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OVERVIEWS


CHAPTER 1

Redemption Today
And The Attainment Of
Happiness

Our Sages tell us that “Hashem’s throne is incomplete until the seed of Amalek is eradicated.”1 We learn from this that Amalek is our enemy and it’s in our hands to eliminate him. Once we, as individuals, eradicate Amalek to the best of our capabilities, then Hashem will completely remove the spirit of tumah (defilement) — which is Amalek — through the hands of Mashiach.

Now, if we don’t know our enemy, if we don’t know what Amalek represents, then we don’t know how to fight him. What does Amalek represent? How does he influence us and can we counter him so that he won’t influence us? These are questions vital for us to answer because our redemption, our entire hope for the future, rests upon it. To begin, therefore, let’s go back to the roots of the problem when Amalek confronted us for the first time.

“And Amalek Came …”

Let’s imagine ourselves in Mitzraim (Egypt) over 3,300 years ago. We, the Jewish Nation, are in Mitzraim aware that we are here only for a temporary period of time, and we have been educated to believe that one day we will leave Egypt to receive the Torah and become the om Hashem, the representatives of G–d.

Suddenly, Moshe arrives and unleashes the makkos (Plagues) on Pharaoh and Mitzraim. Everyone is excited. The Nile turns to blood, frogs infest the land, the plagues of lice, wild animals, pestilence, boils, hail, locusts and darkness follow each other in rapid succession. Finally, after nine plagues, layl shimurim (the “night of protection”), the very first seder night, we witness the makkos bechoros (the slaying of the firstborn), eat the korbon Pesach (Passover lamb) and experience the most sublime heights of closeness to Hashem. Then, a week later, we witness krias yam suf, the “splitting of the Red Sea,” the most stupendous revelation of Hashem, where even the simplest maidservant sees visions which the greatest prophets did not behold.

After Hashem takes us out of Mitzraim, He brings us into the midbar, the “desert,” which is actually a Garden of Eden type of existence. The midbar is a place where we live totally supernaturally: we are fed every day by manna, which tastes like whatever we want it to taste like; we get water from the “well of Miriam”; we have in our midst the unsurpassed teacher in Moshe; we are clothed by Hashem and sheltered by His “Clouds of Glory”; and we are in the desert totally isolated from the world — it is literally a Garden of Eden.

And in the midst of this heightened stated — vayavo Amalek, “. . . and Amalek came. . . .”2

Amalek was not impressed by any of the great miracles in Egypt. All “the nations trembled”3 when they heard what happened to the Egyptians, but Amalek was not moved. To the contrary, he had the guts, the temerity, the chutzpah, to penetrate the midbar — our beautiful, heavenly world — and start a war with us.

Obviously, the Torah means this literally: Amalek started a physical war with us. Yet, the implication is much deeper. Amalek, in reality, began a spiritual war against the Jewish people which continues to this day.4 Amalek’s objective is to destroy our Garden-like existence wherein we palpably feel Hashem in our midst.

And, unfortunately, he has had some success.

“Remember what Amalek did to you on the way, in your exodus from Egypt ... he [affected] all your weak ones. . . .”5

Those who were not 100 percent strong in faith were damaged by Amalek. The same is true today. Those who are not 100 percent strong in faith can be influenced by Amalek spiritually. They can be suckered into his sales pitch. What is that sales pitch? What exactly does Amalek offer which competes with what Hashem offers us? Consider the following analogy.

Amalek’s Sales Pitch

Imagine Holocaust survivors after the war in a DP camp. The Americans and Red Cross give these survivors food, clothes and everything else they need. In many ways life for these survivors mirrors life in the midbar, as we described above, with everything being taken care of for them. Then, suddenly, one day someone comes into the camp and says the following.

“I have an offer. Come with me now and I will offer you your dreams. Life may seem easy and relatively comfortable for you in this DP camp where you have everything given to you without much effort, but there is a better life awaiting you if you follow me. Come now to our land and you can learn a trade, go into business for yourself, have your own home, drive your own car, become self-sufficient, independent, etc.”

That’s Amalek’s pitch. And it’s a direct challenge to the philosophy that we are in Has hem’s hands. Has hem says that if you have emunah (faith) in Me you can have everything you need. Amalek says “You’re not independent. In Mitzraim you were enslaved to Pharaoh and now you’re enslaved to Has hem. You just exchanged one slavery for another. You have to take control of your life and stop depending on Has hem.”

That’s Amalek’s allure. He wants us to put faith in intermediaries, not in Hashem directly. He wants us to feel secure because we know the right people, because we have a business, a job, a stable economy, a powerful army, a high level of technology, and so on. Amalek tries to get us to forget about our direct relationship with Hashem. That’s his poison. And it’s still circulating in our veins today.

The question is how do we counter this argument? How do we fight Amalek today? To answer that, we have to go back to the psychological argument of those Jews who were negatively influenced by Amalek. If we don’t understand their weakness, we may cultivate the same weakness in ourselves and be totally victimized by the culture of Amalek even without realizing it.

The Roots Of Dissatisfaction

Every creature, every creation, is in existence in order to perform the purpose for which it was created. For instance, a tape recorder’s purpose is to record sounds. A table’s purpose is to hold objects. A chair’s purpose is to have people sit on it. If any of those objects are not used correctly or maximally it has not served its purpose.

There is nothing Hashem created without a purpose. Consider for a moment the purpose of all your beautiful gifts — all your faculties, sensitivities and emotions — with which Hashem has graced you. Now, ask yourself honestly: Are you fully utilizing all your talents and gifts? Have you fully justified the great gift, the neshama (soul), given to you? Speaking for myself, when I consider the potential Hashem has given me and I look at what I’ve accomplished thus far in life I could say, “Hashem, you would have been better off giving me at least fifty percent less ability than what I have. I haven’t even begun to use half of it.”

Isn’t this true for all of us? Didn’t Hashem give each of us much more than we use or need? Don’t we all have capabilities greater than we are presently using? Just the simple fact that we each have a neshama — a chailek Elokai mimaal (a “portion of G–d On High”) — means that we possess potential which is over and above anything that is needed to attain our worldly ambitions.

Imagine a person who opens a small business. The entire investment costs him $5,000 and he has a small inventory of, say, $2,000 worth of merchandise. Nevertheless, he takes that merchandise and turns over $1,000 of it in the first week. He’s as happy as can be. He’s turned over fifty percent of his inventory after only one week. Next door to him is a man who owns a large supermarket with an inventory worth $1,000,000. In one week he turns over $10,000, one percent of his inventory. He’s totally disappointed. He feels that he under-utilized his potential. But, when we think about it, why should that be? He earned ten times more money than the small business owner next door who was ecstatic with his $1,000! The answer is that success is not dependent on how much you earned, but on how well you feel you utilized your potential, exploiting it for the purpose for which it was created.

If we would take proper inventory of the investment which Hashem invested in us, we would be embarrassed. Hashem produced miracles which are called “you” and “me.” We’re walking miracles. We have unbelievable potential. We can build worlds. Are we utilizing it? We have a spiritual inventory the equivalent of millions of dollars. Are we using it anywhere near maximum potential? How, then, can we be happy?

And that’s why people are unhappy today. Unhappiness is not the result of not getting what you want. It’s the result of not fulfilling the potential you have! Take a very sick person who makes a slight improvement and starts walking — he’s overjoyed. He’s doing more than he could do before. Yet, a healthy person is not inspired by the thought that he can walk whenever and wherever he wants all day.

Again, it’s not so much what we do, but what we do with what we have. We can never be satisfied as long as we fail to utilize our fullest potential. We can never be happy as long as we are not fully utilizing our unique talents in the service of that purpose for which they were created.

The False Allure Of “Self”

This explains Amalek’s success in attacking the “weak ones” of the Jewish people who left Mitzraim. Amalek reminds us that we’re not using our full potential, and therefore we’re unhappy. And he’s right. We’re not using our full potential. We’re unsatisfied.

He’s wrong, though, in his solution to this problem. He tells us that the solution is to acquire the trappings of material success. We have to have a better income, a better house, a better President. That will give us the feeling of security and independence we lack. He’s wrong, though, because he’s asking us to take the yearning of our soul and replace it with things of the material world.

Of course, you have to have a means of providing for yourself and your family — but Amalek deceives you into believing that a job is true security. In reality, your job or business is nothing but a pipeline through which Hashem feeds you. Amalek wants you to rely only on the pipeline and forget about the One who sends the food down the pipeline.

The question is how could Jews who had just been brought out of Egypt be deceived by Amalek’s argument? When we left Mitzraim we were virtually impregnable spiritually. Hashem performed open miracles for us in Egypt, led us to Mount Sinai, revealed Himself to us and gave us His Torah. He then miraculously took care of us in the desert. Hashem completely supplied all Jews with all of their needs. How, then, was it possible for there to be “weak” Jews capable of being affected by Amalek? The answer is that there was one thing Hashem did not give everyone: an inwardly produced goal, a self-acquired sense of self.

There’s something called “house arrest.” A house arrest is when a person is confined to a house rather than a prison. Now, that house can be a golden castle with limitless amounts of food all served by royal servants — but as long as he’s there by force it’s still a prison. Who cares if it’s a house arrest. He doesn’t have his independence.

That was life in the desert. When we came out of Mitzraim, Hashem led us into the desert and enveloped us beneath His protective wings. All of our needs were taken care of. Yet, that was exactly the problem! We were under house arrest, so to speak. And when you’re under house arrest, you’re not happy no matter how nice the house is. And if you’re not happy, then Amalek’s words begin to sound nice.

“I’m going to make you happy,” he says. “Come with me. Let me show you happiness. Experience self and independence according to my definition. You’ll have your own house. A car. A job. You’ll be in control. You’ll be independent.”

This is our dilemma today. Many — and in some ways all of us are unhappy. We each have a soul bigger than we need for earthly life. If we don’t find the proper spiritual outlet we will feel unhappy. When we’re unhappy, we’re vulnerable. When we’re vulnerable, Amalek’s argument begins to make sense. We’re open to substituting a spiritual goal for an earthly one.

How do we protect ourselves against Amalek’s lure? By going to the root. And the root is discovering how to become self-fulfilled, independent people according to the Torah definition.

But, you ask, Torah living leaves no room for self. We have a code of laws, a Shulchan Aruch, to which we must adhere. Moreover, even the Sages say that Torah was something Hashem forced upon us. He lifted Mount Sinai over us6 and said, “Accept the Torah or here you will be buried.” And we accepted the Torah — but the implication is that we had no choice but to accept the Torah. There was a crucial element of free choice missing. There was an element of self missing. There was no “I.” And whenever your “I” is not in the picture, whenever it’s not your own goal that you are pursuing with your own kochos (abilities), you cannot be happy. It’s apparently clear, then, that when it comes to Torah we have no free choice, no self-expression.

The response is that there is also a broad spectrum within the Torah lifestyle where Has hem gave us abundant opportunity for self-expression. And that’s what I want to teach you about now.

Kedoshim Tihiyu

Hashem gave us two ways of expressing our commitment to Torah. The first is by fulfilling the Torah He forced upon us when He held the mountain over our heads. That Torah represents the basic obligation of every Jew, and it’s a “must.”

But if we only stay there and go no higher, then Amalek comes in and makes his sales pitch. “Who are you?” he says. “Where is your self? You’re a slave to the Torah. ‘You’ — your self — does not exist in it. I’m offering you a self. I’m offering you independence.”

This is a very appealing argument to someone who is feeling frightened, lost, alone and abandoned. And Hashem cannot protect us from this pitch because no matter how much He gives us — even if He gives us life in the Garden of Eden — Amalek will still say that we are nothing but recipients of Hashem ’s kindness. We don’t have any real self-expression.

Hashem gave us a tool, however, to combat Amalek — and that’s the second way of expressing Torah; the second type of kabbolos HaTorah (of “receiving the Torah”). This kabbalah, this “acceptance,” is our own personal kabbalah. It’s called holiness. Holiness is the ultimate self-expression.

“Kedoshim tihiyu ki kadosh ani .... “Be holy, for I am holy. . . .” (Vayikra 19:2)

Kedoshim tihiyu, the statement exhorting us “to become holy,” is not technically one of the 613 commandments. When we endeavor to become holy we are endeavoring to do something which, technically speaking, we are not commanded to do. The reason is that the underlying purpose of holiness is to move closer to Hashem for our own purposes. If holiness were commanded, then there would be no room for our self-expression. The real, ultimate beauty of Judaism is the potential for spiritual self-expression. Self-devotion. Self-commitment. Your own spiritual goals which you set for yourself. All of these fall under the category of “You shall become holy.”

How do we become holy? Kadaish otzmicha bimutar lach, “Sanctify yourself in that which is permissible to you,”7 the Sages teach. Sanctify yourself even in things which are permissible, i.e. things which even from G–d’s standpoint are open to you to act as you wish. When you do so, then you’re really starting to live because you’re making a choice to do something spiritual which Hashem did not command you to do.

Below, I will discuss some examples of how to take on the commitment of kedoshim tihiyu; this second phase of kabbolos HaTorah. The point here is that when you take this upon yourself, then Amalek has no power to affect you because you’re an excited person all the time; you’re living out your own personally designed commitment to serving Hashem. You don’t need the material world to give you fulfillment. The only way to really fight Amalek, therefore, is to set personal goals of serving Hashem in a Torah way. If you do that, then you will be a happy person, impervious to the advances of Amalek.

One Step At A Time

What exactly is kedoshim tihiyu? It’s a custom-designed commitment to Hashem. In terms of keeping the laws of the Shulchan Aruch there’s no room for custom design or partial observance: we’re charged to keep halacha exactly as it is taught and in its totality. In terms of working to become holy, however, we mistakenly think that it’s rigidly defined and an all or nothing deal: we presume we must immediately become a completely holy person like the Chofetz Chaim or we’re better off not trying at all.

