding on 
a bus, it is a mitzvas aseh, not just a general chessed, for a younger person 
to stand and give an elderly person his own seat. An important 
exception is that if one is working, one is forbidden to interrupt the 
work in order to stand, since this would be considered wasting time 
and stealing from the employer. Also important to note is that a Torah 
scholar should not seek kavod; he should purposely avoid walking in 
front of many people, so as not to obligate them in this mitzvah.

Now, let us begin to understand the meaning of this mitzvah in 
context. Our first question is “Why?” What is the purpose of 
standing for an old person or Torah scholar? Does it benefit the 
individual being honored or the person who stands? Our second 
question addresses the end of the verse: Veyareisa mei’Elokecha 
(and you shall revere your G-d). What does honoring another person 
have to do with yiras Shamayim (lit. fear of Heaven – reverence of 
Hashem)? 

Close to My Heart
Consider the following practical ramification of this mitzvah: 

When an individual sees an elderly person or Torah scholar 
approaching from the distance, he is forbidden to avert his eyes. 
Rashi states273 that one might think he could close his eyes as if 
he did not see, in order to avoid the obligation of standing when 

273 Rashi’s commentary on Vayikra 19:32.



110 TORAH TAPESTRIES

the old or learned person approaches. It is here that Rashi explains 
the reason why the verse concludes with the words “you shall 
revere your G-d.” These words are directed to the heart of the 
person who pretends not to see. 

An outside observer cannot discern if the individual really 
saw the elderly person approaching or not, and would not hold 
the individual accountable for not standing. Since no one else 
would know the difference, it is tempting and easy to violate this 
mitzvah. The transgression would be completely private and 
unknown. But Hashem knows the true intentions in the heart of a 
person. Veyareisa mei’Elokecha is stated because yiras Shamayim is the 
motivating factor for fulfilling this mitzvah properly.

What is yiras Shamayim? The precise meaning of the word 
“yirah” gets lost in the possible English translations: fear, awe, 
reverence. Yirah is some kind of awareness of G-d’s omnipotence 
that motivates an individual to comply with His command. 
Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe argues274 that there are some common 
misconceptions about yiras Shamayim. If the average person were 
asked to define it, he might suggest the following: Being meticulous 
about mitzvos observance, davening with intense kavannah or fearing 
Divine retribution for sinning. These phenomena are perhaps the 
outcome of yiras Shamayim, but not its definition. Rabbi Wolbe 
explains that authentic yiras Shamayim is much deeper; it resides in 
the deepest recesses of a person’s heart and mind.

Yiras Hashem is a very personal matter. A close reading of the 
verse hints to this: “And you shall revere your G-d”; the possessive 
form used in “your G-d” is singular. A person’s yiras Shamayim is a 
matter that lies exclusively between him and Hashem. It is about 
the close, personal relationship between an individual and G-d. 

Rabbi Wolbe elaborates that the use of the word “Elokecha” 
(your G-d, in the singular possessive form) indicates that one should 
personally accept Hashem’s kingship and authority. It is not a 
theoretical or abstract concept, rather something very real and 
concrete. That is why this same possessive form of the word is used 
in the Aseres Hadibros (the Ten Commandments): Anochi Hashem 

274 Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe, Alei Shur, p. 498.
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Elokecha. I am your personal G-d and our relationship is special. Rabbi Wolbe 
explains yiras Shamayim metaphorically: if the king turns personally to 
one member of his nation, it is impossible that that individual would 
not respond with awe and respect.

Rashi’s comment about the phrase “veyareisa mei’Elokecha” is 
not unique. Our verse is one of many places in the Torah in which 
a verse ends with the refrain “veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you shall 
revere your G-d).” Rabbi Wolbe remarks275 that on every one of 
the verses listed below, Rashi comments that the issue being dealt 
with is “davar hamasur lelibo (lit. a matter that is given over to his 
heart)”; in other words, when faced with the temptation to sin 
secretly, yiras Shamayim plays an important role in helping a person 
overcome it. Let us explore four additional examples in which 
Rashi states “davar hamasur lelibo,” meaning that a person’s true 
intentions are hidden inside his heart. 

