
Rabbi Mayer Twersky

"U'Shmor Nafshecha Me'od[1]"

Rambam writes in Hilchos Rotzeach U'Shmiras Nefesh, (Laws concerning murder and preservation of life) 11:4:

ְוֵכן ָּכל ִמְכׁשל ֶׁשֵּיׁש ּבֹו ַסָּכַנת ְנָפׁשֹות ִמְצַות ֲעֵׂשה ַלֲהִסירֹו ּוְלִהָּׁשֵמר ִמֶּמּנּו ּוְלִהָּזֵהר ַּבָּדָבר ָיֶפה ָיֶפה. ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר (דברים ד׳:ט׳) ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל�
ּוְׁשֹמר ַנְפְׁש� [ְמֹאד]. ְוִאם לֹא ֵהִסיר ְוֵהִניַח ַהִּמְכׁשֹולֹות ַהְּמִביִאין ִליֵדי ַסָּכָנה ִּבֵּטל ִמְצַות ֲעֵׂשה ְוָעַבר ְּבלֹא ָתִׂשים ָּדִמים (דברים כ״ב:ח׳):

Similarly, any obstacle which has the potential to endanger life -- we are charged[2] to remove it, to be
watchful of it, and to be very, very vigilant in this matter. As the Torah says[3] (Devarim 4:9): "take heed and
watch yourself [very carefully (me'od)][4]. If, however, he did not remove [them], and didn't tend to the
potentially dangerous obstacles, he has [both] flouted [the Torah's] charge, as well as abrogated [the Torah's
prohibition] (Devarim 22:8): "Do not allow a dangerous situation to remain in your house."

Rambam's formulation is subsequently codified in Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat 427:8). The Vilna Gaon ad loc. (s"k 6),
sourcing Rambam's formulation, cites a relevant passage in Maseches Brachos 32b concerning a certain chasid who had
been in the middle of his amidah when a passing potentate greeted him. The chasid, loath to interrupt his amidah, did not
reply in kind. The Gemara recounts that when the chasid concluded the amidah, the potentate confronted the chasid: since
the chasid was cognizant of the potentially fatal consequences of such conduct, charged the potentate, he was violating both
(Devarim 4:9) "ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל� ּוְׁשֹמר ַנְפְׁש�, take heed and watch yourself" as well as (Devarim 4:15) "ְוִנְׁשַמְרֶּתם ְמֹאד ְלַנְפֹׁשֵתיֶכם, watch
yourselves very carefully"[5].

To fully appreciate Rambam's treatment of the pasuk "ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל� ּוְׁשֹמר ַנְפְׁש� ְמֹאדtake heed and watch yourself very carefully
(me'od)", let us consider some other relevant passages from the Mishneh Torah.

Rambam, Hilchos Deos 2:3 writes:

ֶׁשֵאין ֶּדֶר� ַהּטֹוָבה ֶׁשִּיְהֶיה ָאָדם ָעָנו ִּבְלַבד, ֶאָּלא ֶׁשִּיְהֶיה ְׁשַפל רּוַח, ְוִתְהֶיה רּוחֹו ְנמּוָכה ִלְמֹאד, ּוְלִפיָכ� ֶנֱאַמר ְּבֹמֶׁשה ַרֵּבנּו ״ָעָנו
ְמֹאד״ (במדבר יב,ג), ְולֹא ֶנֱאַמר ׳ָעָנו׳ ִּבְלַבד; ּוְלִפיָכ� ִצּוּו ֲחָכִמים: ְמֹאד ְמֹאד ֱהֵוי ְׁשַפל רּוַח,

The proper way is not only for one to be humble; he should be submissive, and his mien should be very
(me'od) diffident. For this reason [the Torah] says regarding Moshe Rabbeinu [that he was] " ָעָנו ְמֹאד,
exceedingly humble" and not merely "humble"; therefore our Chachamim instructed "be excessively ('me'od
me'od') diffident".

It is readily apparent from this passage that "me'od" connotes increase/intensification as well as following a course of action
to its extreme[6], ultimate end.

Rambam himself makes this point explicitly in the Peirush HaMishnah (4;4):

"ְוָהִאיׁש ֹמֶׁשה ָעָנו ְמֹאד", ְוָאְמרּו "ְמֹאד" מֹוֶרה ַעל ַהְּנִטָּיה ַלָּקֶצה ָהַאֲחרֹון

"And the man, Moshe, was exceedingly [me'od] humble"; [Chazal] comment that "me'od" connotes an
alignment to the extremes.