That’s a mistake. Unlike the obligations in the Shulchan Aruch, kedoshim tihiyu doesn’t have to be acquired in its entirety. In fact, chances are that if you say you will immediately take it upon yourself to become a holy person in all areas of life — from the kitchen and the dining room to the business and the bedroom — you will fail. The yetzer hara (evil inclination) knows this. And it knows that if you fail in kedoshim tihiyu, you will probably experience a setback in your basic obligations, too. Therefore, practically speaking, regarding kedoshim tihiyu, you have to start with small steps.

What should that first step be? Start, for example, in the area of middos (“character” improvement), which is the best place to begin anyway. Middos tend to affect the broadest area of activity in your life. This is not necessarily true in other areas. For example, let’s say you decide to take on kedoshim tihiyu in the laws of Shabbos. It’s commendable, but probably not the best choice. You may become so machmir (particular, stringent) that you will neglect other areas. Or, say you take upon yourself to recite the entire Tehillim (Psalms) three times a day. Again, it’s commendable, but not the first choice if it will take time away from basic responsibilities to your family. The yetzer hara knows how to inspire you in areas which will not cover the broadest area. The broadest area means taking on kedoshim tihiyu in ways which positively affect you, your household, your children, your friends, and neighbors — and for that, there is nothing better than middos.

And don’t try to specialize in several middos, just start with one. Moreover, within that character trait, be careful not to take it to the extreme, but do it with appreciation for whatever goal you’re trying to accomplish. (And, by the way, a person who has a real commitment to reach a goal but fails to achieve that goal is by no means a failure. Success is not so much what you accomplish, but what you set out to accomplish; what you commit yourself to accomplishing. The failure occurs when you don’t even try for the greater goal.)

What character trait is a good one to begin with? The one that will have the greatest impact on your overall life. Say, for example, that your nature is to be lazy or temperamental, and you know that if you take on kedoshim tihiyu in this area it will positively impact upon your entire household. “If I’m lazy,” you say to yourself, “I will do everything to attack my laziness ... to the extreme, over and beyond the bare necessities.” Or, “If I’m temperamental, I’m going to make a commitment that I will never display anger no matter how justified such action would be.” Kedoshim tihiyu in areas like these is like offering your entire self up as a sacrifice to Hashem.

If you make this commitment absolutely and start working on yourself, you won’t believe how it can change your life. All of a sudden, you’ll find yourself radiating happiness and energy. It’s because you’re accomplishing something. You’re utilizing some of your untapped abilities. You’re building a relationship with Hashem — and not a relationship He forced upon you, but one which you initiated and earned. And that’s what creates the happiness. And that happiness is what eradicates Amalek.

Of course, if you take that first step it will encourage you to take the next step. That next step may be in the area of speech (i.e. the commitment to keep the laws of shmiras haloshon), or it may entail meticulous fulfillment of the commandment v’ahavta laraiaycha komocho (“love your neighbor as yourself’). But you will go from step to step until you truly are a living example of kedoshim tihiyu.

Fighting The Wrong Battle

Amalek melts when we’re alive and enthusiastic Jews. Why do we find Jews who are unenthusiastic and unhappy sometimes? Chances are it’s because they’re fighting the wrong battle. They’re fighting Pharaoh, not Amalek.

There are two stages to our redemption. The first is yetzias Mitzraim, leaving Egypt. Who tried to prevent us from leaving Mitzraim? Pharaoh. By keeping us enslaved in Mitzraim Pharaoh prevented us from receiving the Torah. Pharaoh, therefore, represents the simple yetzer hara (evil inclination), which tries to prevent us from keeping the Torah. And I’m sure that all of us know this yetzer hara very well. Every time we struggle to keep the laws in the Shulchan Aruch, it’s the yetzer hara of Pharaoh struggling with us.

Even if you fight Pharaoh and defeat him, though, there’s a second stage in the battle. If you don’t fight this battle the victory is incomplete. This is the battle against Amalek.

Sometimes we see Jews who are meticulously careful to observe every nuance of the Shulchan Aruch, even extremely so, but who are nevertheless unhappy. “Oy, it’s hard to be a Jew,” they complain. If all you do is keep the basic “musts” of a Jew, but do not take up kedoshim tihiyu, then you have defeated Pharaoh but lost to Amalek. And if so, then you’re unhappy because you have no self-expression. You’re a Jew who feels he was born into his lot and nothing more.

I lectured recently to an audience of non-observant Jews and asked them what their alternatives were considering conditions in the world today.

“Do you have direction in life? Does the secular world offer you anything? No,” I pointed out. “Everything has been tasted and people are still as unhappy and unfulfilled as ever. Look at anyone who deviated from Torah and see what happened to his family life, his children, his personal life. All the dreams have evaporated, from the Western dream of happiness via wealth and assimilation to the Zionist dream of the utopian state made in the image of secularism. It’s a very, very bankrupt world.”

My objective was not to prove to them how beautiful Torah was, but to remind them of the bankruptcy of the non-Torah life. And it was a very strong argument I made. When you come to a sober and clear conception of reality, you come to the same reality experienced by the generation which left Mitzraim: the civilized world is bankrupt. There is no choice for a thinking person but to leave it and move toward a Torah lifestyle.

That is called leaving Mitzraim: you know that you have to leave the place where you’ve been, but you haven’t necessarily arrived at your Promised Land yet. Leaving Mitzraim is a monumental step, but the fact is that you left it because you were forced to: you saw how bankrupt the society where you came from was. Therefore, there’s another crucial step to take after leaving Mitzraim: to enter the Holy Land.

Between Mitzraim and the Holy Land, however, is a merciless adversary, Amalek. That’s why the throne of Has hem is incomplete until Amalek is eradicated. Amalek’s objective is to detour us from our true goal, to prevent us from reaching the Promised Land. He doesn’t mind if we leave Mitzraim, i.e. if we feel like we’re forced and coerced Jews. He just doesn’t want us to enter the Holy Land and live a life of holiness; a life where we’re energetically and enthusiastically serving Hashem. If we do that, then Amalek is defeated.

To eradicate Amalek today, therefore, means to set our sights on fulfilling kedoshim tihiyu. Everyone in his own personal life can take on certain commitments which are over and beyond halacha and which represent his own personal connection to Hashem. When you pursue that, it fills your life with simcha, a true happiness that does not depend on the state of the economy or any other external factor.

Naaseh V’nishmah And Nishmah V’naaseh

The difference between Pharaoh and Amalek is even deeper. Fighting Pharaoh is the way of serving Hashem known as naaseh v’nishmah, “We will do and we will understand.”8 This means that first we do as we are commanded, and then afterwards we will try to understand why. In other words, we will keep Torah whether we like it or not, or whether we understand it or not. We just have to do it. We are slaves.

Kedoshim tihiyu, “to become holy,” to build a personal relationship with Hashem, is the opposite: nishmah v’naaseh — “understand and then do.” It’s not doing things by rote or habit. Kedoshim tihiyu is self-rewarding and the reward comes from understanding why we do what we are doing. If I act because I’m expected to act in a particular way, then I will not be happy. But something which I understand enough to choose to do on my own initiative — I choose the area in which I want to express myself in my relationship to Hashem — I am rewarded with happiness, because now I feel, on a day-to-day basis, my own personal growth and accomplishment.

Many people have come to me who are unhappy and complain that no matter what they do they’re not happy. “What’s the point?” they say. “I’m learning, I’m accomplishing in one sphere — but I’m still unhappy.”

I ask them, “Did you ever take on a personal commitment, a personal growth area in life that you commit to grow and succeed and specialize in — and in the area where it is most painful for you?”

That’s nishmah v’naaseh, understanding what you are doing. And when you understand it, taking on the commitment seriously and making a plan for yourself, you go to sleep at night feeling good. You say to yourself with conviction, “I’m committed to this course. Thank G–d, I crawled one inch closer in this area.” It becomes your hobby, your obsession. You go to sleep with it and you get up with it... go to sleep with it and get up with it... go to sleep with it and get up with it. Your mind is preoccupied with it 100 times a day. The nishmah, the awareness, is there with you all the time. Then when you successfully attain your goal you can’t imagine the satisfaction it gives you. That’s the way you eradicate Amalek. Amalek will have no power over you.

Enhancing Even The Naaseh

And not only that. Your heightened state of mind enhances the basics of your Torah observance. Shabbos, kashrus — the basics which until now were experienced as little more than required, habitual actions — now start giving you joy.

Imagine, for example, a person who prays for no other reason than the fact that he feels obligated to pray. And this person complains that prayer doesn’t fulfill him in any way; it feels like a burden. Now, however, imagine this person taking on kedoshim tihiyu in the area of prayer, saying, “I want to take on more than I’m required. I want to open a personal dialogue with Hashem. I want to learn what it means to sing out to Him. I will take one chapter of Tehillim and learn every word in depth so I can understand what I’m saying, and I will say this chapter fifteen minutes every day, meditating on every word, interjecting my own thoughts.”

That fifteen minutes will be enormously satisfying. Beyond that, however, not only will this person get a high from those fifteen minutes, but his or her usual prayer, which until now felt so burdensome, will become enhanced! The nishmah v’naaseh enhances the naaseh v’nishmah.

Our Holy Books tell us that “a talmid chacham (Torah scholar) is classified in the category of someone who is observing Shabbos the entire week.”9 This can be understood as follows: Shabbos means you disconnect yourself from the natural world and acknowledge that your existence is not dependent upon your labor. Your income does not really result from your job. Your health does not really come from your doctor. And so on. Shabbos in essence is bringing you back to the realization that you are in the desert living under the wings of the Divine Presence. A talmid chacham possesses this awareness the entire week. If we, too, take off a little time each day — even ten minutes — and get back in touch with the reality that Hashem, not our business, gives us money, and that Hashem, not the doctor, gives us health, then we attain a taste of the talmid chacham ’s level.

We can aid this process by meditating on the first of Maimonides’ thirteen principles of faith.10 If you take upon yourself once a day ... or twice a day ... or three times a day to meditate on the first principle — “I believe with a full belief that the Creator, blessed should be His Name, causes all to transpire; He alone did, does, and will do all that transpires” — if you meditate on that, and understand it and feel it, you can get a dose of Shabbos even during the six weekdays. As a result, not only will your weekday feel more spiritual but your Shabbos will too.

The Shabbos you experience on the seventh day is really Hashem’s. He commanded you to do it. What choice do you have when the Creator of heaven and earth tells you to keep Shabbos? None. But the Shabbos you experience on the weekday, so to speak, through your own efforts, through your own voluntary commitment to kedoshim tihiyu, increases your excitement for Shabbos proper. All of a sudden, you can’t wait for Shabbos to come. “Thank G–d,” you say, “a day without answering telephones, without decision-making, nothing.” You feel like a child in Hashem’s arms.

When you work on creating a sense of Shabbos during the week, the Shabbos day itself, which once seemed obligatory and restrictive, is now the most liberating, peaceful, genuinely enjoyable experience imaginable. The naaseh v’nishmah feels like nishmah v’naaseh.

Not A Luxury

Kedoshim tihiyu injects life with chiyus, with excitement. It revitalizes and rejuvenates the entire spectrum of Jewish life, even those parts previously experienced perhaps as mundane and burdensome. And what influence can Amalek have when a person is an excited Jew?

I believe that today this idea is no longer just a luxury. It’s a necessity. If a person says — “Leave me alone. Let me work just on getting out of Mitzraim, on defeating Pharaoh, on keeping the Shulchan Aruch, but don’t make me crazy with kedoshim tihiyu. I’m not on that level” — a person who says that won’t even be able to get out of Mitzraim.

We live in a world so permeated with the essence of the culture of Mitzraim that we can’t escape its damaging influences. Wherever we go Mitzraim is talking to us. Every billboard. Every day’s mail. Every place we turn is another temptation. And every temptation is another attempt to enslave us in Mitzraim. There are even temptations with a kosher label. Literally. For instance, even kosher food should be bought in moderation, but when we walk into a grocery store we are so seduced by the great variety and quantity of food that we become carried away into buying more than we need. Addictive culture is the very definition of Mitzraim. This is the culture we live in today.

Self-control, therefore, is a recommended kedoshim tihiyu project. When you refrain from eating that extra portion or decide to abstain for a time from a particularly pleasurable food, you are no longer living in Mitzraim. (And, of course, we’re not talking about restraint for reasons of health, which in itself are good reasons to moderate our eating habits, but for spiritual health.) Life is not really a galus (prison-exile) for a person who attains self-control. You’re not subjected to Mitzraim’s temptations. When you’re in control you can even turn a trip to the local kosher grocery store into a holy act. You’re waging war against Amalek as you walk down the aisles and choose your food in moderation. When you walk out of that store with your bags you’re leaving Mitzraim, slaying Amalek, and walking into your Holy Land.

I believe that there’s no neutral ground in life. We’re always in a situation where we’re either descending into Mitzraim or ascending into the Holy Land. There’s no middle ground. Therefore, those people who say — “Leave me alone. I’m a good Jew. I don’t want to remain in Mitzraim; I will only eat kosher food. Just don’t tell me I can’t be a glutton, with the permission of the Torah of course, when I want to be” — those people are making a mistake. I believe that if a person today does not make the commitment “to become holy,” then by default he is making a commitment to remain enslaved in Mitzraim.

In Conclusion

In conclusion, then, there were two types of Jews who left Mitzraim. Those who were looking forward to receiving the Torah for the purpose of kedoshim tihiyu and those who came out with no ambitions other than naaseh v ’nishmah (i.e. who were not committed to kedoshim tihiyu). The first group were impregnable spiritually. Amalek could not affect them.

The second group (the “weak ones”) were vulnerable. They were vulnerable because they were unhappy. And they were unhappy because they had potential they were not fulfilling; there was an aspect of “self’ they were not actualizing. They were lacking an inwardly produced goal, a sense of self, a commitment to holiness. Without that self-directed commitment, they were living with an undetected, subconscious sadness. That’s why Amalek was able to swoop down upon them and affect them.

Hashem should help us to quickly and truly eradicate Amalek by helping us find the insight, courage, and perseverance to enter into an excited, rejuvenated, holy personal relationship with Him.


