
Timely Titles

Chassidus often explains the 
significance of Chamisha Asar 
B’Shevat, the new year for trees, to 
be related to Torah study. From the 
classic metaphor that compares man 
to a tree, we learn several lessons in 
regard to our Torah study, which is 
also compared to fruits. It follows 
that Chamisha Asar B’Shevat was 
a fitting platform that the Rebbe 
used as a prelude to launching 
mivtza Torah, a campaign to conquer 
the world through Torah study. 
Accordingly, we will explore the Rebbe 
Rashab’s charter for the characteristic 
approach to Torah study of Tomchei 
Temimim—Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim.

KUNTRES 
ETZ 
HA’CHAIM

לזכות 
החיילת בצבאות ה' 

פייגא מלכה תחי' בת בת שבע 
תחי'

לאורך ימים ושנים טובות 
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Kuntres Etz Ha’Chayim contains 33 chapters, each closing with a brief synopsis. 
Broadly, the kuntres can be divided into two general sections: In the first 20 chapters, the 
Rebbe Rashab conveys the importance and necessity of studying Chassidus, while in the 

latter 13 chapters, he addresses the implementation of these ideals. The first section is 
written in the familiar maamar format and often utilizes heavier Kabbalistic language, as it 
frequently references a text from Rabbi Chaim Vital’s original sefer Etz Chaim. Conversely, 
the second section employs a simpler matter-of-fact instructional tone. Our classic edition 
of the kuntres includes several prefaces and appendices added by the Frierdiker Rebbe and 

a brief introduction by the Rebbe. 

The Establishment
of Tomchei Temimim in 5657* was heralded as a revolutionary move, a trailblazer of sorts. At 
the time, Europe was a bastion of Torah learning, with successful yeshivos in Slabodka, Minsk, 
Babroisk and Warsaw, among many other cities. Still, the network of yeshivos under the umbrella 

of Tomchei Temimim was altogether different. 

When the Rebbe Rashab founded Tomchei Temimim, he did so with a vision. Given the flourish-
ing state of Torah learning at the time, an additional institution seemed redundant. But Tomchei 
Temimim wasn’t only about academic excellence and rabbinical training. The objective was to 
instill faith and fear of Hashem in the hearts of its students and to provide a complete rounded 
education for the body and soul alike, one that inspires their davening, learning, and performance 
of mitzvos. This way, they will be empowered to protect their religion and display tremendous 

self-sacrifice to fight for their Jewish identity.

Naturally, this yeshiva differed from its peers in its character, curriculum, and overall learning 
approach. Although it garnered widespread acclaim, there were some who did not understand 
its merit. When its unique identity was challenged, the Rebbe Rashab responded by writing a 
document that addressed the necessity of the study of Chassidus, outlining the ethos and meth-

odology of Chabad’s learning approach, titled “Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim.”
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 An Introductory Letter From The Frierdiker 
Rebbe: In this introduction, the Frierdiker Rebbe 
explains the background to the publishing of the 
Rebbe Rashab’s kuntreisim in light of the current cli-
mate. He maintains that these kuntreisim are just as 
timely and relevant as ever before and expresses this 
in a poignant poem that illustrates our generation’s 
thirst for tangible direction instead of self-reassuring 
toxic positivity.

 Preface - A Letter From The Frierdiker Rebbe: 
In this letter from Tammuz 5692*, the Frierdiker 
Rebbe bemoans the state of today’s yeshiva bochurim, 
who suffer from the need to conform to cultural 
norms. Using rich descriptive language, he nostal-
gically writes about the positive influence yeshiva 
bochurim used to wield and how the situation has 
drastically deteriorated since then. Quoting a passage 
from the kuntres, he presents the road to recovery and 
urges all to follow that path.

 Chapters 1 - 4: The Rebbe Rashab opens by 
elaborating on the impact Torah has on the mate-
rial world, how Torah is the vital antidote to heal the 
disease of kelipa and prevents one from succumbing 
to its temptations through rousing the G-dly soul to 
overpower the animal soul.

 Chapters 5 - 12: In these chapters the Rebbe 
Rashab introduces the idea that while Torah could be 
a vital antidote, it can also be a deadly poison. This 
occurs when it is studied in a manner devoid of any 
G-dly sensitivity, i.e. when the student lacks the requi-
site feelings of love and fear of Hashem. Such learning 
will not only not impact the world and not protect the 
student from succumbing to its temptations; worse 
still, such learning may lead to hubris and allow the 
student to reach mistaken conclusions and determine 
incorrect laws.