This understanding of "me'od" is further born out in Hilchos Teshuvah (10:3):

ְוֵכיַצד ִהיא ָהַאֲהָבה ָהְראּוָיה? הּוא ֶׁשּיֹאַהב ֶאת יי ַאֲהָבה ְּגדֹוָלה ְיֵתָרה ַרָּבה ַעָּזה ַעד ְמֹאד . . . ְּכמֹו ֶׁשִּצָּונּו: ״ְּבָכל ְלָבְב� ּוְבָכל ַנְפְׁש� ּוְבָכל
ְמֹאֶד�״

What manner of love (of God) is fitting? One in which one loves God with a very great, mighty, immense love
exceedingly ("ad me'od) ...as we are commanded [in the Torah]: [and you shall love Hashem, your God] with
all your heart, with all your being (nafshecha), and to your fullest capacity ("me'odecha)."

Once again, in presenting the Torah's charge of "me'odecha", Rambam prescribes loving God "with a very great, mighty,
immense love exceedingly ("ad me'od)"; me'od, once again, clearly plots an extreme path.

One additional example of the sheer extent of the prescription of me'od can be found in Rambam, Hilchos Brachos (10:3):
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ְוַחָּיב ָאָדם ְלָבֵר� ַעל ָהָרָעה ְּבטֹוַבת ֶנֶפׁש ְּכֶדֶר� ֶׁשְּמָבֵר� ַעל ַהּטֹוָבה ְּבִׂשְמָחה, ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר: ״ְוָאַהְבָּת ֵאת יי ֱא�ֶהי� ְּבָכל ְלָבְב� ּוְבָכל ַנְפְׁש�
ּוְבָכל ְמֹאֶד�״ (דברים ו,ה), ּוִבְכַלל ַאֲהָבה זֹו ַהְּיֵתָרה ֶׁשִּנְצַטֵּוינּו ָּבּה, ֶׁשֲאִפּלּו ְּבֵעת ֶׁשֵּיַצר לֹו - יֹוֶדה ִויַׁשֵּבַח ְּבִׂשְמָחה.

One is obligated to bless on the negative with the same positive spirit (tovas nefesh) with which he joyously
blesses on the favorable, as it says [in the Torah]: And you shall love Hashem, your God with all your heart,
with all your being (nafshecha), and to your fullest capacity ("me'odecha)." Included in this immense love that
we have been charged with is [our obligation] that even in distressing times, one should thank and praise God
joyously.

Clearly, "me'od" indicates an obligation which demands, in a deliberately extreme manner, both exceptional dedication and
supreme effort.

Moreover, upon close examination, it becomes apparent that all the mitzvos whose fulfillment is characterized as "me'od"
are, in fact, fundamental and axiomatic ones.

Let us consider the relevant examples:

We are enjoined to not forget Torah and/or the Sinaitic experience (Devarim 4:9):

Only take heed and watch yourself very (me'od) carefully, so that you do ַרק ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל� ּוְׁשֹמר ַנְפְׁש� ְמֹאד ֶּפן־ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת־ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר־ָראּו ֵעיֶני� וגו׳
. . . not forget the things that your eyes saw

While the fundamental importance of this mitzvah is readily apparent, Ramban's comments[7], by dint of their sheer
significance, bear quoting in full:

ַהִּמְצָוה ַהְּׁשִני' ֶׁשִּנְמַנְענּו ֶׁשּלֹא ִנְׁשַּכח ַמֲעַמד ַהר ִסיַני ְולֹא ָנִסיר אֹותֹו ִמַּדְעֵּתנּו כו' ְוַהַּכָּוָנה ָּבֶזה ְּגדֹוָלה ְמֹאד כו' ְוהּוא ְיסֹוד ָּגדֹול ַּבּתֹוָרה ְוִהיא ַהְּמִניָעה ַהָּבָאה ָלנּו ְּבָפסּוק ֶּפן
The second mitzvah: we have been enjoined not to forget the Mt. Sinai episode or to remove it from ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת ַהְּדָבִרים ֲאֶׁשר ָראּו ֵעיֶני� כו',
our conscious awareness ...the intent here is very significant ...and it is an important principle of the Torah, namely the injunction which
emerges from the verse "lest you forget that which your eyes saw ...".

The mandate to conduct ourselves with diffidence and to avoid any vestige of arrogance and egotism, which is reflected in
the description of Moshe Rabbeinu as (Bamidbar 12:3) "excessively (me'od) humble". Though we have already partially
addressed this mitzvah, we would do well to reinforce just how fundamental this directive is through the lens of several
illustrative citations.

