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Today I would like to do something a little different and simply share with you a story 1
recently read. Itis a very short but, in my opinion, a very powerful story. The story is
entitled Rav Arveh’s Etrog and tells of a time when R. Aryeh Levin, the Tzaddik of
Jerusalem (1885-1969), went to pick up his etrog on Erev Sukkot. The story is told by
Israeli author Haim Be’er, who knew Rav Aryeh personally. For those of you who don’t
know of Haim Be’er, his translator to English, R. Jeffrey Saks writes of him:

“Haim Be’er is likely the most significant Hebrew author you don’t know—but
should.”
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Haim Be’er tells of being in a Meah Shearim bookstore erev Sukkot when the store’s
entrance had been turned into an arba minim stand (duchan I'arbat ha’minim):

When I entered the bookshop the doorway was clogged with a half-
minyan’s worth of men, armed with magnifying glasses, examining the etrogs by
the last light of the setting sun. The etrogs, on display in wooden crates on
scattered, impromptu tabletops, had been disrobed of their flaxen wrappings.
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The scene is one quite familiar to us for, as we know, the Etrog is one the most famous
mitzvot to which people seek to apply the ethic of HIDUR. This, because, the mitzvah
of etrog itself is defined in the Torah as Pri Etz Hadar for which the Gemara learns also
means Hidur:
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So important is the hidur of the Etrog that the Shul”A dedicates one full siman with just
one seif to the demand of seeking Hidur with Etrog, entitled:
“That One Must Seek HIDUR When Acquiring an Etrog.”
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Given this great emphasis on the hidur of the Etrog, it will be quite interesting to learn of
how R. Aryeh Levin selected his Etrog.

Haim Be’er begins by describing Rav Aryeh’s arrival at the bookstore to acquire his etrog:

From my spot, behind the bookseller who was sitting at his counter
engrossed in a book, I noticed a sudden commotion at the front of the store. The
crowd parted with respect and awe, quickly clearing a path for a small, old man
who entered with a gentle shuffle of his feet. The man greeted Rabbi Avrum [the
bookseller| warmly, and asked in a whisper if he might receive the etrog which
Rabbi Avrum had set aside for him.

“Certainly, Reb Aryeh, certainly,” said the mwoykber-seforim, in a tone of

unparalleled reverence and love.
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At this point Haim Be’er allowed himself to approach Rav Aryeh to ask a personal
question:

At the book store that day, ..., my youthful brashness allowed me to ask,
“Reb Aryeh, don’t think pootly of me for asking, but are you one of the lamed-
vovniks—one of the 36 hidden saints who sustain the world?”

... he answered my question: “A lamed-vovnik? From time to time, mein
kind. From time to time, my child.” He placed his hand on my head and said
something like the following: “T'o be a lamed-vovnik is not a job. One is not
appointed to the position for life. It’s more or less a temporary assignment. At
the moment a person does an act of kindness he joins the rank of the hidden 36
tzadikim who sustain the world—but in the blink of an eye the title is transferred
when the next person does a good deed, until his task is completed.” Reb Aryeh
shut his eyes and, after a silent pause, added, “It’s that simple. Anyone can
become a lamed-vovnik. You too, mein kind.”
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From here we get a sense of the greatness of Rav Aryeh — not only was he humble, he
didn’t miss the opportunity to empower others to goodness.

Haim Be’er continues with the story:
The bookseller, ..., now presented the etrog to Reb Aryeh. Reb Aryeh

thanked him, cast a quick glance at the etrog, swathed it in its flaxen wrapping,
tucked it away in his coat pocket, and hastened from the store.

Unable to restrain myself I ran after him. “Reb Aryeh, Reb Aryeh, I must
ask you something,” I called out.

“What do you wish to ask, mein kind?”” he said without breaking his
stride.

“Why does everyone painstakingly examine the etrogs with magnifying
glasses for the slightest blemish, but you, Reb Aryeh, made due with a quick peek
as you ran out?”

“You ask a good question, my precious boy,” replied Reb Aryeh,
continuing on his way. “Everyone knows there are two mitzvot the Torah
requires us to beautify. One is, of course, the etrog, about which it is stated “Take
a fruit of a beautiful tree.” Those men were inspecting the etrogs to ensure no
defect ruins their beauty and lessens the mitzvah. The other commandment is,
‘Beautify the face of the elderly,” meaning, show them respect. I was compelled to
choose which of these two commandments takes precedence. On my way to the
bookshop I stopped at the dental laboratory to retrieve the dentures of a man
from the old age home which I had dropped off for repair on the day after Yom
Kippur. By not dawdling at Rabbi Avrum’s bookshop I might make it, God
willing, to deliver the teeth to the man who needs them to eat his evening meal.
Hopetully he will finally be able to enjoy his food like a proper human being,
instead of softening his bread in milk as he has been forced to do these past two
days. Now, forgive me, I am rushing to the number 11 bus which will arrive at
any moment.”
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May we be merit to beautify the mitzvot and to be a lamed vavnik, from time to time.
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Hidur Mitzvah is a great and important aspect of our religious attitude. That is, we do
not simply seek to fulfill the commandments, as if begrudgingly, but just the opposite, we
want to demonstrate how we appreciate every opportunity to fulfill a commandment.
The notion of Hidur Mitzvah does just this. We go out of our way to do the mitzvah.
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Haim Ne’er - Agnon Prize in Literature.

R. Aryeh Levin —was born in 1885 in Bialystock (Russia, now Poland), moved to Israel in
1905, and passed away in Jerusalem in 1969.
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