CHAPTER 2

The “You” In The
Ten Commandments

The six Torah portions starting with Shmos and continuing through Mishpatim are collectively know as Shovevim (shovevim means to do teshuva, to “return,” to repent).11 These portions taken as a whole describe the birth of the Jewish Nation. Consequently, every year when we read these portions we have an opportunity to experience that rebirth ourselves.

As a result, each year during this period we must feel as if we are leaving Mitzraim for the first time and becoming free people who are ready to receive Torah and enter into a special relationship with Hashem. This may seem difficult, but we have to remember that life — true life — is, by definition, something which is always new. Each day may bring us into contact with the same people, the same office building, the same schedule but we have the potential to experience each day in a new dimension. And these weeks of Shovevim are particularly propitious for this type of newness, rejuvenation . . . teshuva.

The Events Of Sivan

At Sinai the Jewish people made two different statements — statements, by the way, which we must also say today. On the second day of the month Sivan, Moshe told the Jewish people that they were to receive the Torah in a few days. “Are you ready?” he asked them.

The entire nation, together, responded, “All that Hashem says we will do. . . .” (Shmos 19:8)

Moshe returned to Hashem and told Him that the Nation was committed, and united in that commitment. In response, Hashem told Moshe to give the people two mitzvos (commandments) in preparation for receiving the Torah. One was prishus, “separation” (i.e. that husband and wife should separate from each other for three days), and the other was hag’bola, “boundary” (i.e. a prohibition from trespassing certain delineated borders). Moshe told the people these two mitzvos on the fourth day of Sivan, two days later.12 Then, after they heard these two mitzvos, they said:

“All that Hashem says we will do and we will hear.” (Shmos 24:7)

Suddenly, now, after hearing the prohibitions of prishus and hag’bola, they added the word nishmah, “. . . we will hear.” In other words, now not only were they committed to “doing” (i.e. observing) the entire Torah, but “hearing” (i.e. understanding) it as well. This was a monumental step and the Sages convey Hashem ’s enormous praise of the people for making this double declaration of naaseh v’nishmah, “we will do and we will hear.”

Hashem said, “Who revealed this great secret to My children that only angels use?” What is the great secret? That they said, na’aseh v’nishmah.

What is the greatness of saying na’aseh v ’nishmah? When a person is asked to do a favor it’s logical for him to answer, “It depends; first tell me what you want me to do and then I’ll see if it makes sense for me to do it.” That’s called nishmah v ’naaseh, “I will understand [first] and [then] I will do.” When, however, the na’aseh precedes the nishmah — we agree to do something without any questions — we do so because we trust the one who is asking for the favor.

This was the greatness of the Jewish people at Sinai. Their trust in Hashem was so great that they were ready to do whatever He asked no matter how hard it was. This was proven by the fact that they said na’aseh, “we will do” — i.e. even though we don’t know exactly what it is You want us to do we trust You so much that we are willing to do whatever You say.

According to this explanation, however, there should be no need for nishmah, the second statement. After all, once we know that Hashem is the one who is commanding us, all we need to say is naaseh. In other words, regarding the request of a human being, it’s logical to question whether the request is something we will be capable of fulfilling. Regarding Hashem, however, if He asks us to do it, then we must have the wherewithal to do it no matter how difficult it may appear. There is nothing Hashem commands us to do which we’re not capable of doing. In fact, our power to succeed comes from nowhere except that command. If we cannot fulfill it He does not command us to do it in the first place. Therefore, once we acknowledge that Hashem is the one commanding us, then the only necessary response is naaseh, “we will do.” There should be no need to add nishmah, “we will [also try to] understand.”

Moreover, is it really possible for a creation to understand his Creator who is infinite? Can we ever understand the ultimate reason why Hashem commands us to do something (as the word nishmah, “we will understand,” implies)? Obviously not. Why, then, did we add nishmah, and why are we praised for doing so?

Creation Of The Macrocosm

The answer is founded upon the idea that Judaism is built in two phases: the creation of the macrocosm and the creation of the microcosm. The first phase is yetzias Mitzraim: leaving Egypt. While the children of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov were in Mitzraim they dwelled together, shared certain experiences, learned the same traditions, etc. Upon their miraculous redemption from Mitzraim they became the Jewish Nation, a nation designated to receive the Torah. Yetzias Mitzraim, therefore, was the birth of a nation, a nation designated to spread Hashem’s light — His instructions (the Torah) — to all humanity, Jew and non-Jew alike (613 commandments for the Jew and seven commandments for the non-Jew). This first phase, then, entailed the creation of the macrocosm, the Om Yisroel, the Jewish Nation in its collective sense.

Strictly speaking, there is very little room for individuality in the collective sense. The individual is part of a much greater whole, simply another worker in an assembly line — in the case of the Jewish Nation, an assembly line stretching 3,300 years into the past. As a result, there is no room for nishmah, which is the statement of an individual who wants to “understand” his unique place in the scheme of things. No human being, no matter how great, can fully “understand” his place in this enormous assembly line. In other words, an assembly line worker’s first responsibility is to acknowledge that he is only one small cog in this multi-million cog machine. He has to acknowledge that his first responsibility is to do exactly as he is told and not concern himself at all with the greater context. There is no way that he, a tiny cog, can understand the whole. He’s only one in a million. Nothing more.

And that understanding is the basis upon which the Jewish Nation is built. Each of us has to say, “There is a Jewish Nation, and I am a part of it. Hashem spoke to us as a whole, gave us a Torah as a whole, and requires us all to keep the Torah. That is what I have to understand and nothing more.” Of course, there is no room for nishmah in this sense. When Hashem says, “Keep the Sabbath,” it’s arrogance and folly to refuse based on the grounds that you think you know better than He what you can do. The only response possible to Hashem ’s command is, “All that Hashem says, I will do.” Period.

Creation Of The Microcosm

Next, however, there is a second phase. This second phase created the microcosm, where each individual became Om Yisroel himself. And this is reflected in the wording of the Ten Commandments.

Everywhere else, Hashem speaks to the people in a general sense. V’shamru b’nai Yisroel ess haShabbos, “And they [the Jewish Nation] should keep the Sabbath.”13 Or, “I am Hashem Elokeichem — your (plural) G–d — who took you (eschem, plural again) out of Mitzraim.”14 The Ten Commandments begin entirely differently, however.

“I am Hashem your G–d [“your” is singular, Elokeichah] — who took you [hotzeiseechah, singular] out of Egypt.” (Shmos 20:2)

In the Ten Commandments, despite the fact that the entire nation was assembled, Hashem spoke to each Jew individually. It was as if He pointed to every Jew one by one, and said: “You are everything. You are a microcosm of the entire whole.” Before this utterance, the only thing which existed was the concept of the macrocosm, the klal, the whole, the Jewish Nation. After this utterance, however, “you,” the individual, the microcosm, became an entity which possessed everything.

To illustrate what I mean, imagine an entire room of people. All of a sudden, they miraculously become merged into a single person. There are two ways this can be envisioned. In the first way, each individual is designated to represent a different part of the body: one person becoming the eyes, one the mouth, one the stomach, one the brain, etc. In the second way of conceiving it, however, everyone becomes the whole person.

This may seem to be a logical impossibility — except that when we are talking about Hashem nothing is impossible. This second way is the way Hashem created the Jewish Nation. Every individual Jew is an absolute entirety unto himself. No one duplicates any other. When Hashem said, “I am Hashem your (singular) G–d who took you (singular) out of Mitzraim” it was as if He was saying, “Every single one of you is a whole nation to me. Everything I did in Mitzraim was for you, not just for this collective entity called Om Yisroel. Each of you is to Me,” Hashem says pointing to each individual, “like Om Yisroel yourself. I turned the river to blood, brought plague after plague, hardened Pharaoh’s heart, split the Red Sea and drowned the entire Egyptian army just for you — you, the individual, you the single person.”

This is why our Sages teach:

Why was humanity created from a single individual [Adam]? Because each person is obligated to say, “For my sake the world has been created.” (Sanhedrin 37a)

Each person is a whole world. Therefore, there are as many worlds as there are individuals.

In summary, when the greater Jewish Nation stood at Mount Sinai they were “like one person with one heart.”15 They were the macrocosm, the collective, the Nation. Then when they stood there and heard, “I am Hashem your G–d . . .” each individual heard those words as if he was individually addressed by Hashem. It was as if simultaneously Hashem pointed to every single one of them. Thus, in effect, a microcosm was created. The individual became a miniature replica of the greater Jewish Nation.

The First And The Tenth Commandment: One Idea

This explanation beautifully ties together the first of the Ten Commandments to the last of them because when a person understands the depth of this revelation he can never be covetous or jealous. Of course, in the macrocosmic sense it is possible — and, perhaps, inevitable — to desire what another person has. After all, some people have to be janitors and others have to be executives. And, consequently, you will always be jealous, always find yourself making comparisons, always feel begrudged, always find yourself saying, “It’s not fair.” That’s if you view life exclusively from the macrocosmic perspective.

In the microcosmic sense, though, everyone works for you. You own the assembly line. No one is competing for your position. Therefore, the tenth commandment — “Do not covet” — is a result of the understanding of the first commandment — “I am Hashem your G–d,” your G–d catering individually to you. If you understand the power of your individuality to its depth — which is the message of the first commandment — then you will never feel jealous, which is the exhortation of the tenth commandment. (See also Chapter 26.)

Sand And Stars

The Jewish Nation is compared to two opposites: the stars of heaven and the sand of the seashore. A star is the one of the most magnificent things in existence. Stars shine way up high in the sky. In addition, they serve as the conduit for the astrological influences upon humanity. Sand, on the other hand, is one of the least significant creations. It’s something everyone steps on and has no real value. Nothing can even grow in it.

Our Sages teach that if the Jewish people are worthy they are as the stars of heaven, but if they are unworthy they fall as low as the sand on the beach, which everyone tramples upon.16 This is the simple explanation. In the context of what we have been saying, however, there is a deeper meaning.

Stars exist in clusters called constellations. A constellation is a group of stars and thus stars represent the macrocosmic. Similarly, the Jewish Nation is divided into tribes and families. In this sense they are the stars of heaven.

At the same time, sand expresses the idea of the microcosmic. Dry sand does not clump together. Each granule is an independent entity unto itself. It’s also essentially indestructible. Take a brick or glass, which is made out of sand, grind it down to its constituent parts and it becomes sand again. Groups form and dissolve, but the individual components always remain. Sand represents the smallest individual atom, the indissoluble individual, the microcosm.

In the utopian world, which Mashiach will usher in, the microcosm and macrocosm will be one; they will parallel and express each other. This will be a return to the way Adam was when Hashem created him. Adam was a macrocosm. The purpose of the world will be attained when that macrocosm produces millions of individuals, each of whom is a perfect microcosm.

Avraham was such a man. He, in effect, became Adam (see As In Heaven, So On Earth, Chapter 8). Now, one might think that Yitzchak, his son, was merely a branch of Avraham. Yitzchak, however, was a microcosm as well. He was not a mirror image of his father, but a unique individual who broke an entirely new path in the service of Hashem. And the same was true of Yaakov. Furthermore, as descendants of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov each Jew has the potential to express himself in a microcosmic way. We all have this potential individuality in us.

Now, were we worthy we would discover our individuality only through positive experiences. We would each become an individual star. Whenever we do not absolutely fulfill our responsibilities, however, we discover our individuality — which has to be discovered sooner or later, one way or another — through negative experiences. We become like the sand of the beach, which everyone tramples upon.

This is what has happened to us in our generation. We have become like sand of the beach, whose individual granules do not cling to each other. When Jew fights Jew one of the inevitable results is anti-Semitism. Anti-Semitism, for all its ugliness, serves a positive purpose. It brings out the indestructible core of the Jew which he himself has denied. Who, after all, more than the Nazi, helped restore Jewish identity to the Jews?

“What do you want from me?” the Jew begged. “I’ve assimilated. I’ve intermarried. I hate the Jews.”

“It makes no difference,” the Nazi said. “You’re still a Jew.”

In a very negative, painful way the Nazi restored Jewish identity to Jews who had denied it with all their strength. That Jew became a granule of sand on the beach, trampled upon mercilessly, but at least he discovered his inseparable connection to the macrocosm, the 3,300 year old “assembly line.”17 And that’s what the Sages taught: if we are worthy we will discover ourselves in the manner of the stars of heaven, in positive experiences; if not, then we’ll discover ourselves in the manner of the sand of the beach, through negative experiences. Both scenarios, however, lead to the same discovery: our true self.

Generation Of The Heel

One of the most encouraging things we have witnessed regarding the Teshuva Movement of this generation is that Jews are discovering their identities without the Nazi’s “help.” They’re coming back in the manner of the stars of heaven. And in this generation, which is otherwise so far removed from even recent generations, we see its greatness in the Teshuva Movement.

The era before Mashiach’s arrival is called ikvesa d’Meshicha, literally, “the heels of the Messiah.” In the macrocosmic sense the Jewish people are one body. The heel of the body is the lowest part. The last generations before Mashiach are called the heel. In comparison, the generation which left Mitzraim is called a dor daiya, a “generation of knowledge.” They are the brain. (King David’s generation was the heart.) We, however, are the heel ... the thick skin on the heel. The heel is the most insensitive part, the least alive part. Yet, to use the analogy of Rabbi Hutner, zt’l, the heel is part of the foot, which is one of the most ticklish and sensitive areas of the body. So, too, this “generation of the heel” is easily stimulated by certain things. If we are superficial we are stimulated by technology, television, pizza shops, etc. If we are thinkers, then we’re stimulated by truth in ways which in a certain sense supersede any previous generation.

To illustrate what I mean, one time a flight I was scheduled to take was canceled. As compensation, the airline put the passengers up in an expensive hotel overnight. The hotel boasted, “Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels in every room.” As I sat alone on the well-padded sofa in my room I began learning Torah, but I was tired and before I knew it I was asleep. When I awoke several hours later, I felt disappointed and embarrassed because I knew that my forebears would have had the strength to learn most of the night, whereas I could barely begin.