1) Earlier in our parashah, a verse reads,276 “Lo sekalleil 
cheireish (do not curse a deaf person), velifnei iver lo sitein michshol (do 
not place a stumbling block in front of a blind person), veyareisa 
mei’Elokecha (and you shall revere your G-d), ani Hashem (I am 
Hashem).” While the verse is to be understood literally, this 
mitzvah also includes the prohibition of giving bad advice in order 
to take advantage of another person. 

2) In parashas Behar, a pasuk states,277 “Velo sonu ish es amiso 
(do not harass one another), veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you shall 
revere your G-d), ki ani Hashem Elokeichem (because I am Hashem 
your G-d).” In addition to verbal harassment, this prohibition also 
includes offering poor counsel. 

3) Later in parashas Behar, it reads,278 “Al tikach me’ito neshech 
vesarbis (do not take from him interest and increase), veyareisa 
mei’Elokecha (and you shall revere your G-d), ki ani Hashem Elokeichem 

275 ibid.
276 Vayikra 19:14.

277 Vayikra 25:17.
278 Vayikra 25:36.
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(because I am Hashem your G-d).” This is the prohibition of 
charging interest when lending money to a fellow Jew.

4) Still further in the same parashah, a verse reads,279 “Lo 
sirdeh vo befarech (do not subjugate [your slave] through hard labor), 
veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you shall revere your G-d).” This does 
not mean only physically difficult work, but also meaningless 
labor, or a limitless task.

What is the connection between these examples? Why do 
they each conclude with the refrain veyareisa mei’Elokecha (and you 
shall revere your G-d)? 

There are certain deeds that the intention of the action can be 
known with certainty only by the person who performs it. Rashi 
labels this intention as being masur lelibo, concealed in his heart. 
Only the transgressor knows that he has transgressed. Other 
people are unable to recognize the true intent of an advisor, for 
instance. A person offering poor advice can easily escape blame, 
claiming that he had meant well. In the same way, a person can 
falsely claim that his money belongs to a non-Jew, and that it is 
therefore permissible to lend and charge interest. An individual 
could be tempted to force his slave to do a futile or unnecessary 
task, claiming that its performance was needed. 

These four cases are similar to the one brought by Rashi on 
our verse, in which a person could avoid standing by averting his 
eyes and arguing that he never saw the elderly person or sage 
before him.

There is another common thread between these examples. 
They are all cases which potentially involve misleading another 
person for one’s own gain. In the situation involving avoiding 
standing out of respect, one exploits outside observers’ ignorance to 
one’s benefit; they can not really know if he saw that elderly person 
approaching. The yeitzer hara often tempts someone to mislead 

279 Vayikra 25:43.
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another person, thereby taking advantage of his misinformation or 
naivety. Unfortunately, human beings are egocentric by nature; 
without the Torah teaching otherwise, people would be selfishly 
putting their own interests first at the expense of others.

One might argue that most of us are good people. Even if the 
Torah did not command us as such, most of us would not go 
around taking advantage of others! However, if we take an honest 
look at ourselves, what really prevents us from exploiting others 
in pursuit of our own agenda? More often than not, it’s the 
judgmental eyes of the public that keep us in line. We are afraid of 
what others will think and what others will say about our behavior.

According to Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakkai,280 a ganav (thief) 
who steals in the dark of the night is punished more severely than 
a gazlan (robber) who steals in broad daylight. Why? A gazlan has 
no shame and fears neither the judgment of man nor of G-d. A 
ganav, on the other hand, fears man more than Hashem; he thinks 
that if the deed is done in secret, there will be no repercussions. 
The examples above (actions that are masur lelibo) relate to a 
particular kind of ganav – a person who secretly exploits and takes 
unfair advantage of others, while the public eye “sits in the dark” 
of the night, not knowing the person’s intentions.

This is why yiras Shamayim is mentioned in these verses. G-d-
consciousness is the key in these circumstances. A person with a 
strong awareness that Hashem is yodei’ah machshavos (the Knower of 
all thoughts) will not stumble in these mitzvos. Yiras Shamayim is 
a deep connection between a person and Hashem, the bond 
that causes a person to put Divine Will before his personal, selfish 
agenda.