Rambam Hilchos Deos 2:3:

ְועֹוד ָאְמרּו ֶׁשָּכל ַהַּמְגִּביַּה ִלּבֹו ָּכַפר ָּבִעָּקר ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר ְוָרם ְלָבֶב� ְוָׁשַכְחָּת ֶאת ה' ֱא�ֶקי�

Furthermore, [Chazal] said that one who is prideful has denied the fundamental beliefs [of Torah], as [the Torah says]: But your heart
may then grow haughty, and you may forget Hashem your God

Tomer Devorah (Chapter 2):

,The all-encompassing character attribute is humility ָהַאַחת ַהּכֹוֶלֶלת ַהֹּכל ִהיא ִמַּדת ָהֲעָנָוה, ִמְּפֵני ֶׁשִהיא ְּתלּוי' ַּבֶּכֶתר, ֶׁשֲהֵרי ִהיא ִמָּדּה ַעל ָּכל ַהִּמּדֹות כו'
for it is dependent on [the Divine attribute] of Keser, which is an attribute above all [other Divine] attributes...

We find a truly remarkable passage in S'mag (mitzvas lo sa'aseh 64):

ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל� ֶּפן ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת ה' ֱא�ֶהי� (ְּדָבִרים ח, יא), ַאְזָהָרה ֶׁשּלֹא ִיְתָּגאּו ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל כו' ְוִׁשֵּבַח ַהָּכתּוב ָהֲעָנָוה ֶׁשֶּנֱאַמר (ַּבִּמְדָּבר יב, ג) ְוָהִאיׁש ֹמֶׁשה ָעָנו ְמֹאד כו' ְוָאְמרּו
ַרּבֹוֵתינּו (ָאבֹות פ"ד מׁשנ' ד) ְמֹאד ְמֹאד ֱהִוי ְׁשַפל רּוַח כו' ּתֹוַכַחת ָהֲעָנָוה ָּדַרְׁשִּתי ְלַרִּבים ָּכ� ַאַּבל ְלַחְּבָרה ַעל ָלאו ֶזה ְוִלְמנֹות ֶזה ְּבָלאו לֹא ָהָיה ַּדְעִּתי ּכּו' ּוְכֶׁשִהַּגְעִּתי
ְלַהְׁשִלים ַעד ָּכאן ַהָּלאִוין ְוֵאָרא ַּבֲחלֹום ְּבַמְרִאית ַהַּלְיָלה ִהֵּנה ָׁשַכְחָּת ֶאת ָהִעָּקר, ִהָּׁשֶמר ְל� ֶּפן ִּתְׁשַּכח ֶאת ה' (ְּדָבִרים ח, יא). ְוִהְתּבֹוַנְנִּתי ָעָליו ַּבֹּבֶקר ְוִהֵּנה ְיסֹוד ָּגדֹול
הּוא ְּבִיְרַאת ַהֵּׁשם

"Be careful that you not forget God your Lord (Devarim 8:11)": is a proscription, so that B'nei Yisrael will not be prideful. The
Torah lauds humility (Bamidbar 12:3): "and the man, Moshe, was exceedingly (me'od) humble"; our Rabbis said (Avos 4:4): "Be
excessively (me'od me'od)diffident."

I had spoken in public reprovingly about humility, but I had never intended to either write about it [in the present work] or include it
in the tally of mitzvos ...

When I was reaching the conclusion of my list of the negative prohibitions, I perceived in a nighttime dream [a communication]:
"You have forgotten the fundamental mitzvah "Be careful that you do not forget God your Lord (Devarim 8:11)". I contemplated
[this communication] in the morning, and it is, indeed, an important fundament of fear of God.