I despaired a moment and then looked around. There, high on the wall, was the “Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels.” Suddenly, I felt consoled. From my ancestors, Hashem got a solid amount of learning every day and every night. We’re obviously a weaker generation. However, there is one thing we possess which they did not. We have the “Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels” only one button away. And that is our potential greatness, because although I was not up to learning that night I was nevertheless able to avoid sin even though it was only the flick of a button away. My forbears never had that challenge. They may have given Hashem the daf (a page of the Talmud), but they never gave Him “the button.”

In a macrocosmic sense we are much smaller than the previous generations. Our absolute contribution on this 3,300 year old assembly line is puny. We, however, have challenges which they never even dreamed of, and that gives us an opportunity to fulfill the microcosmic lesson of Sinai more than ever before. When a Jew today discovers his Jewish identity — and I’m not only referring to assimilated Jews, but also to Jews raised to be observant who discover a new depth in Judaism they had grown up taking for granted — his action produces a tidal wave of achievement, even though the same act would not have produced the smallest wave in a previous generation.

A couple of generations ago, for example, were a Jew to put on tefillin for the first time at the age of twenty-five, or discover what it really means to pray, no one would have thought twice about it. To the contrary, it would have been considered a tragedy for a Jewish boy not to put on tefillin by the age of thirteen; and even the simplest person regularly prayed to Hashem with genuine feeling. But in this generation it’s truly an accomplishment. In the macrocosmic sense, it’s an act reserved only for the least of the assembly-line workers. In the microcosmic sense, however, it can shine an even greater light than anything previously, for to make such a discovery in this day and age is a truly praiseworthy accomplishment.

In general, the lower the generation sinks, the more the microcosmic accomplishment becomes amplified. Even the sand of the beach is sprouting. Is there any greater testimony to the indestructibility of the individual? Every individual today, in potential, has the power to become worthy of having an entire book written about him. Miniature “Avraham Avinus” and miniature “Sarah Emainus” are walking on our streets. That’s the microcosmic component. That’s the nishmah component.

Hag’bola

To return to our original question, when did Om Yisroel add the word nishmah? In other words, they had already said naaseh; they had already perceived their part in the development of the macrocosm, in the formation of the Jewish Nation. Now, suddenly, they said something which not only showed their readiness to participate in the macrocosm but something which excited them about the possibility of becoming their own microcosm. When did that happen? The answer is: after hearing the prohibitions of prishus and hag’bola. What about these prohibitions led them to say that they would not only do the Torah but strive to understand it?

The prohibition of hag’bola literally meant they were to set up physical boundaries around the mountain which they could not encroach. Symbolically, the message was that you are each individuals given your own unique boundaries. These boundaries define who you are, they represent your own unique “assembly line.” Concentrate on accomplishing what you have to accomplish within them. Don’t try to break out from “you.” Don’t complain, “Why was I so unfortunate to be born into these circumstances, into this family, into this marriage, into this career, etc.?” That’s erroneous. Within the very boundaries you were born is precisely where you can accomplish your greatest gains. There is no need to be covetous of that which is outside your boundaries: your neighbor’s spouse, house, family, intelligence, wealth, etc. You were given exactly what you need to accomplish your mission. And your mission is not just to be a tiny cog in a 3,300 year old assembly line. Your mission is to be your own assembly line, to be your own universe, to be your own Om Yisroel. Your neighbor’s wife, house, wealth, etc. will not help you in that regard. They were made for him. Your circumstances were made for you. Therefore, you must live within your boundaries and find your greatness there. It is there, within those boundaries, that you will discover that you are a whole world, a microcosm. Just as a microscope can reveal an entire world of life within the tiniest organism, so can you find the richest, most meaningful world within the so-called boundaries of your life circumstance.

Anyone who saves even one soul in Israel it’s as if he saved an entire world. (Sanhedrin 37a)

In every Jewish soul is an entire world. He is a microcosm of the entire universe. Even more so, it’s not only the individual who is an entire world unto himself, but every single moment in that individual’s life is an entire lifetime! That is why enabling a person to live even one extra moment is also considered “saving a soul.” If an old person is dying and you helped him live one extra second — and you are obligated to transgress Shabbos, if necessary, to do so — you “saved one soul in Israel,” because in that one second an entire world was saved.

How many worlds did Hashem create? One . . . but that one world has within it as many worlds as there are individuals whose ancestors stood at Sinai . . . and each of those individuals is further subdivided into the number of seconds each of them has lived. It turns out that the greatest asset each of us has is a split second of life. We have to be aware that in each split second Hashem is actively enabling us to breathe. This understanding is the secret to happiness.18

Therefore, you do not have to overstep the “boundaries” of your individual life circumstance to be happy. To the contrary, that will only lead to covetousness and jealousy. Rather, look to the universe which exists within your given boundaries. There you will find more than enough challenges to overcome and opportunities for greatness than you can possibly hope for.

Prishus

The other prohibition Hashem gave the people before the revelation was prishus, “separation.” In essence, this was the idea of kedoshim tihiyu, “become holy.” (See Chapter 1.) Holiness is defined as “Sanctify yourself in that which is permitted to you.” There are things we are permitted — and from one perspective there is no reason not to indulge in them. From another perspective, however, these things may not be advisable to indulge in.

Let’s return to our assembly line analogy and imagine yourself a worker. You have a certain set of instructions and procedures to follow. All you have to do is follow those instructions in order to be successful. You don’t have to be creative. You don’t have to think too much. Just do what you are commanded to do and avoid doing what you are prohibited from doing.

The same is true in mitzvah terms: there are basic, uniform mitzvos all Jews must do, i.e. you are not allowed to eat non-kosher food, on Pesach you must eat matzah, etc. There is an entire Shulchan Aruch telling you what is permissible and what is not. This is the macrocosmic perspective.

In the microcosmic perspective, however, there is an “unwritten” Shulchan Aruch, so to speak, with an unlimited number of ways to go “beyond the letter of the law” and become holy. Holiness is not something we are commanded by the 613 commandments to attain. We are, however, extended the option to strive for it. It’s something we can volunteer for. In other words, “to be holy” appeals not to our macrocosmic function but to our microcosmic one, to our individuality, to our self, to our “I.”

Wherever Hashem commanded you to do something (or refrain from something) you are not your own boss. However, there are many things which you are permitted and as to them, you are your own boss. For instance, there is no specific commandment prohibiting gluttony, as long as the food you consume is kosher. Consequently, when you take it upon yourself to eat in moderation for the sake of the exhortation “become holy,” then you are your own boss, making your own decisions, producing your own level of holiness. To return to our analogy, you become transformed from a factory worker into a boss of your own factory.

This is prishus, “separation” — i.e. separation even from permissible things. Permissible things constitute your territory, your opportunity to express your own commitment to serving Hashem. It’s your opportunity to conquer your own universe, to fulfill the promise of becoming a legitimate microcosmic entity unto yourself.

This explains why the people were so excited when they heard the prohibitions of hag’bola and prishus. It was a tremendous revelation for them. They had already accepted the obligation to do everything Hashem would command them when they said naaseh, “we will do.” Now, however — with hag’bola and prishus — they perceived a revolutionary new element: nishmah, an element which would enable them to “understand” the Torah and serve Hashem in their own unique way.

Of course, the first part, the naaseh, remained (and remains) the unquestioned and inviolable baseline of behavior. There can be no nishmah without first having a naaseh. But after naaseh, the possibility of nishmah hit them like a live wire and opened up a literal universe of potential possibilities for attaining the heights of spirituality.


SHMOS


CHAPTER 3

Descending Into The
Prison Of Egypt

These are the names of the Children of Israel who came [lit. are coming] to Egypt with Yaakov, each individual and his household. (Shmos 1:1)

This verse alludes to the mission of the Jewish people.

This world is compared to a “prison,” in Hebrew a maitzar (i.e. a place of “limitation” or “boundary”). The Hebrew word for “Egypt” is Mitzraim, a combination of the words maitzar and yam, “prison” and “sea” (yam). The mission of the Jewish people is to break out of Mitzraim — the “prison” which is this world — and enter the “sea” which is infinite, boundless and eternal. This is the image of passing through the Red Sea, the Yam Suf. The word suf “reeds,”19 is related to sof “limitation.” The sea, which represents infinity, is initially limited or bounded. When the waters of the Yam Suf split and the Jewish people burst through to the other side it represents the idea that they have broken out of the prison, which is the bounded, material world, into the infinite expanse of the boundless sea, which is eternity. And that is what makes them the Eternal People.

This world, consequently, can be described as a limitation. “World” in Hebrew, in fact, is olam, related to helam, “concealment” (the concealment of G–d or Eternity). The above verse is telling us that Yaakov, along with the Shivtai Kah — the twelve tribes — came down to Mitzraim, entered concealment and limitation, and ultimately brought about revelation and freedom. Breaking the barriers, discovering one’s infinite potential and worth — this is the mission of the Jewish people.

These Are The Names

“These are the names of the Children of Israel who are coming to Egypt.” (Shmos 1:1)

The Torah does not use the past tense, came, but the present tense, coming — they are still coming . . . continuously. The descent into Egypt did not only happen back then. It is still happening now, in the present, to us.

“These are the names ....” A name is not just a label for something, but an expression of the essence of that individual. Anything which has a name has a mission. Each human being has a unique name which identifies the essence of the task he has been sent down to earth to perform. When the verse says: “These are the names [of the Jewish people] . . .” it alludes to the fact that G–d has charged each Jew with a unique responsibility; each of us has his own unique name and purpose.

And not only are each of us charged with a mission at our births, but in any given moment we have a specific function to fulfill. Each moment finds us in another situation of “Mitzraim.” We are, this very moment, imprisoned in Mitzraim and our task is to open up the maitzar, to open up the concealment, to break out of the encirclement and limitation, to crash through the barriers.

How can we hope to succeed at this frightful and treacherous mission? Because we have come “. . . with Yaakov.” We are walking in the footsteps of Yaakov. Maaseh avos siman labonim, “The actions of the forefathers are signposts for the children.”20 Yaakov grew up in the shadow of holiness (the homes of Avraham and Yitzchak) and had to leave them for Haran (the diametrically opposite environment) where he was forced to work with the likes of Lavan. Yet he succeeded. He maintained his holiness while marrying, building a family, and acquiring enormous wealth . . . all in the darkness of exile (the home of his father-in-law Lavan’s home).

Yaakov, thus, has already prepared us for the mission and paved the way for our success. Consequently, each of us, no matter how dark the Mitzraim we are personally living in, have a guarantee to succeed in our mission ... as long as we retain our name, our Jewish identity. In our own way, we have the same mission as the children of Yaakov who originally descended into Egypt. Just as they broke open Mitzraim, we can break open our Mitzraim.

Merging The Yud-Mem Into A Nun

This concept is alluded to (and profoundly illustrated by) the following letter symbolism.

Beraishis bar a Elokim ais haShamayim v’ais ha’aretz, “In the beginning, G–d created the heaven and the earth.” (Beraishis 1:1)

The numerical value of the letters of the word haShamayim (“the heaven”) is the same as the numerical value of the word neshama (soul). Also, they are spelled almost identically — the difference being that whereas haShamayim has a yud-mem, neshama has a nun. (HaShamayim is spelled: hey, shin, mem, yud, mem. Neshama is spelled with the first three of those five letters — shin, mem, hey — plus the letter nun [instead of yud-mem]). Furthermore, numerically yud-mem and nun are the same (both equal 50). They therefore share an intimate relationship with each other yet are different. The difference is this: the yud-mem is the raw material; it’s what we come with into the world. Our purpose here is to take this raw material, this yud-mem, and transform it into a nun. Let me elaborate.

The Maharal points out that because the letter mem is square it symbolizes materialism. (It has four comers, which symbolizes the idea of limitation, boundary.) The letter yud, on the other hand, symbolizes the opposite. It’s the most basic mark, a dot, and thus symbolizes boundlessness, indestructibility, eternity. Consequently, the letters yud and mem express the opposite from each other: yud is pure spirituality while mem is pure physicality.

Each human being was created with both a yud and a mem. Each of us was given a material body, a mem, into which the soul, the yud, descended. The human task is to merge the yud and mem together; to create synthesis between them. When we create that synthesis — merging these two opposites, the yud and the mem — we transform them into a nun, into a neshama, a soul. “Neshama” thus represents the person who has successfully blended the spiritual and physical raw material of his being, producing a combination which is greater than the sum of each part alone.

This also explains the deeper meaning of the descent into Mitzraim, Egypt. The letters yud-mem spell yam, “sea.” Mitzraim, as we explained, is a combination of maitzar and yam, a “boundary” around the “sea.” We are born as if in a boundary — a maitzar — which encircles our yam, the “sea,” i.e. the raw material of our whole being: the yudmem. As long as this boundary exists it prevents us from merging the yud-mem into a nun (and thereby producing neshama). And as long as we remain this way we are in a state called maitzar yam (Mitzraim), a “boundary around the sea.”

But if we break open the “boundary” (maitzar) we can merge the yud-mem into one and produce nun — neshama, boundlessness, eternity. This is called yetzias Mitzraim, “leaving Egypt,” leaving the maitzar yam, the “limited sea.” When we leave Mitzraim we create neshama, the “unlimited sea,” the infinitely expansive, eternal soul.

This is our mission. The soul was not created to remain in its original place in the heavenly realm. It was destined to descend into earthly life (Mitzraim). And it was not sent down into this earthly life to simply avoid or escape physical reality. It was sent here to grow from the earthly — to grow from within the earthly — and even transform it. Therefore, each of us was given a body, a mem, into which the soul, the yud, descended. When the soul succeeds in its mission it transforms the body, it transcends itself and merges into a new creation — a nun, a true neshama.