The Heart of the Matter

280 Bava Kama 79b.
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Yiras Shamayim is more than the relationship between us and 
Hashem; it is the clearest indicator of a person’s perspective on 
reality. Rabbi Yankel Tauber quotes281 a famous story from the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe about a Jewish mystic and a philosopher. The 
mystic tells the philosopher, “I know our essential difference. You 
are constantly thinking about G-d and I am constantly thinking 
about myself.” At first glance, this statement seems to compliment 
the philosopher; it makes the philosopher appear spiritual and the 
mystic appear self-centered. Further contemplation, however, 
reveals the underlying meaning in the words of the mystic. The 
philosopher ponders the existence of G-d because he is confident 
and secure in his own existence. The mystic, by contrast, knows 
that G-d is the true reality. So he spends all his time contemplating 
his own significance and legitimacy within the all-encompassing 
reality of Hashem’s Unity. Do I exist? If so, then why do I exist?

The question we need to ask ourselves is, are we more like 
the mystic or more like the philosopher? Which is greater, our 
self-awareness or our G-d-awareness? The answer to that question 
is proportionate to the intensity of our yiras Shamayim. 

Rabbi Moshe Reiss discusses282 the following famous debate 
from the Gemara: Which is more desirable, a mitzvah performed 
out of person’s own free will or a mitzvah performed because 
it was commanded? One’s reflexive response would be that 
of course a mitzvah motivated by a personal, inner desire is on 
a higher level than a person just “doing what he is told.”

The correct answer, however, is the opposite. True, the value 
of a mitzvah is measured in part by a person’s impetus and 
motivation. However, responding to G-d’s Will is more desirable 
than responding to our own will. As in the above story, we are 
faced with the question of what motivates our decisions and our 
actions. Do we have a self-centered reality or a G-d-centered 
reality? If our goal in life is to grow closer to Hashem and deepen 

281 Rabbi Yankel Tauber, The Inside Story, p. 172.
282 Rabbi Moshe Reiss, MeiRosh Tzurim, p. 226.
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our yiras Shamayim, then responding to G-d’s command, despite 
our own will, is most important.

This is a pivotal challenge for our generation. Can we 
honestly say that we have a G-d-centered reality? Today’s modern 
world and all its technology focuses on making every task easier 
and faster. Everything we want at the touch of a button! Video 
screens on the airplane seats flash the words: “Entertainment on 
demand.” We want the world to be at our fingertips; without 
work, time or effort. It seems that our mission is to make our lives 
as easy as possible, rather than as meaningful as possible.

This problem seems to seep into our mitzvos observance as 
well. We might not neglect the mitzvos mentioned above in order 
to take advantage of others, but we might do so for our own 
comfort or convenience. 

Is it so far-fetched to suggest that we might be tempted to 
pretend not to see that elderly person approaching? I’m so tired. I 
cannot be bothered to stand, because I’m in the middle of something. He will 
not even notice if I stand. This applies to all our mitzvos. Are we always 
looking for the easy way out? If I eat less, then I will not have to make a 
berachah acharonah. If I just say mezonos on this pizza, then I will 
not have to bentch. We could call this a “Seedless Watermelon” 
generation. Whose children are even familiar with eating a 
watermelon and spitting out the seeds? No one wants to be 
troubled with those annoying seeds, so they sell genetically-altered 
watermelons that do not have seeds in the first place. Why bother 
with them anyway?

Rabbi Eliyahu Lopian expounds283 on a statement of our 
Sages that compares284 earlier generations to later generations. 
Previous generations dealt with their produce and were obligated 
to take ma’aser (tithes), while later generations dealt with their 
produce in a way that they were patur (released – not obligated) 
from taking ma’aser. Can it be that the only difference between 
generations is increased leniency in giving ma’aser? 

283 Rabbi Eliyahu Lopian, Lev Eliyahu on sefer Vayikra, p. 40.
284 Berachos 35b.
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Rabbi Lopian argues that the criticism of later generations is 
not about ma’aser specifically, rather about motivation to perform 
mitzvos in general. Earlier generations wanted to perform mitzvos 
such as ma’aser and made a conscious effort to arrange situations 
that created obligations to do mitzvos. Later generations look for 
leniencies that relieve people from the obligation of mitzvos. But 
what is the error with the latter behavior? If the conditions are 
such that a person is not obligated in a mitzvah, how can we hold 
him accountable for not doing it?