 Chapters 13 - 15: Here, the Rebbe Rashab turns 
his attention to another element of Torah which was 
only made accessible in recent generations: the inner 
dimension, pnimiyus HaTorah. Unlike its outer coun-
terpart, pnimiyus HaTorah doesn’t have a potential for 
negative consequences, as it always remains pure and 

is unsullied by the world we inhabit. The interplay 
between the two dimensions is akin to that of a soul 
which breathes life into a body. Similarly, the study of 
pnimiyus HaTorah enlivens the study of the revealed 
dimension and inspires the requisite feelings of love 
and fear, thus preventing its otherwise inevitable ruin.

 Chapters 16 - 20: The Rebbe Rashab continues 
to expound on the theme of love and fear of Hashem 
and explains that everybody is capable of attaining 
these feelings. This is accomplished through the study 
of pnimiyus HaTorah, for when one studies a concept 
in-depth and contemplates its meaning, he is naturally 
attracted to it. Accordingly, everyone is expected to 
strive to develop these feelings, as only then can one 
study Torah and perform mitzvos with the correct 
intentions and ambitions.

 Chapters 21 - 26: At this point the Rebbe 
Rashab pivots from an abstract scholarly discussion 
to the practice and implementation of this disci-
pline. After explaining how the study of Chassidus 
is an imperative prerequisite to the study of nigleh, 
he sternly warns against the students who have been 
shirking their responsibilities in that field. He pro-
claims that those who don’t adhere to the schedule and 
curriculum of Tomchei Temimim are profiting illicitly 
and will be punished for their ill-gotten gains. He then 
details the appropriate daily and weekly schedule and 
structure for the study of Chassidus in yeshiva in clear 
and precise terms. He also advises the students not 
to be pedantic with their timetables rather to allow 
themselves to get carried away in their learning, this 
way they will enjoy it and won’t see it as a burden.

 Chapters 27 - 32: Here the Rebbe Rashab 
digresses to discuss the ideal methodology for the 
study of nigleh. He counsels the students to avoid the 
common pitfall of pursuing innovative intricate inter-
pretations instead of simply striving to understand 
the material thoroughly and systematically. He then 
delineates the proper formula for studying a passage 
of Gemara with Rashi and Tosafos (see sidebar “A 
Leaf From The Book”), while providing an alternative 
option for more advanced students. In addition, he 
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assures the students that if they pay heed to their study 
of Chassidus it will also enhance their study of nigleh.

 Chapter 33: In this closing chapter the Rebbe 
Rashab urges the students to dedicate themselves to 
the Kuntres HaTefillah and to attempt the strategies 
detailed there in their personal davening.

 Appendix A. Rabbi Chaim Vital’s Introduc-
tion To Shaar HaHakdamos: This text discusses the 
prevalence of the study of pnimiyus HaTorah and 
its essentiality, especially in the generations closer 
to Moshiach. As this text is referenced several times 
within Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim, and since it wasn’t 
especially accessible at the time, the Frierdiker Rebbe 
included it here for necessary context.

 Appendix B. A Letter From the Rebbe Rashab: 
Here, the Rebbe Rashab thanks Hashem for allowing 
him to be sensitive to the winds of enlightenment that 
were affecting the youth and granting him the ability 
to combat it by means of establishing the educational 
institution of Tomchei Temimim.

 Appendix C. A Letter From the Rebbe Rashab: 
In this stirring letter, the Rebbe Rashab reiterates many 
of the themes discussed in Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim. He 
passionately urges Chassidim to increase their study of 
Chassidus and encourages the undertaking of several 
Chassidic practices.

BACKGROUND
Shortly after its establishment, Tomchei Temimim had 

made quite a name for itself in the yeshiva world. This stellar 
reputation attracted many prospective students, some already 
accomplished scholars in other prominent yeshivos. Now, in 
order to be accepted to Tomchei Temimim, the prospective 
student would first undergo a rigorous test to ascertain if 
he was sufficiently qualified and would then enter for a two 
month trial period. Only once he had proven himself capa-
ble of maintaining the adequate standards, by fulfilling his 
duties in both nigleh and Chassidus, would he be formally 
accepted. This procedure would weed out students who were 
only attracted to the prosperous nigleh curriculum, ensuring 
that only serious applicants who were interested in the full 
gamut of what Tomchei Temimim had to offer remained.