This is the choice each of us has: to come down into this earthly prison and remain with our yud and mem separate — raw, unsynthesized and limited — or to break through the limitation and merge into one whole being, a true unbounded neshama. Egypt or freedom — these are the choices before each and every individual.

“These are the names of the children of Israel . . . .” What’s the name, the mission, of the Jew? He is coming down into the world, into this prison-like Egypt, and his job is to bring himself out of Egypt (yetzias Mitzraim), out of the prison. When he lives a life where his body follows the lead of his neshama — when he is subservient to the Will, the teaching (Torah) of Hashem — he merges his mem (body) and yud (soul), thereby transforming earth into a soulful (nun) and heavenly paradise. This is the ultimate goal.

The Indestructible Core

The question is: Can’t our descent into Egypt (in the collective sense as a People as well as in the individual sense as a soul) end in the direct opposite result? Isn’t it possible for the soul to become so immersed in the limited, physical world that it loses all hope of ever attaining its mission? The answer was supplied by, of all people, a Nazi.

The Nazis held the Wannsee Conference, a top secret meeting, in the beginning of 1942. It was there that Hitler’s directive to implement the “Final Solution” to liquidate all the Jews became an official edict. They made it clear that their goal was not merely to expel the Jews from Europe and German-occupied territories, but to destroy all the Jews. As is known, the Nazis were so bent on this policy that they even diverted desperately needed ammunition, supplies and manpower from the war effort in order to exterminate the Jews. That policy was set in motion at the Wannsee Conference.

At the meeting, however, one of the Nazis spoke up and said as follows, “I think that we are defeating our purpose. Let’s not deceive ourselves into thinking that we will succeed one hundred percent. It’s not possible. We may be able to exterminate ninety-eight percent of the Jews, but there will always remain at least two percent . . . and those two percent are going to be the strongest and most stubborn of their people. From this remnant they will form a new core. And from that core they will come back stronger than ever.”

Of course, the Nazis did not listen to him. They went on to slaughter millions and millions of Jews. Nevertheless, a core remained, as he predicted. And from that core a new Jewish people is growing. I believe that one day everyone will see clearly how we as Jews are alive today, and will survive the future, specifically because we first went through a Holocaust. That Nazi was right in a way.

The Four Stages Of Decay

. . . And Yosef died, and all his brothers, and that generation. (Shmos 1:6)

Galus Mitzraim, the Egyptian bondage, did not come about all at once. It was a gradual process. We can identify four stages. The first was the death of Yaakov. The second was the death of Yosef. The third was the death of “all his brothers.” And fourth was the death of the entire “generation.”

Parallel to this is the idea that, according to Kabbalah, the soul has five levels: nefesh, ruach, neshama, chaya, yechida. Only the first four can be affected by the body.21 The fifth level, yechida, the absolute point of “oneness” (“oneness” in the sense that it is one with G–d), can never be blemished. It’s the pure essence of the soul. It’s only possible, therefore, for four levels of the soul to experience galus, “exile.” Yechida, the core of the Jew, can never be damaged, can never be in exile.22

Now, when the verse says, “. . . and all that generation” it alludes to the fact that the Jewish people’s collective nefesh descended into exile; “. . . and all his brothers” refers to the ruach going into exile; “... and Yosef died” is the neshama going into exile. When Yaakov died, that was the chaya in exile. The yechida can never enter exile, though. It is the indestructible core of the Jew. And from that indestructible core, one will always be able to rebuild.

This is the same principle which brings about the growth of a tree. In order for a seed to grow into a tree, it first has to be placed into the ground and then completely rot away. Although the seed disintegrates, its core elements seep deep into the depths of the earth, form a body, put down roots, and then absorb the nutrients in the earth which supply nourishment that enables the tree to grow.

This is exactly what happened to the Children of Israel. Hashem planted them in the aretz, the earth. “And the land (ha ’aretz) was filled with them.” How did the Children of Israel fill the land of Egypt? First, they rotted; they disintegrated; they assimilated; they disappeared. In actuality, they were penetrating into the depths of the physical world as a seed disintegrates in the ground.

Four Stages Of Reconstitution

Interestingly, just as the Jewish people disintegrated in four stages, so too their population increased in four stages.

And the Children of Israel were fruitful, and increased, and multiplied, and grew exceedingly strong; and the land was filled with them. (Shmos 1:7)

We have four stages: “fruitful,” “increased,” “multiplied,” and “exceedingly strong.” Thus the growth of the Jewish people in Egypt paralleled their decay.

No farmer would place seeds in the ground if he did not know that they would ultimately produce a crop. Similarly, Hashem would not have sent the Jewish people into Egypt and let them deteriorate if He did not have in mind that from their very disintegration they would ultimately blossom in the most profound way. Every clod of earth has minerals hidden within it capable of nurturing a great tree. The Jewish people were a tree planted in the lowly earth of Mitzraim. They disintegrated, but then drew up the spiritual minerals concealed in the land of Egypt and grew into the Tree of Life.

Galus Mitzraim (the Egyptian exile) is proof that no suffering (collective or individual) is pointless. Every galus has a geulah; every exile has a redemption. Exile, in fact, is the greatest testimony to Redemption. You cannot have one without the other. Redemption is the crop which inevitably grows out of the aretz of exile.


CHAPTER 4

Pharaoh:
Oppressor Of The
Mind

And a new king arose over Egypt who did not know Yosef. (Shmos 1:8)

Our Sages offer two interpretations of the above verse.23 One: that it was literally a new king who arose over Egypt. Or, two: that it was the same king but he “renewed his decrees,” i.e. he acted toward the Jewish population in an entirely new and diabolical way. These are the standard interpretations. There is an allegorical understanding here as well, though.

What makes a righteous Gentile (one of the chasidei umos olam) a righteous Gentile? The fact that “he knows Yosef.” What does it mean to “know Yosef’? The Hebrew word “Yosef’ means “to add.” To know Yosef means to know what it is that you “add” to creation, i.e. your purpose here.

A righteous Gentile is someone who knows what he contributes to creation and recognizes that he is here to aid the Jewish people in performing their chosen mission. Pharaoh, who is the leader of the Gentile world, has to “know Yosef’ if he is to be considered righteous. He has to know that the basic reason the Jews are dwelling in his land is in order to help them fulfill their mission.

However, the minute Pharaoh sees himself as an important entity independent of the Jewish people — i.e. that he is not responsible for helping the Jewish people fulfill their purpose and instead sees them as a threat to his self-proclaimed, independent importance — he is in a state where he “does not know Yosef.” When Pharaoh ceases to know Yosef he ceases to know his purpose, which is to act as a vessel for the Jewish people. The minute he stops knowing that his place is as a support for the Jewish people’s growth, he becomes a despotic ruler. That brings exile upon the Jews, and calamity, ultimately, upon the Gentile despot and his people.

Shibud Hadaas

And he [Pharaoh] said to his people, “Behold, the Children of Israel is more numerous and stronger than us. Come, let us act wisely with it, lest it becomes numerous and the situation occurs that if war ensues it may join our enemies and fight against us and rise from the land.” (Shmos 1:9-10)

The greatness of an individual can only emerge when he has yishuv hadaas, literally a “settled mind.” The goal of the Jewish people is to fill the earth with kedusha, holiness — to infuse earth with heavenliness. Pharaoh’s job is to oppose that fusion — to keep heaven and earth separate. Pharaoh understood that the way to prevent the Jewish people from accomplishing their mission was by somehow disturbing their yishuv hadaas.

He knew, unlike Jewish adversaries of later times — like the Greeks at the time of Chanukah or the Romans in the time of Rabbi Akiva — that a frontal attack would not work. If he forbade them to keep the Torah and mitzvos they would resist him, even martyr themselves and keep Torah and mitzvos with greater fervor. Consequently, he employed a different strategy — shibud hadaas: he sought to enslave their minds.

Shibud hadaas — the opposite of yishuv hadaas — is accomplished in two basic ways: by imposing grueling physical labor or by offering the promise of “success,” i.e. business opportunities, political involvements, etc., which by nature are all-consuming projects. The former is literal slavery while the latter is figurative slavery, yet no less effective (and, in some ways, more effective). The common denominator is that both forms of slavery sidetrack the Jew by preoccupying his mind with thoughts that compete with Torah and Torah values.

Life in America and the Westernized countries of today in many ways reproduces the situation of the Jews in Egypt. Jews become consumed with making money, succeeding in business, getting involved in politics, etc. Of course, there is also freedom of religion — but in a watered down way. Westernized Jews pray and, in varying degrees, keep the commandments, but the structure of society imposes a very real shibud hadaas on the Jews’ ability to become absorbed in Torah.

Pharaoh said, “Come, let us act wisely with . . .” the Jews. If we do not, then they will ultimately “rise above the earth,” i.e. they will “transcend” earthliness and complete their mission. The only way to subdue the Jew is to act wisely with him — to oppress him in body or mind. Then he will remain subjugated to his earthliness.

Burdens

So they appointed on it [the Children of Israel] tax collectors in order to afflict it with burdens; and it built cities for Pharaoh: Pithom and Ramses. (Shmos 1:11)

A burden means something which preoccupies the mind and thereby prevents the person, in his mind at least, from doing what he has to do. This can be illustrated by identifying the essential difference between a person employed as a manager in a company versus the owner of that company. The difference is not that one works harder than the other. Sometimes, the manager works harder and the owner may even take more vacations, leave work early, etc. The real difference, rather, is that the owner carries the burden of the entire business. He is the one at the end of the day who is responsible for the bottom line coming out to his advantage.

Many are under the mistaken impression that Mitzraim was a concentration camp. That aspect existed no doubt. Nevertheless, the essential burden was shibud hadaas. They took away their minds; they had no time to think. The worst part of the bondage was not the physical aspect.

Rabbi Nechuniah ben Hakannah said, “He who takes upon himself the yoke of Torah is unburdened of the yoke of government and the yoke of worldly concerns (derech eretz).”24 A person can only be preoccupied with one “yoke” (or burden) at a time. He cannot be split. Rabbi Nechuniah is teaching that if you take on the “yoke of Torah,” you will not experience the yoke of worldly concerns. This does not necessarily mean that you will never find yourself involved in worldly concerns such as struggling to make a living. Rather, it means that if you make the Torah your burden, then you will not experience making a living as your burden. You make a living and do what you need to do, but you do not go to sleep with this burden and wake up with it in the morning . . . and live with it twenty-four hours a day. It’s not your yoke. You handle earning a living simply like a person who has a job to do. On the other hand, if you make work “your” burden — your ultimate goal and source of meaning in life — then even your Shabbos, or your davening, or your daf yomi become emptied of inspiration and meaning.

Pharaoh asked himself, how can I eliminate the Children of Israel? I am going to give them burdens. Let them become builders of my cities (Pithom and Ramses). Let them become real estate developers, projects managers, materials suppliers, and laborers. They will become so absorbed in this endeavor that they will be distracted from their real yoke, the Torah.

These were the machinations behind his real goal: shibud hadaas.

The Seductive Trap Of “Success”

But as much as they would afflict it [the Children of Israel], so it would increase and so it would spread out. And they [the Egyptians] became disgusted because of the Children of Israel. (1:12)

Pharaoh saw that his tactics were not working. The Jews were stubborn. As difficult as he had made it for them to attain yishuv hadaas they nevertheless managed to survive. Even though they became laborers and business people, they still found time for learning Torah. The more their connection to Torah was threatened, the more they developed successful systems of learning (think of today’s daf yomi, for example) to compensate for the new restrictions on their time.

So the Egyptians enslaved the Children of Israel with crushing labor. And they embittered their lives with hard work; with mortar and bricks, and with every labor of the field; all the labors that they performed with them was crushing labor. (1:13-14)

The simple understanding is that the Egyptians imposed the worst type of physical bondage upon the people. The Sages teach, however, that b’farech, “crushing labor,” can be understood, b’ferach, with “soft” words.25 The Egyptians enslaved the Children of Israel not necessarily with the use of brute force, but slowly, over a period of time, with seductive enticements.

We have to remember that not all the Jews in Egypt were impoverished slaves. There was an aristocratic class which did not feel the whip. There were Jewish tax collectors, taskmasters (the Egyptian equivalent of the Capo), and others who did not have to work too hard physically. They were enticed into slavery with arguments like “you’ll become rich,” “you’ll have status,” “you’ll win the favor of Pharaoh.” They were not physically forced into slavery but nevertheless seduced into it with “soft” words. They were made to believe that their greatest function in life was to build pyramids and advance Egyptian civilization.

The effect was the same, however. Whether you were a lowly laborer who slaved in the fields day after day or an upper level taskmaster assigned the job of overseeing the labor, you were consumed with the work to the point that every last drop of your mental and physical energy was spent. Your mind’s burden was how to make a better brick, how to get your slave-laborers to work harder, how to reach your quota. Shibud hadaas. Total enslavement of the body . . . and mind.

Therefore, the real slavery was that the Jews came to believe that their purpose in life was to build pyramids. The Egyptians enticed them at first with soft words and promises of wealth and fame until the Jews became so acclimated to the Egyptian way of thinking — to Egyptian goals — that they saw themselves as part of Egyptian culture. They became acclimated until they forsook their Jewish values and identified instead with Egyptian values, culture, and outlook. That was the true essence of their slavery.


CHAPTER 5

Moshe’s Birth And
Development

In describing the birth of Moshe, the redeemer of the people and the teacher of Torah, the Torah emphasizes how his birth would not have been possible if not for the active involvement of several women. From his sister and mother to the daughter of Pharaoh, the Torah wants to make it clear that the merit of these women was the direct cause of the birth of our redeemer, this absolutely unique human being.

The Mid wives

And the king of Egypt said to the Hebrew midwives — of whom the name of the first one was Shifra and the name of the second one was Puah — and he said, “When you see the Hebrew women giving birth on the birthstool — if it is a son, kill him; and it if is a daughter, let her live.” (Shmos 1:15-16)

The literal understanding is that Pharaoh was directing the midwives to kill the newborn baby boys and let the baby girls live. Allegorically, however, there is a deeper insight.