A generation that tries to find ways to be patur from mitzvos is 
one that is weak in yiras Shamayim. Striving to relieve oneself of a 
mitzvah obligation is an indicator of how one feels about mitzvos in 
general. Does a person view mitzvos as burdens or as golden 
opportunities to connect to Hashem? Which is more important: 
Making one’s life easier or having a relationship with Hashem? 
Yiras Shamayim dwells in the heart; it is a desire for closeness with 
Hashem. 

Now we can better understand the connection between yiras 
Shamayim and the mitzvah of rising for the elderly and learned. This 
mitzvah falls into a category of mitzvos that are easy to violate, since 
only the person himself knows his true intentions in these cases. 
Yiras Shamayim is the key to avoiding pitfalls in these areas; a 
person’s deep, personal relationship and awareness of Hashem 
will inspire him to fulfill these mitzvos whole-heartedly. A person 
with yiras Shamayim longs to connect to Hashem, so he actively 
searches for as many mitzvah opportunities as possible.

Yiras Shamayim: In Our Hands
Despite our new understanding, questions remain. What is 

the purpose of the mitzvah of “mipnei seivah takum (in the presence 
of an old person shall you rise) vehadarta penei zaken (and you shall 
honor the presence of a sage)?” For whose advantage is this 
mitzvah intended? 
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If it is a private mitzvah, dependent on the true intentions of 
the heart, then the goal is not its effect on outside observers. The 
primary function of the mitzvah must not be for the sake of the 
scholar or elderly person getting the respect they deserve – 
otherwise they would not be advised to avoid troubling others 
with the mitzvah. To boost the elderly person’s self-esteem might 
be a secondary benefit, but not the main purpose. 

Thus far, we have argued that performance of this mitzvah 
is an indicator of yiras Shamayim. Upon further exploration, we 
will see how this mitzvah actually enhances and develops yiras 
Shamayim.

Yiras Shamayim is mentioned not only in the verses brought 
above. It is mentioned as a separate mitzvah in parashas Eikev: 
“Ve’atah Yisrael, mah Hashem Elokecha sho’el mei’imach (Now, O 
Israel, what does Hashem your G-d ask of you)? Ki im leyirah es 
Hashem Elokecha (Only to fear Hashem your G-d).”285 The verse 
goes on to describe what it means to have yiras Hashem: “Laleches 
bechol derachav (to go in all His ways), le’ahavah oso (to love Him), 
vela’avod es Hashem Elokecha bechol levavcha uvechol nafshecha (to serve 
Hashem your G-d with all your heart and all your soul).”286 This 
statement alludes to the loving connection to Hashem that 
motivates a person to serve Him wholeheartedly, to actively 
pursue mitzvah opportunities in his life. 

On this verse, Rashi quotes our Sages that said, “Everything 
is in the power of Heaven with the exception of fear of 
Heaven.”287 Hashem cannot instill yiras Shamayim within a 
person; only human beings can develop this quality within 
themselves. Yiras Shamayim is in human hands.

But how does one achieve yiras Shamayim? Our Sages 
suggested reinterpreting the word “mah (what)” in the above verse 
from parashas Eikev, by adding the letter alef in the middle so it 

285 Devarim 10:12.
286 ibid.
287 Rashi’s commentary, quoting Berachos 32b.
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reads “mei’ah (one hundred).” And so, they extrapolated from this 
verse the custom to recite one hundred berachos a day.288 The idea 
is that those who are careful to recite one hundred berachos a day 
will find it easier to master yiras Shamayim. How does saying one 
hundred berachos foster yiras Shamayim?

One hundred berachos is not some kind of magic formula. 
The concept of saying a berachah is a verbal statement of one’s 
awareness of Hashem. I am bentching now because I know that 
Hashem provided me with this meal that satisfied my hunger. I say Asher 
Yatzar, because I recognize that Hashem is maintaining my bodily functions 
in miraculous ways I do not fully understand. One hundred berachos is one 
hundred times we have reminded ourselves of Hashem’s presence 
in our life. A person with this increased G-d-consciousness can 
more easily access a feeling of closeness and relationship with Him, 
which leads to genuine yiras Shamayim.