In 5664, a group of talented students, who had initially met 
the expectations and excelled, began to slack off in their study 
of Chassidus. The Frierdiker Rebbe, as menhael, relayed this 
unfortunate news to the Rebbe Rashab, who then counseled 
him on how to address this issue. In response to this saga, 
the Rebbe Rashab penned Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim, to clarify 
the purpose of Tomchei Temimim and to reaffirm its rules. 
Like all Chassidus of the Rebbe Rashab, the kuntres was not 
formally published, rather the contents were copied and dis-

seminated by designated scribes. A resounding success, the 
kuntres succeeded in restoring equilibrium, and the learning 
of Tomchei Temimim resumed as the Rebbe Rashab had 
envisioned.

Two years later, a storm of controversy erupted in the wake 
of the publishing of Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim. Several roshei 
yeshivos were particularly irked by its content, specifically 
chapter 22 in which the Rebbe Rashab casts aspersions on 
the corrupt manner of Torah study employed by many of 
the youth at the time, proclaiming it destructive and deadly, 
and that Tomchei Temimim was established to rectify this 
erroneous approach. The aggrieved roshei yeshivos were split 
into two factions; some of the more extreme voices insisted 
that a public outcry to condemn Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim was in 
order, while the more moderate among them felt that instead 
they should send delegates to greater Torah leaders and urge 
them to take a stand against this affront to the Torah.

As it happens, the more moderate group prevailed and 
a delegation arrived to the Chafetz Chaim1 to protest the 
great injustice. Much to their chagrin, the Chafetz Chaim 
responded, “We all know the Lubavitcher Rebbe to be a lover 
of Yidden, who honors Torah and is a truthful person. From 
what I have heard about the students of Tomchei Temimim, 
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they are mostly genuine G-d fearing Torah scholars, and the 
Rebbe and his supporters should be blessed for all they do 
to promote Torah.”

From there, the delegation went to Rabbi Chaim Ozer 
Grodzinski2 and repeated their complaints. Reb Chaim Ozer 
duly dismissed them and directed them to go to Reb Chaim 
Brisker (Soloveitchik),3 as the Rebbe Rashab generally took 
heed of his opinion and they usually had similar positions 
in regards to communal matters.

So they proceeded to Reb Chaim Brisker and presented 
their case. Since he was not familiar with the kuntres he 
declined to comment but instead suggested they leave the 
kuntres with him and return later that evening. When they 
returned he graciously welcomed them and gushed, “I am 
immensely grateful to you for exposing me to this Kuntres 
Etz Ha’Chaim from the Lubavitcher Rebbe. Its words are 
true and fair, and regarding the allegations against different 
yeshivos—he didn’t mention those yeshivos by name and it will 
certainly open the eyes of those roshei yeshivos to the travesty 
in their midst and spur them to correct their approach. The 
Rebbe is doing us all a great public service.”4

In 5706*, six years after the Frierdiker Rebbe relocated to 
America, he republished Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim, explaining in 
an introductory letter how its message is still pertinent today 
(see above in “Overview”). In this edition he included the 
supplementary material described above, as well as sources 
and footnotes compiled by the Rebbe.

Oft-referenced in countless letters and sichos, the Rebbe 
encouraged many to learn the kuntres. In 5751*, a special 
reprint was published to commemorate Chof Cheshvan, the 
Rebbe Rashab’s 130th birthday, and the Rebbe distributed 
copies to the public. In the subsequent farbrengen of Par-
shas Chayei Sarah, the Rebbe explained that the distribution 
was not a mere sentimental gesture, rather a call for it to be 
studied and taken to heart.

More recently, Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim has been trans-
lated into English by Rabbi Eliyahu Touger and published 
by Sichos In English with 
the title “The Tree Of Life.” 
Another resource is a revised 
edition of the kuntres with 
explanation and commentary 
by Rabbi Dov Lieberman, pub-
lished by Maayonotecha. Just 
this year, Maayonotecha has 
released a newer edition with 
commentary by Rabbi Eliyahu 
Kirschenbaum.

In the final paragraph of the 

kuntres, the Rebbe Rashab closes with a prayer and beseeches 
the reader to take his message to heart. In the first copy of 
the kuntres, this paragraph was handwritten and signed by 
the Rebbe Rashab, something out of the ordinary for a text 
of Chassidus. Chassidim have said that this indicates that 
Kuntres Etz Ha’Chaim is a signed contract to all students of 
Tomchei Temimim, in which the Rebbe Rashab outlines his 
commitment to them as well as his expectations of them. 