There are two types of attributes — masculine and feminine. The masculine attribute, in the classic sense, is to influence. The feminine attribute is to be influenced. The masculine element supplies the raw material while the feminine element develops that which is given to her.

The Jewish people, as a whole, have both attributes. There is an element which receives and develops — the feminine. And there is an element which creates new thoughts and horizons — the masculine. Allegorically, when Pharaoh told the midwives to kill the Hebrew boys he was telling them to help him eliminate the masculine quality — the Jew who, in an authentic Torah way, is a fountain of new thoughts, creativity, and inventiveness. He didn’t mind Jews who were less than that. He wanted to go after the living, creative core. If the Jewish people are in a situation where they are not having “sons” it means that they are lacking individuals expressing the masculine trait that inspires new Torah. If they don’t have “son’s,” in this sense, they cannot survive even if they have many “daughters.”

The Jewish people have to develop leaders who supply that creative element. It’s just like in business today. If you’re not actively expanding, then your competitors will overtake you. Just to maintain what you have demands continual creativity. Creativity is the masculine attribute, the “newborn boys.” Maintenance is the feminine attribute, the “newborn daughters.” Pharaoh knew that in order to defeat the Jews he had to eliminate that spark of Jewish creativity.

However, the midwives feared G–d and did not do as the king of Egypt directed them; they let the boys live. (Shmos 1:17)

Not only did the midwives fail to kill the Hebrew boys, but “they let the boys live.” They not only avoided the negative but they performed the positive and gave the boys life. It’s as if there are only two magnetic forces at work — one toward the good (or life) and one toward the bad (or death). Oftentimes, all a person needs to do is pull himself out of range of the negative force. If he does so, he automatically finds himself drawn toward the positive force, the good.

How does one muster the power to pull away from the bad? Fear of G–d. Fear of G–d is like the thrusting power generated by a turbine engine. It gives a person the inner fortitude to steer away from otherwise unavoidable peril. “. . .The midwives feared G–d.” The midwives’ fear of G–d supplied them with the power to resist the magnetic force of Pharaoh’s decree. Without it, as good-hearted and well-meaning as they were, they would not have been able overcome this challenge. Fear of G–d was all they needed to ultimately create good. The moment they feared G–d it was as if they were already giving life to the newborn Jewish boys.

Pharaoh’s Daughter Saves Moshe

And Pharaoh commanded to all of his people, saying, “All sons who are born — into the river you shall throw him! And all the daughters you shall keep alive.”

And a man went from the house of Levi and took a daughter of Levi. The woman conceived and gave birth to a son. She saw that he was good and hid him for three months. She was no longer able to hide him, so she took for him a reed basket and smeared it with clay and tar; she placed the child into it and placed it among the reeds at the bank of the river. His sister positioned herself at a distance to know what would happen to him.

And the daughter of Pharaoh went down to bathe by the river and her servants walked along the river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maidservant and she took it. She opened it and saw him, the child, and behold! a child was crying. And she took pity on him and said, “This is one of the Hebrew boys.” (Shmos 1:22, 2:1-6)

This account demonstrates how G–d totally dominates human affairs.

The Torah tells us that the daughter of Pharaoh went to bathe in the river. Why is it important to inform us of her reason for going to the river? The Sages derive from this extraneous detail that she went to “wash herself off from the filth of her father’s house.”26 She, at that moment, was immersing in the river to became a convert to Judaism!

What happened next? Immediately, she was given the opportunity to take a central role in the salvation of the Jewish people by rescuing Moshe from the river. In other words, not only did she save herself from the tumah (the filth) of her father, but she became, in a way, the mother of Moshe, the one who saved his life and hence the lives of G–d’s Chosen People.

Think about this. Pharaoh had devised a plan to prevent the birth of the redeemer of the Jewish people. He decreed that all boys — even the Egyptian boys27 — had to be thrown into the river. Thousands and thousands of Egyptian children were killed so that Pharaoh could prevent the Jewish leader from arising. Yet, after all that, who foiled his plan and ensured that Moshe would live? His very own daughter! And she not only saved him, but raised him in her father’s palace!

The lesson is clear: You cannot fight the will of G–d.

Her Arm Became Elongated

. . . She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maidservant (amasah) and she took it. (2:5)

Rashi cites the teaching of the Sages that amasah, “her maidservant,” can be homiletically interpreted to mean “her arm.”28 The daughter of Pharaoh “sent her arm” and took the basket wherein Moshe lay. The basket had been way out of reach. Nevertheless, she stretched out her arm and a miracle happened — it became “many amos (cubits)” long, the Sages tell us, enabling her to reach the basket and draw it out of the water.

The Rebbe of Kotzk teaches an important lesson from this. When it comes to saving lives a person is often given miraculous powers — as long as he takes the initiative. The daughter of Pharaoh heard a baby crying in the middle of the river. What could she do? He was too far out of reach. The only thing she could do was stretch out her hand. This seemed like a futile gesture, yet it was this small effort which merited the miracle to happen. All she had to do was stretch out her hand and G–d did the rest.

G–d dominates our lives in every way. Pragmatically speaking, however, He gave us the ability to have a share in bringing about whatever needs to be brought about in our lives. We are partners with Him. Our share in the partnership is to take the initiative in reaching for a worthwhile goal — even if that goal is seemingly impossible. If we take the initiative to perform some good, He will do the rest and finish it off for us.

Raised In Pharaoh’s Palace

. . . and she [Yocheved] brought him to the daughter of Pharaoh. (Shmos 2:10)

This is unbelievable. The entire Egyptian nation was petrified, expecting the birth of a child whom the astrologers foretold would have the power to ruin their civilization.29 As a result, Pharaoh decreed that every boy had to be thrown into the river. Now, not only did Moshe escape death, but who saved him? Pharaoh’s daughter! And where was he raised? In the palace of Pharaoh! This is almost beyond comprehension. Couldn’t Has hem have arranged for Moshe to be saved by some other Egyptian, or at least not be raised in the house of Pharaoh, on his very lap? It’s as if the tzaddik hador, the generation’s most righteous person, was raised in Hitler’s lap. That’s what happened to Moshe.

The Sages make a startling revelation based on this insight. They say that just as Moshe was raised in Pharaoh’s palace, so will Mashiach be raised in Edom, the most powerful nation oppressing the Jewish people.30 (The Jewish people were destined to go through four exiles. The fourth, the exile of Edom, began with the Roman Civilization and continues today, in spiritual form at least, with Western Civilization. See Days Are Coming, Part II, for an in-depth analysis of this.) Mashiach will be a part of “Edomite” culture. He will be cultivated by it and eventually conquer it.

Why does Mashiach have to develop, as Moshe did, specifically in the very heart of tumah (defilement)? It’s a principle of metaphysics, the Maharal explains: Being (or existence) is given new form by interacting with something which is non-being (or non-existence, nothing).31 In other words, if you want a tree to grow you first have to put a seed in the ground and let it rot. Techilas tzimachon rikovon, “The beginning of growth is decay.” Similarly, holiness has to exist and even decay in the muck of tumah before it can sprout forth in full bloom.

The Jewish people are currently in the depths of the heart of galus Edom, the exile of Edom, the most materialistic, impudent, and unG-dly culture. Paradoxically, though, this is precisely where Mashiach is nurtured; this is where his seed is cultivated. Tumah, like manure, can be the most fertile birthing ground for spirituality.

More so, the Maharal goes on to explain, this is why Yaakov (progenitor of the Jewish people) was born grasping onto the heel of Esav (who was also called Edom). Yaakov, the epitome of being and essence, was grasping onto Esav’s heel (the heel, which is the lowest part of the person), the epitome of non-being and superficiality, because he instinctively knew that in order to transform himself into a higher being he would have to encounter the non-being of his decrepit twin brother. The result would be Yisroel, his higher destined self.

Before they were redeemed the Jewish people in Mitzraim had reached the forty-ninth level of tumah. That is why the only person who could have taken them out was someone who had been raised in the very heart of that tumah, developed the necessary spiritual anti-bodies, and even elevated it for the use of good. That was Moshe, and that is why he, specifically, was raised in Pharaoh’s house.

Moshe Develops

And it happened in those days — Moshe grew (vayigdal) and went out to his brothers and observed their burdens. And he saw an Egyptian man striking a Hebrew man, of his brothers. (Shmos 2:11)

Rashi explains that when Moshe “gave his heart and his eyes to be distressed over them [his brothers].” This was Moshe’s “greatness” (vayigdal — as in gadol, “great”). He was living a sheltered life growing up in Pharaoh’s palace, yet he was not lured into apathy. He stirred himself to leave the protected confines of his upbringing to feel the suffering of his brothers. That’s what made him great.

By contrast, this is rarely the definition of greatness in today’s world which confers status only on someone with a title: a doctor, a lawyer, a CEO. Strip away the titles and he is nothing. The Torah, on the other hand, implies that Moshe was great independent of any titles — simply because he overcame himself and volunteered to take responsibility for the welfare of his less fortunate brothers. It would have been easy for him focus on his personal success, rising ever higher and higher in Pharaoh’s palace and Egyptian culture. Yet, he forsook his egotistic concerns and gave his life for the well-being of others, for the mission of tikkun olam (righting the world). That’s genuine greatness.

“Indeed, The Matter Has Become Known”

He turned this way and that and saw that there was no man, so he struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. He went out the next day and behold! two Hebrew men were fighting. He said to the wicked one, “Why would you strike your fellow?”

He replied, “Who made you a man, a ruler, and a judge over us? Are you saying that you are going to kill me, as you killed the Egyptian?”

Moshe was frightened and he thought, “Indeed, the matter has become known.” (Shmos 2:12-14)

According to the simple meaning, Moshe became afraid because people now knew that he had killed the Egyptian. He had thought that no one had observed his act. Now that this wicked person knew what he had done, Moshe thought he was surely going to be informed upon. That’s the simple meaning. Rashi, however, cites a midrashic interpretation.32

Moshe could not understand why Om Yisrael, the Jewish people, were enslaved in Egypt. Why was Hashem tolerating the way they were treated? What sin did they do that caused them to suffer such a terrible exile? When, however, he saw that there were informers among them, Jews who were grossly negligent of the laws of shmiras haloshon (proper speech, i.e. they were gossips, slanderers, and habitual speakers of loshon hara), he said, “Now the matter is known [to me]” — i.e. now I understand why the Jews are in exile. They’re not getting along between themselves. As the Sages teach, we are in exile today because of sinas chinom, unrestrained hatred.33

Yisro

And Pharaoh heard about this matter [that Moshe had killed the Egyptian] and he wanted to kill Moshe. And Moshe fled from before Pharaoh and settled in the land of Midian. He sat at the well. And the Kohen of Midian had seven daughters; they came and drew water and filled the troughs to water their father’s sheep. (Shmos 2:15-16)

Our Sages tell us that Yisro (Jethro), Iyov (Job), and Bilaam were advisors to Pharaoh in Egypt.34 When asked how to solve the “Jewish problem” in Egypt each of them reacted in different ways.

Bilaam freely offered advice how to destroy the Jews. For that he was eventually killed by the Jews. Iyov acted diplomatically. He didn’t lend his advice how to harm the Jews, but neither did he try to dissuade Pharaoh from harming them. For his silence he was afflicted with suffering.

This, by the way, is a very important lesson. When a person sees injustice it’s natural to not want to mix in, to keep quiet. There are repercussions to every failure-to-act, however. Sometimes a person goes through a terrible test in life and does not know why. “What did I do so wrong?” he asks. “Why did I deserve that?” Perhaps, however, it was not so much that he did anything wrong, but that he failed to do something right when he had the opportunity — for example, he observed an injustice and quietly turned away. That was Iyov, the archetypal sufferer.

Yisro, on the other hand, advised Pharaoh against harming the Jews. Pharaoh did not listen. Nevertheless, because Yisro offered this advice he was rewarded by getting Moshe as a son-in-law.

Moshe’s Zivug

Moshe agreed to dwell with the man [Yisro]; and he gave his daughter Tzipporah to Moshe. (Shmos 2:21)

The question is: how could Moshe — the redeemer of the Jewish people, the lawgiver who spoke to G–d face to face on Mount Sinai — marry a convert? Couldn’t G–d arrange for the greatest Jewish leader to find a wife who was born Jewish? The Maharal supplies an answer.

Every soul which comes down to this world is first split in half— part goes into a male body and part into a female body. And then they look for each other. Moshe, however, was a unique soul. He was not just an exceptional member of the human species, but the equivalent of the whole species himself.35 His soul was so great that it encompassed the entire Jewish nation. He could not find a match from the Jews because the entire Jewish nation was his match, not merely one individual. Moshe, of course, could not marry the entire nation. Consequently, he was left without a wife from among them.

Why, then, did he marry Tzipporah? What was special about her? All the nations of the world stand in opposition to the Jewish Nation. And the greatest figure among the nations of the world was Yisro, “the Kohen of Midian.” Moreover, Yisro had seven daughters. The number seven corresponds to the totality of creation (the world was created in seven days). Therefore, just as Moshe represented the totality of the Jewish Nation, Tzipporah, Yisro’s daughter, represented the totality of the nations of the world. By marrying her, Moshe was actually bringing the totality of the physical world under the umbrella of the Jewish people.

The Staff Of Life

According to tradition,36 Yisro had a stick in his yard which was stuck in the ground so firmly that no one was capable of freeing it. Yisro understood that if someone could dislodge the stick from its place it would be a sign that this person was chosen for greatness. When Moshe came to Yisro’s house he saw the stick and dislodged it. Immediately, Yisro knew whom he was dealing with.

That stick, it turns out, became the staff that Moshe used to perform the signs and miracles in Egypt. Originally it was a branch of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. It was a branch from the tree from which Adam had eaten, which in turn had sent the world into chaos.

Through this teaching the Midrash is conveying to us a very profound thought: the very instrument which destroyed the world became the vessel to perform the miracles and signs which led to the restoration (tikkun) of the world. Evil became a vessel for the restoration of good. This was part of Moshe’s greatness: he knew how to use all the resources at his disposal, even evil, and convert them for the good.