The mitzvah to love God (Devarim 5:6) "And you shall love Hashem, your God with all your heart, with all your being
(nafshecha), and to your fullest capacity ("me'odecha)." Earlier, we discussed the dynamic of "me'od" in this mitzvah; for
our present purposes, we will take the description of this mitzvah found in Chovos Halevavos as a representative treatment
of this mitzvah:

ַאַהַּבת ָהֵא-ל ִיְתָּבַר� כו' ִהיא ַּתְכִלית ַהְּתכּונֹות ְוסֹוף ַהַּמֲעלֹות ְּבַמְדֵרגֹות ַאְנֵׁשי ָהֲעבֹוָדה כו' ְוהּוא ַּתְכִליָתם ְוסֹוָפם, ֵאין ַמְדֵרָגה ְלַמְעָלה ִמֶּמּנּו ְולֹא ַאֲחָריו, ּוִמְּפֵני ֶזה ָסְמכּו
ַהָּנִביא ע"ה ְּבִמְׁשֵנה ּתֹוָרה ְלִיחּוד, ְּבָאְמרּו: ְׁשַמע ִיְׂשָרֵאל ה' ֱא�ֵהינּו ה' ֶאָחד ְוָאַהְבָּת ֵאת ה' ֱא�ֶהי� ְוַגו',

Love of God, blessed is He, is the ultimate attribute and final rung in the stages of those who are devoted to service [of God] ...and it is
their goal and ultimate objective, for there is no level above or beyond it. It is for this reason the prophet [Moshe Rabbeinu] juxtaposed
[love of God] with God's essential unity in Mishneh Torah, as it says "Shema Yisrael Hashem Elokeinu Hasehem Echad. Ve'ahavta es
Hashem Elokecha..."



It is both extraordinary and awesome, then, when we note that along with the aforementioned mitzvos, the mitzvah to take
precautions in the face of potential danger is also accentuated with the word me'od (u'shmor nafshecha me'od). Moreover,
the fact that the Torah requires the very same exceptional dedication and supreme effort indicates that the mandate of
pikuach nefesh belongs in the same class of fundamental, axiomatic mitzvos.

All of the above, in truth, is explicated and accentuated by Rambam in our opening citation from Hilchos Rotzeach;
Rambam, famously succinct and judicious, is --by his standards-- unusually expansive, almost prolix, when discussing the
obligation to take precautions in the face of potential danger: "we are charged to remove it, to be watchful of it, and to be
very, very vigilant in this matter." Rambam's compound structure: "remove," "watchful," and "vigilant" mirrors the Torah's
repeated stress (Devarim 4:9) ""take heed and watch yourself"; Rambam's emphasis "very, very (yafeh, yafeh)" reflects the
Torah's intensification "and watch yourself very(me'od) carefully."

All of the above cumulatively indicates that the Torah requires supreme effort and abundant, multi-faceted precautions if we
are to be in compliance with the prescribed "very, very vigilant"course of action.

Tosafos (Yoma 85a)comment:

" 'ְוַחי ָּבֶהם' ְולֹא ֶׁשָּימּות ָּבֶהם," ֶׁשּלֹא יּוַכל ָלבֹוא ְּבׁשּום ִעְנָין ִליֵדי ִמיַתת ִיְׂשָרֵאל

'You shall live through them and not die due to them' [means] that we must under no circumstances allow for the
death of a Jewish person.

In other words, per Tosafos, the mandate of"ְוַחיָּבֶהם, you shall live through them"obligates us to actively defer fulfilling other
mitzvos in order to adopt the aforementioned abundant, multi-faceted precautions.

Accordingly, it is abundantly clear that we are to evaluate every potential course of action by this exacting standard. There is
clearly no place to pursue or accomodate a perfunctory, pro forma compliance with relevant standards. It is therefore wholly
illegitimate to attempt to organize minyanim or re-open yeshivos through various legal manipulations as long as we are
confronting even potential danger.

In truth, the very fact that presently the only possible avenue for re-opening our batei k'neses and yeshivos entails such
obvious contrivances is, per se, an unmistakable indication that we are, in fact, still confronting a very real danger, r"l.
Categorically, there can be no dispensation to take any steps which interfere with our discharging our obligation to take all
possible precaution and to expend great efforts to those ends.

May Hashem guide us along the path of truth.

[1]We thank Rav Twersky for allowing us to attempt a translation of the Hebrew original (talmidim).

[2]"Mitzvas aseh"

[3]Many translations of Chumash herein follow, or are adaptations of, Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan's The Living Torah.

[4]In the standard printed editions of the Mishneh Torah, the citation concludes before the word "me'od very." However, the
Yemenite manuscripts all include the word "me'od"; those interested in researching this point further should consult the
textual variants catalogued in the Frankel edition.

[5]See Minchas Chinuch (Mitzvah 546) and, subsequently, Rav Yaakov Kamenetzky zt"l (Emes l'Ya'akov, introduction).

[6]We use extreme throughout purely in a quantitative, and not axiological, sense.

[7]Commentary to Sefer HaMitzvos, Sh'ch'chas Ha'la'avin 2
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