1.	  Reb Yisroel Meir Kagan of Radin, author of the Mishnah Berurah.
2.	  Rav and av beis din in Vilna.
3.	  Rosh yeshiva of Volozhin Yeshiva and later the Rav of Brisk, author 
of Chiddushei Rabbeinu Chaim al HaRambam and founder of the 
“Brisker derech halimmud.”
4.	  This saga was recorded in a letter of the Frierdiker Rebbe to Reb 
Yosef Ber Soloveitchik, printed in the Frierdiker Rebbe’s Igros vol. 8 pg 
515.
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THE FIRST HALF OF THIS PAGE IS IN THE FRIERDIKER REBBE’S HANDWRITING, 
CONCLUDING HIS COPY OF THE KUNTRES. THE REBBE RASHAB THEN ADDED A 
FINAL PARAGRAPH AND AFFIXED HIS SIGNATURE.
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Simply put, to know something means 
to comprehend the halacha with Rashi’s 
interpretation, to know the simple meaning 
without fooling oneself. One should understand 
the motivating principles and rationales for 
the positions of every Tanna or Amora; and 
regarding the give and take in the Talmud, 
one should understand the initial assumptions 
behind every question and what new concept was 
introduced by the resolution, whether it negated 
the principle behind the question entirely, or 
whether it accepts the motivating principle, but 
diverts the question, either by showing that it is 
not a question, or by developing a new insight 
regarding the halacha and explaining it in a 
manner which removes the question. He must 
then determine the intent of the halacha once the 
resolution has been offered.

In general, one must keep in mind the order 
and connections between the questions and 
their resolutions, for sometimes a concept is 
changed because of questions. Especially when 
questions are asked of two Tannaim or Amoraim 
who differ, as the resolutions often furnish 
new insights with regard to the essence of the 
approach of each of the sages, revealing their 
motivating principles and rationales. Similarly 
with regard to the reasoning of the Gemara for 
a law stated in the Mishnah, understanding the 
simple meaning and the intent of the Mishnah as 
it develops through the situations presented by 
the Gemara and the new insights it brings out. 

CHAPTER 28

A LEAF FROM

THE BOOK

THE CORRECT MANNER OF 
STUDYING THE GEMARA, RASHI’S 
COMMENTARY, AND TOSAFOS.

The goal is to have a clear knowledge of every 
detail of a Talmudic passage, each opinion and 
its motivating principle. They should all be 
clearly defined and ordered in his mind, each one 
having its place.

הודפס מאתר אוצר החכמה קונטרס עץ החיים / שניאורסון, שלום דוב בר בן שמואל {עמוד 57} (129178)
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He should grasp these thoroughly and not 
consider it wearisome to review the subject by 
heart several times in the above manner until 
he understands it well.

After the interpretation of the subject according 
to Rashi’s commentary is clear, he should 
study the interpretation Tosafos offers of the 
passage. He should analyze whether Tosafos 
are further clarifying the subject according to 
the explanation offered by Rashi, or providing a 
more particular breakdown of the subject. It is 
necessary to understand which new insights their 
commentary uncovers.

Sometimes they take a different perspective 
than Rashi, and explain the passage according to 
their understanding. Sometimes this difference 
relates to the entire passage, and sometimes it 
involves only one detail. Since he has grasped 
the passage thoroughly, it will not be difficult for 
him to comprehend the matter, nor will he be 
confused because of the difference in approaches 
and explanations. He will be able to explain 
that according to Rashi, the passage can be 
understood in this manner, while according to 
Tosafos, it can be understood in another fashion.

It is common for Tosafos to raise questions from 
other Talmudic passages. It is then necessary to 
check that source to understand the question 
they are raising. And when Tosafos presents a 
pilpul concerning a subject with regard to the 
passage at hand—and certainly, with regard to 
other passages—much composure is necessary. 
To understand the subject, he must focus his 
mental energy on knowing the fundamental 
intent and rationale of Tosafos. Afterwards, he 
must know the question they are raising with 
regard to this rationale, and why they come to a 
new rationale or a deeper understanding of the 
first rationale itself.

Having mastered the flow of thought, he should 
then review the pilpul by heart until it is clear and 
structured in his mind, and then appreciate the 
new insight their pilpul gave to the passage as a 
whole.

הודפס מאתר אוצר החכמה קונטרס עץ החיים / שניאורסון, שלום דוב בר בן שמואל {עמוד 58} (129178)

After one has completed the entire passage 
from the text, he should review it by heart 
(by speaking it over), reviewing every 
opinion, the questions, resolutions, and the 
conclusions reached.
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