CHAPTER 6

The Burning Bush

Moshe was grazing the sheep of Yisro, his father-in-law, the Kohen of Midian. He led the sheep deep into the desert, and reached the Mountain of G–d, facing Chorev [Horeb]. And an angel of G–d appeared to him in a flame of fire from the midst of the bush. He saw and behold! the bush was burning in the fire but the bush was not consumed. (Shmos 3:1-2)

The events at the burning bush led to Moshe’s appointment as redeemer. The Torah expends much ink detailing the experience. In so doing, it highlights for us some of the qualities necessary for leadership, in particular the quality of humility.

Indeed, among the several interpretations our Sages offer regarding why Hashem revealed Himself to Moshe in a lowly thornbush one is that He wanted to emphasize that He is with us even when we are suffering.37 “I dwell even in a thornbush,” He says, “a lowly, dry bush in the middle of the desert. Just as I’m in this bush, so am I with My people in Egypt. I’m not too big to lower Myself and share in their sufferings.” That’s one lesson.

Another meaning of the burning bush is as follows. Moshe was puzzled as to how the Jewish people would merit to be redeemed. He asked G–d for a sign because he feared that the people would not believe him. In other words, they were on a very low level of faith (emunah). They were as “dry” and emptied of merit as a burning bush.

Nevertheless, Hashem informed Moshe that there was a fire — i.e. a living soul, a genuine point of holiness — in the midst of the bush. By the symbol of the burning bush, Hashem was telling Moshe the merit by which the Jewish people would be redeemed. As drained of merit as they had become, nevertheless they still retained a dormant spirituality which could be rekindled at any time. They were not a lost cause.

And then G–d showed him another miracle: “And the bush was not consumed.” In my opinion, at least, this indicated the opposite. Even if the fire is kindled — i.e. even if the people’s spirit is ignited — they would not necessarily utilize it. The bush — the symbol of emptiness and physicality — would not be consumed. Their physical nature would remain.

And Moshe said, “Let me turn aside [from here38] and see this great sight — why the bush is not being consumed.” (Shmos 3:3)

Moshe’s wording is strange. Why did he say, “Let me turn aside [from here] . . . ? Wouldn’t it have been more appropriate to say, “Let me head toward this wondrous sight”? However, his use of “turn aside” (sur) teaches an important lesson.

Moshe saw a paradox. On one hand, a Jew could be as dry as a bush — totally devoid of merit — and then all of a sudden he could become inflamed with passion for G–d. But then Moshe saw, to his amazement, that the bush remained a bush — i.e. the Jew was a living paradox: on one hand, he was striving for the spiritual heights while on the other hand he remained mired in the muck of his lowly material desires. It was an anomaly.

This is why Moshe first “turned aside” from where he was before heading toward the wondrous sight. He understood that if a person scales the heights of spirituality before ever clearing away the muck and mire of his basic character traits he would never attain completion. “And Moshe said, ‘Let me turn aside . . .’ ” indicates that he understood the importance of first turning away from evil before pursuing good. You have to separate yourself from your negative habits and character traits before you get deeply immersed in “spiritual practices.”

This has very practical consequences, which we have emphasized before.39 How does one become good? By working on not being bad; not necessarily on working to become good. The danger in working on the good initially, without first overcoming the bad within you, is that it’s relatively easy to get carried away with the high of becoming holy. It’s much more difficult, however, to work on the nitty-gritty of overcoming your bad habits and negative character traits. If you want to truly become holy, therefore, the first step is “turning aside” from your negative traits.

This is also alluded to in the next verse:

When G–d saw that he turned aside to see, He called to him from the midst of the bush and said, “Moshe, Moshe.”

And he said, “Here I am.” (Shmos 3:4)

Hashem revealed Himself and said, “Moshe, Moshe” precisely at the moment when He saw that Moshe was “turning aside” from his base nature. Hashem wants to see that you are turning aside from your bad habits. The minute He sees you genuinely take that first, difficult step — immediately, He reveals Himself in your life. The minute you distance yourself from your “bush” and identify with your “flame” (the soul), Hashem calls your name, so to speak, and shows you how close to you He is, as well as showing you what your destiny is.

The Ground Upon Which You Stand Is Holy

And He said, “Do not come closer to here; take your shoes off your feet, for the land upon which you stand is holy.” (Shmos 3:5)

G–d gives Moshe two commands here: not to come closer and to take off his shoes. The order of these commands mirrors what we said above. A person is sometimes caught up in his desire to scale the heights of holiness. He wants to climb to the top right away. (This, by the way, is a “favorite trick” of the yetzer hara, the evil inclination. First, it tells a person to keep far away from anything spiritual. Then, after the person shows interest, it pushes him to become more spiritual than he can handle.) In response, G–d tells him, “Do not come closer” — i.e. take it step by step, continue to be a normal person.

At this point a new problem arises. The person says, “I can’t grow where I am. I have to go far away, to a distant land or the like.” In response G–d says, “... take your shoes off your feet, for the land upon which you stand is holy.” You can make it where you stand. You don’t have to run away. The place where you are is holy. You fail to see the holiness of the situation you are in because you’re wearing shoes, i.e. a covering. Take off the shoes and you will recognize that wherever you stand you can become holy. Wherever you are you can serve G–d in meaningful ways.40

Moshe’s Staff And The Primeval Snake

And Moshe responded, “But they will not believe me and they will not heed my voice, for they will say, Hashem has not appeared to you.”

Hashem said to him, “What is this in your hand?”

“A staff,” Moshe replied.

He said, “Cast it to the ground.” And he cast it to the ground and it became a snake. Moshe fled from it. Hashem said to Moshe, “Stretch your hand and grasp its tail.”

He stretched out his hand and took hold of it, and it became a staff in his palm. (Shmos 4:1-4)

The Torah (the Five Books) is made up of hundreds of thousands of letters. The middle letter of the entire Torah is a vav of the word gachon, which means “belly” (of a snake).41 This vav is not written in the usual way, according to tradition. Rather it has to be written elongated so that it appears similar to the letter: final-nun. If, as the Maharal teaches, vav is an extension of yud (and yud represents divinity) we are left with an enigma. What is this letter, which represents divinity, doing in the belly of the primeval snake?!

The idea is as follows. G–d sent down a soul (the yud) into this world (extending the yud downward into a vav). It is possible, though, through free choice, to take that holy soul — the portion of G–d within you — and drag it down to the lowest level: to the belly of the snake (making it a final-nun, that elongated vav). This is in essence what happened when Adam was seduced by the snake to commit his sin.

On the other hand, it’s a two-way street. If, having misused your free choice you find yourself on the lowest level — you lowered your yud, your soul, into a final-nun, the belly of the snake — it’s nevertheless possible to climb up and return to the top. That’s the greatness of a human being. He has absolute free choice. He can reach the greatest depths, but he can also raise himself from the depths to the greatest heights.

Now, when Moshe stood before the burning bush and was told that he would be sent on a mission to redeem the Children of Israel he asked for a sign to give the people.

“What’s that in your hand?” Has hem asked.

“A staff,” Moshe answered. The staff — a long, straight stick — is a vav! This vav is the spark of divinity Hashem extended into each human being giving him the power of free choice to use it to reach the greatest heights.

“Throw it down to the ground,” Hashem told him. He did and the staff turned into a snake. The vav was transformed into the elongated vav, or final-nun, of the word gachon (“belly” of the snake)! It was Hashem’s way of impressing upon Moshe the power of free choice: a human being is capable of falling to the lowest level and becoming a snake.

But then Hashem said to Moshe, “Stretch your hand and grasp its tail.” Moshe stretched out his hand, took hold of it, and it became a staff again. He was telling him about the power of teshuva. Even if you abuse your free choice and turn into a snake you can nevertheless grab yourself by the tail, so to speak, and return to a staff, a positive power.

One proves the other. If you abuse your free choice (and you don’t necessarily have to actively make a bad choice to abuse free will, but sometimes simply by being passive when you should make a positive decision you also abuse free choice) and turn into a snake, you can surely utilize your free choice and turn the snake back into a staff. Just as you make a decision to do bad, so too you can make the decision to do good. It’s easy to fall into sin, but it’s just as easy to make the decision to do teshuva and “Stretch out your hand.” The first step in teshuva is the firm commitment that you will grasp your snake — your yetzer hara — firmly by the tail. If you do so, the rest will usually follow.

Therefore, when Moshe was told to grab the snake by the tail he was told that each human being has the ability to turn the yetzer hara from a negative force into a positive force. It is nothing but human free will which chooses to be righteous and humble or evil and arrogant. The message is that people can change no matter how rigid they seem to be.

Moshe’s Reluctance; Aaron’s Greatness

And Moshe replied to Hashem, “Please, my Lord, I am not a man of words, neither yesterday nor the day before yesterday, nor since You first spoke to Your servant, for I am heavy of mouth and heavy of speech.”

Then Hashem said to him, “Who gave man a mouth, or who makes one mute or deaf, or sighted or blind? Is it not I, Hashem? So now, go! I will be with your mouth and teach you what you should say.”

He replied, “Please, my L-rd, send by the hand of whomever You will send [i.e. appoint someone else for this mission]!”

And the anger of Hashem burned against Moshe and He said, “Is there not Aaron your brother, the Levite? I know that he will surely speak; moreover, behold, he is going out to meet you and he will see you and he will rejoice in his heart.” (Shmos 4:10-14)

Initially Moshe refused to accept the mission to be the redeemer because he did not want to slight his older brother, Aaron (Rashi to 4:10). Hashem had to display anger to finally convince Moshe to take on the mission. Then, He added, “Moreover, behold, he [Aaron] is going out to meet you and he will see you and he will rejoice in his heart” (4:14). This is testimony to the fact that Aaron had reached one of the highest levels of spiritual development.

Human beings are complex creatures. We can intellectually know that something is true and yet be unprepared to accept that truth on an emotional level. Intellectually, we can tell ourselves that there is nothing to be angry about, nothing to be envious about, nothing to feel vengeful about, nothing to fear. Intellectually, we know we’re only going to live for 80 or 90 years. It’s therefore worthwhile to struggle, for our main life will be in the World To Come. Emotionally, however, we’re often angry, envious, vengeful, fearful, and quick to endanger our portion in the World To Come. This is an inner conflict common to all human beings.

Certainly it’s unhealthy to ignore our emotions. Nevertheless, some truly great people train themselves to be so in command of their emotions that they can control them without experiencing any negative side-effects. Aaron was such a person.

Moshe, however, when he was first arguing with Hashem, was not aware of his brother’s level. He knew that Aaron would not admit to feeling slighted intellectually, but he still thought that perhaps he would be hurt emotionally. His brother was a human being, after all. How could he not feel slighted when his younger brother had been appointed leader of the people?

Hashem responded to Moshe, “Do not fear. I am testifying to you that Aaron will be happy in his heart. He will be happy emotionally. He will not even have to battle with himself.”

Your Built-In Psychologist

The question is how can the rest of us, who are not on this level, deal with this conflict between what we know to be right intellectually but feel is wrong emotionally? The answer is that we have to work on it — and the way we work on it, at first at least, is by talking to ourselves.

Most of the time, when we are feeling slighted or hurt we can cure ourselves. We can become our own therapist. And the truth of the matter is that everyone should become his own therapist. Therapy is essentially talking yourself into changing your feelings or moods — bringing them into closer alignment with reality. Every person has a built-in psychologist. But you have to make an appointment. Express your feelings to your mind until you work it out.

Oftentimes, it’s true, we need an outsider to help us get out of a rut. Other times, however, people go to therapists as an excuse, because they’re too lazy to think for themselves. You’re smarter about your own problems than even the greatest psychiatrist because no one knows you better than you know yourself. It’s not only cost-efficient, but actually healthier to learn how to be your own therapist.

Moshe knew that if he told his brother that Hashem had appointed him to be leader Aaron would accept it. Yet, he was afraid that there would be a residue of resentment. Hashem informed him that Aaron had worked on himself so much that there wouldn’t even be that. He would be “happy in his heart,” without reservations.


CHAPTER 7

Confronting The
Pharaoh Within

And the people believed, and they heard that Hashem had remembered the Children of Israel and that He saw their affliction, and they bowed their heads and prostrated themselves. Afterwards, Moshe and Aaron came and said to Pharaoh, “So said Hashem, the G–d of Israel, ‘Send out My people that they may celebrate for Me in the wilderness.’ ”

And Pharaoh replied, “Who is Hashem that I should listen to His voice to send out Israel? I do not know Hashem, nor will I send out Israel.” (Shmos 4:31, 5:1-2)

The Sages tell us that “the Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt only in the merit of emunah (faith) . . . and they will only be redeemed in the future in the merit of emunah.” As proof, they cite the verse here, “And the people believed (vaya ’amain) . . .” (4:31).

The type of emunah referred to is not whether G–d exists or not. Everyone knew that G–d existed, even Pharaoh (see below). Rather it means hashgacha (Divine Providence), i.e. the belief that G–d knows and is actively involved with every little thing — every sigh, every suffering — you go through. Therefore, the verse says, “. . . they heard that Hashem had remembered the Children of Israel and that He saw their affliction . . . .” Their belief is qualified by the statement that they recognized how Hashem was now personally involved in their suffering. That was their merit of emunah.

Emunah means that you believe Hashem has a profoundly intimate interest in you. It’s really a reflection of your level of self-esteem. If you don’t believe that you’re important enough for Hashem to redeem you from your bondage, then you don’t believe in Hashem — and as a consequence you will not be redeemed. Thus, only after the people attained the necessary emunah did “Moshe and Aaron [come] to Pharaoh.” Only after the people acknowledged their intrinsic worth did they possess the requisite level of belief which merited them to be redeemed.

The same is true on an individual level for each of us today. As long as you have not mastered belief in your intrinsic worth as a being made in the Divine Image (and that He, therefore, watches over everything you do) you are not ready to be saved from your personal suffering. You have to be a someone — you have to believe that you are a someone — for your redemption to be meaningful.