This phenomenon can be compared to electronic speed 
measurement devices on the roads. When a moving car 
approaches one, it starts blinking the speed of the car, showing 
how much the driver has exceeded the speed limit. When the 
driver sees the blinking number, the natural reaction is fear of 
getting a ticket for speeding; therefore, he suddenly presses on 
the brakes to slow down. These signs are reminders to slow 
down and obey the speed limit. The more of them a person 
drives past, the more generally aware he is of how fast he is 
driving. Similarly, the more berachos a person says, the more 
aware he is of Hashem in his life.

In light of the above concept, let us understand how the 
mitzvah of rising out of respect can develop our yiras Shamayim. 
Consider the following fascinating statement in the Gemara:289 
“When Rabbi Zeira was exhausted from his Torah studies, he 
would sit by the door of Rabbi Nasan bar Tovi’s yeshiva. He said, 

288 Menachos 43b.
289 Berachos 28a.
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‘When the Rabbis walk by, I will stand up before them and I will 
receive reward.” Rabbi Dovid Shneur challenges290 this 
statement: can we say that Rabbi Zeira was doing a mitzvah in 
order to receive a reward? 

The following explanation is brought by the Bnei 
Yissaschar:291 What is the incentive for this mitzvah? Yiras Shamayim 
is the reward for standing to honor sages and the elderly. 
Performance of this mitzvah is more than an indicator of one’s 
existing yiras Shamayim; it is also a method by which to merit 
increased yiras Shamayim.

The original pasuk can now be read in a new light. Mipnei 
seivah takum vehadarta penei zakein – rising in the presence of an old 
person and honoring the presence of a sage – veyareisa mei’Elokecha 
– results in revering G-d.292 Yiras Shamayim is the higher level – 
the “reward” – that Rabbi Zeira was seeking. He sat by the beis 
midrash where he knew he would encounter Torah sages. Instead of 
closing his eyes to avoid standing, he actively pursued opportunities 
to fulfill this mitzvah in order to instill greater yiras Shamayim in his 
heart. 

In the same vein, our Sages explain293 why the sons of 
Korach were saved from being drawn into their father’s rebellion. 
In what merit did they survive? When Moshe came to speak with 
Korach, they all stood to honor Moshe. That act instilled greater 
yiras Shamayim within them and opened their hearts to teshuvah. 

Revelations about Elevation
The mitzvah of showing respect to the elderly and the learned 

is one that fosters yiras Shamayim and builds a personal relationship 

290 Eliyahu Chaim Cohen, Otzros HaTorah on parashas Kedoshim, p. 261.
291 As quoted in Otzros HaTorah on parashas Kedoshim, p. 261.

292 Vayikra 19:32.
293 Yalkut Shimoni on parashas Korach, as quoted in Otzros HaTorah.
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with Hashem. But how does the formula work? What spiritual 
chemistry occurs in the act of standing that actually enhances yiras 
Shamayim?

Let us first examine standing for Torah scholars. In the Otzar 
HaMidrashim, it states294 that rising before a scholar is showing 
honor to one who glorifies Hashem. Thus, by honoring the Torah 
scholar, one also honors Hashem. This relates to the following 
concept stated by Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv:295 When one loves 
and respects those who study Torah, by extension one loves the 
Giver of that Torah. An emotional connection with a talmid 
chacham (Torah scholar) is ultimately a connection with Hashem. 

Rabbi Chaim David Azulai explains296 the statement of our 
Sages297 that greeting a Torah scholar is compared to greeting the 
Shechinah (Divine Presence). When one stands for a talmid chacham, 
one feels G-d’s presence. Anyone who has ever had the privilege 
of seeing a gadol (great Torah sage) can attest to the aura of 
kedushah that surrounds a talmid chacham. Such an encounter 
certainly instills a greater yiras Shamayim in the heart.

We can intuit how rising for Torah scholars fosters yiras 
Shamayim. But what about rising for the elderly? Let us first clarify 
our perspective on aging in general. The secular and Jewish views 
on aging are vastly different.298 

Modern society says that when one’s physical abilities have 
weakened with age, it is time to retire. After many years of hard 
work, older people deserve to rest and enjoy the fruits of their 
labors. The secular world believes that the purpose in life is to 
accumulate as much material wealth as possible in order to live 

294 Otzar Midrashim al Taryag Mitzvos, p. 78.

295 Rabbi Zelig Pliskin, Consulting the Wise, p. 85.
296 Rabbi Chaim David Azulai, Toras HaChida on parashas Kedoshim, p. 88.
297 Midrash Tanchuma, Ki Sisa, 27.
298 Rabbi Simon Jacobson, Toward a Meaningful Life, p. 108.



KEDOSHIM 121

comfortably and therefore happily. But why are so many elderly 
people unhappy? The essence of human existence is a spiritual 
existence; a superficial material existence is unfulfilling. The body 
weakens with age, but the soul grows stronger. The Jewish 
perspective on aging is that when the body retires from labor, the 
soul is even freer to grow.

Then why rise for the elderly? How does it increase yiras 
Shamayim? One is obligated to respect the elderly, regardless of 
their scholarship and piety, because they have life wisdom. When 
we rise in front of older people, we humble our younger selves, 
showing that we value wisdom that comes from years of 
experience. We are saying, I can learn from this person’s wisdom. This 
mitzvah reminds a Jew of what he truly values. Life is not about 
physical prowess or material possessions. Jewish people value the 
spiritual, and honor the vitality of an experienced soul. An older 
person has clearer long-range vision and a broader perspective, 
having seen Hashem’s Hand in his life over the years.

Interactions with elderly people have another direct impact on 
yiras Shamayim. Upon seeing an older person, we also face our own 
mortality. We think to ourselves, one day I too will grow old. Some 
Chassidic commentators read299 our original pasuk differently. The 
word “mipnei” can be translated more like the word “lifnei,” meaning 
“before.” Mipnei seivah takum – before reaching old age, an 
individual needs to stand up and be in awe of Hashem! Seeing an 
elderly person should make us realize how little time we have left to 
work on ourselves. Now is the time to work on the relationship 
with Hashem. 

Rabbi Moshe Sternbuch adds300 to this idea, saying that 
mipnei seivah – before aging – is the time to do teshuvah. Facing an 
older person or a Torah scholar should inspire us to strive to 
reach new heights in our avodas Hashem: Look how much he has 

299 Rabbi Dovid Shneur, Ne’os Desheh, p. 108.
300 Rabbi Moshe Sternbuch, Ta’am VaDa’as on parashas Kedoshim, p. 120.
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learned in his life! Have I learned from my life experiences? How much time 
have I wasted? What have I really accomplished? 

Yiras Shamayim is the ultimate sign of our close personal 
relationship with Hashem. It demonstrates a desire to put His 
Will before our personal agenda. Yiras Shamayim motivates us to 
seek out mitzvah opportunities in every situation. The essence of 
this middah is not fear of Divine retribution, but rather positive 
G-d-consciousness. Yiras Shamayim, mindfulness of Hashem’s 
presence, helps us avoid the pitfalls of certain mitzvos bein adam 
lachaveiro (interpersonal commandments). This cognizance averts 
temptation to exploit the naivety of others for our personal 
advantage.

As mentioned above, our Sages said, “Everything is in the 
power of Heaven with the exception of fear of Heaven.”301 
Hashem does not give us yiras Shamayim; only we can cultivate this 
quality within ourselves. These two mitzvos, mipnei seivh takum and 
vehadarta penei zaken are G-d-given tools with which to foster this 
middah – veyareisa mei’Elokecha. Standing for a talmid chacham gives 
honor to the Torah and ultimately to the Giver of the Torah. By 
rising for the elderly, we remind ourselves that life wisdom is 
valuable. These mitzvos are physical acts through which we accord 
greater honor to spiritual greatness over material worth. In this 
way, we nurture greater yiras Shamayim in our hearts.

May we always value the Torah wisdom of our sages and the 
life experience of the elderly. May the fulfillment of this mitzvah 
instill in us a greater yiras Shamayim on our lifelong journey to grow 
closer to Hashem.

301 Rashi’s commentary, quoting Berachos 32b.
302 Vayikra 24:10-12.