“I Do Not Know Hashem”

And Pharaoh replied, “Who is Hashem that I should listen to His voice to send out Israel? I do not know Hashem, nor will I send out Israel.” (Shmos 5:2)

We are not necessarily forced to conclude from his statement that Pharaoh denied the existence of G–d. The Torah usually identifies G–d by one of two names: Elokim or Hashem. Elokim is the name used when G–d created the physical world. Elokim, in essence, means Creator. Pharaoh was not an atheist. He believed in Elokim. He believed that there was a Creator who once created the heaven and earth. His doubt was not concerning the existence of Elokim. Rather, his doubt concerned whether Hashem existed.

The name Hashem refers to G–d in His capacity of the One Who “renews the world each second, continuously.”42 If He would fail to energize the world for one moment, the world would cease to exist. Pharaoh said that he did not know Hashem — not that he did not know Elokim. Hashem, who “had remembered the Children of Israel and [had seen] their affliction,” who was involved in every individual’s life personally — that is who Pharaoh did not know.

Of course, it was convenient for Pharaoh to believe only in Elokim. If you believe only in Elokim (and not Hashem) it means that you can essentially do what you want. Elokim created the world long ago, but is no longer involved in the affairs of humanity. Once you believe in Hashem, however, you know that everything you do is monitored.

Like a person in intensive care with a severe heart condition is connected to a monitor which a nurse in another room is constantly monitoring, each of us, at every moment, is monitored by Hashem. Pharaoh was stubborn in his denial of Hashem for precisely this reason. For if, indeed, G–d was a G–d who watched over every little thing that was happening to humanity, then Egypt’s abuse of the Children of Israel was a great sin, which would surely be dealt with justly, eventually. To “know” Hashem, therefore, Pharaoh would be condemning his entire world, his entire being. Therefore, Pharaoh brazenly denied Hashem.

The Mighty Butterfly

There are similarities between Pharaoh’s denial and modern science. Science has discovered Hashem, but unfortunately doesn’t seem to know it. There is a theory to explain that He is intimately involved with every detail of creation. I heard about this theory from an Orthodox scientist. It’s explained as follows.

Imagine a butterfly in China flapping its wings. Now, although the air pressure caused by the movement of its wings is negligible, scientists have made calculations that that “negligible” air movement can, three of four years later, turn into a hurricane in the Caribbean Islands! In other words, modem Science now admits that every movement in this world, no matter how small, produces a cause and effect which has the potential to snowball into the most devastating force. Every action has a reaction, and every reaction another reaction, and so on. Consequently, nothing which transpires is meaningless. This, in essence, is an acknowledgment of hashgacha pratis, divine providence.

And this is what yetzias Mitzraim taught us: that G–d is involved with His world down to the most minute detail. “And Israel saw the great hand which Hashem performed in Egypt” (Shmos 14:31). He is not just a G–d who exists up high in heaven. He came down to Egypt and affected miracles. This proved that nothing transpires in this world without Hashem.

This principle, hashgacha pratis, was one of the principles which the Baal Shem Tov emphasized over and over again. Nothing moves in this world unless Hashem wants it to move. In fact, long before the Baal Shem Tov this idea was explicitly formulated in the first of the thirteen principles of faith:

“I believe with a perfect faith that the Creator is [both] the Creator and Manhig [Overseer] of all that is created. He alone did, does, and will do everything which transpires.”

G–d who “did, does, and will do everything” is a G–d who is actively involved with his world down to the most minute detail. The Baal Shem Tov followed this idea to its logical conclusion. Imagine the following: A righteous person is sitting in a garden on a hot afternoon and says, “Oh, Hashem, please send me a cool breeze.” Since there is a principle that a “righteous person decrees and G–d fulfills [the decree],” suddenly a nice summer breeze sweeps past and cools him off. This is hashgacha pratis in the simple sense.

Let’s think about this further, however. There happens to be a tree nearby which the wind sweeps through, ruffling the leaves. Superficially, we can understand why the wind was sent directly by G–d: as a means to fulfill the needs of the righteous person. But is there any hashgacha pratis regarding the shaking of the leaves? Is there any divine reason why the leaves are shaking? On one level, you could answer, “No,” because Hashem does not interfere with nature. G–d created Nature and the laws of Nature demands that when a wind passes through leaves on a tree they have to shake. From this perspective, there is no particular necessity for a given leaf to shake. If the righteous person would not have been there; if he wouldn’t have asked for the breeze; if Hashem would not have made this “miracle,” then the leaves would never have shaken. Once Hashem decided to cause the wind to blow, why should He make the aftereffect of the wind’s blowing have any meaning?

According to the Baal Shem Tov, however, hashgacha pratis means that there is no movement of even a tiny leaf without a divine inspiration and involvement. Every movement has an “address.” It has a goal it’s meant to achieve. Do we understand this? Is it possible for a person today to really say he comprehends this concept? Until modem science it would have been much more difficult. But now the scientists tell us that it’s possible to conceive of how the flapping of a butterfly’s wings in China can produce a hurricane in the Caribbean Islands. This reinforces for us our belief in hashgacha pratis. There is no movement, no matter how insignificant it may seem to us, without divine calculation. Even the rustling of a leaf takes place for its own unique reason.

Science, therefore, is in this way coming closer to the Torah. (Albert Einstein was once quoted as saying, “The deeper I look into nature, the more respect I have for the Creator of nature.”) Scientists now can explain scientifically what we were shown during yetzias Mitzraim. The entire reason for the miracles was to show both Jew and non-Jew alike that nothing which happens is meaningless. Hashem dominates the world. He is not just a Creator who created the world one time long ago and now has nothing more to do with it. He is not just Elokim. He is Hashem, who “did, does, and will do everything which happens.”

For us, hashgacha pratis should not just be a philosophical concept. It’s the most powerful and practical idea because if it’s possible to conceive of how every little event is meaningful, then it’s possible to conceive of how everything which transpires in this world was meant for me. Each of us can say that “for my sake the world was created.”43 Every little event in this great theater called life is geared to produce some impact on me. I am important. “. . . For Hashem had remembered the Children of Israel and . . . saw their affliction.” Every little pain, every sigh, every pinch is documented by Has hem. I am his baby.

This depth of belief is what many of the Jews back then were (and today are) missing. (See ahead, Chapter 14.) I, as an individual, am so important that the world was created for me. I cannot be redeemed until I know that the world was created for me. Without me there is no world. The Chofetz Chaim said that if there is an earthquake in China, a person has to ask himself, “What did I do wrong?” This is the personal meaning of hashgacha pratis. This is what distinguishes a Jew from a Pharaoh.

Time For The Soul

And they [Moshe and Aaron] said [to Pharaoh], “The G–d of the Hebrews called on us. Please let us go for a three-day journey into the desert so that we can sacrifice to Hashem our G–d, lest He touch us with the plague or sword.”

And the king of Egypt said to them, “Moshe and Aaron, why would you disturb the nation from its work? Go to your burdens.” (Shmos 5:3-4)

As we explained earlier (Chapter 4), Pharaoh’s plan was to enslave the Jewish people in mind as well as in body. He wanted to draw them into Egyptian culture; he wanted their minds to be occupied with business, making money, working hard, working overtime, etc. Pharaoh knew the secret for enslaving people. If you give them a little time off, even three days, that would be all they would need to mentally break their shackles.

For this reason, Ezra decreed that three days should never pass without the community reading from the Torah.44 Similarly, it’s vitally important for every Jew today to have set times, day and night, for learning Torah — however much or little it is. The undertow of the dominant culture continually draws us out into the abyss of its hollow values. The only way to resist it is to take the time to gain perspective.

Of course, we have to engage in business and work to make a living to support our families. However, we must remember that work is only a means for living. When living becomes a means for working — when we live to make money, to build empires, to acquire status — then we have become enslaved.

This is why Pharaoh was so insistent. The people only wanted to go away from their labors for three days. What was the big deal? However, Pharaoh knew that if the people would connect to their G–d for even three days they would not return as the same type of workers. It’s not how much you work, but rather your orientation toward work. Under Pharaoh the Jewish people lived for their labors. After tasting spirituality for even three short days, Pharaoh realized they would labor for life (and not equate labor with life). That’s why he wouldn’t give in to their demands even a little.

Pitfalls Of Maintaining Our Standard Of Living

On that day Pharaoh ordered the taskmasters over the people and its guards, saying, “You shall not continue to give stubble to the people to make the bricks as yesterday and the day before yesterday; let them go and gather stubble for themselves. But the total of the bricks that they were making yesterday and the day before yesterday you shall place upon them — do not reduce it — for they are becoming lazy; that is why they cry out saying, ‘Let us go and bring offerings to our G–d.’ Let the work weigh heavier upon the men and let them engage in it; and let them not engage in words of fantasy.” (Shmos 5:6-9)

In two ways people become absorbed in their work to the point that they forget their purpose in life. The first way is to become extremely successful and get carried away with success. The second way is to be unsuccessful and become panic stricken. The business goes bad and they, in turn, feel they have to work much harder just to make ends meet. Then one blow follows another until nothing is left.

The truth of the matter is that when business is dead a person should look at it as an opportunity to take some time to think. The story is told of a man who owned a store. He came to his Rebbe and said, “I don’t know what’s the matter. Business is dead. Everyone goes to my competitor. There are no customers even coming into my door.”

“What do you do with your empty time?” the Rebbe asked.

“What can I do?” the man replied. “I sit around and read newspapers.”

“Listen,” the Rebbe told him, “the yetzer hara makes sure not to disturb you when you’re reading newspapers. If you want to have customers, then sit and learn Torah. The yetzer hara doesn’t like that, so it will make sure you get customers to distract you from learning.”

Pharaoh’s greatest fear was that the Jewish people would have a spiritual awakening. Consequently, he brought a “recession” upon them. He would stop giving them the raw material, yet demand that they still fill their quotas. That would make the people more panicky. One blow would follow another until they would forgo the folly of trying to become free men.

It could very well be that this is the most striking parallel to our times today. We are living in an Americanized, Westernized culture. We attained a certain standard of living and grew used to this lifestyle. Then, all of a sudden, the economy weakened and the level of prosperity dropped . . . yet we were stuck with the demands and standards of our old lifestyle. We cannot step down from the standard of living to which we grew accustomed. We have to maintain our “quota.” And that, in turn, intensifies our need to work harder . . . which, in turn, intensifies our anguish.

The test here is: Do we wake up and take the time to think or do we become more panicky, letting the situation continue to prevent us from thinking, and resigning ourselves to a constant state of anguish?

We have to remember that the labor pains get worse as the moment of giving birth approaches. The closer we get to redemption, the worse things become. The comforting thought is that soon the suffering will be over and we will recognize that it was all worth it. During the interim we have to try our hardest not to panic or do something we would never do if our minds were settled.


VA-EIRA


CHAPTER 8

Knowing Hashem

And G–d spoke to Moshe and said to him, “I am Hashem. I appeared to Avraham, to Yitzchak, and to Yaakov as El Shaddai, but through My name Hashem I did not become known to them.” (Shmos 6:2-3)

If I lend you my car and give you strict orders not to drive it on the highway, is there really anything stopping you from doing whatever you want with it once you drive it out of my driveway? No. I have no control over you. If, however, the car has a special device implanted in it which sends out a signal that tells me exactly where it is, and if in addition I can press a button which automatically shuts down the engine whenever I want, then you know you had better listen to me.

That’s the difference between G–d manifested in the name Elokim versus G–d manifested in the name Hashem. Elokim is the name of G–d who created the world. A G–d who creates the world is not necessarily the same as a G–d who now, after creation, still has control of the world. Elokim is a Creator, but He is not necessarily omnipotent.

Hashem, on the other hand, is the name of G–d whose “being” is the very world itself. (The root of the name Hashem is the “to be” verb, Havaya.) Nothing happens in this world without Him. He is in full control of all that transpires.45

Hashem, however, is what Pharaoh denied. When he said, “Who is Hashem?” he meant who is G–d that I should listen to Him now? He created the world perhaps, but He has no control of it now. Pharaoh denied Hashem, not Elokim. (Also see Chapter 7.)

The quandary is that G–d tells Moshe:

“I appeared to Avraham, to Yitzchak, and to Yaakov as El Shaddai, but through My name Hashem I did not become known to them.” (Shmos 6:3)

It seems at first glance that the forefathers did not know G–d in His most essential name, Hashem! How could that be, though, considering the exalted level we know them to have been on? Weren’t they aware that G–d was not only the Creator, but Hashem the Omnipotent who was in control of the world even as they spoke?

Rashi on the above verse, however, explains that G–d indeed revealed His name Hashem to them, and they even understood it intellectually. Nevertheless, they did not know Him in that name, i.e. they were not convinced in His omnipotence as the Jewish people would become convinced as they experienced the miracles in Egypt.

Creation — represented by the words, Beraishis bara Elokim — introduced the name of Elokim to the world. Yetzias Mitzraim, the exodus from Egypt, introduced the name of Hashem to the world. As great as the forefathers — Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov — were, they lived in the time before yetzias Mitzraim and the great revelation at Sinai. They were intellectually aware of Hashem’s omnipotence, but because they lacked the first hand experience of the miracles in Egypt it cannot be said that they had ever truly seen Him. This is the meaning of the statement, “. . . My name Hashem I did not become known to them.” They had emunah, they were intellectually aware, they believed in Hashem, but they did not know Him in the experiential way their ancestors enslaved in Egypt were to know Him.

How profound was the revelation of Hashem which took place through yetzias Mitzraim! Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov had attained the most exalted heights an individual could possibly hope for. G–d spoke to them personally. He even told them that His name was Hashem, the omnipotent G–d. And still — it could not be said that they knew Hashem!

“And Israel saw the great hand that Hashem inflicted upon Egypt. . . .”46 The Jewish people saw the omnipotence of Hashem with their own eyes. It was such a qualitatively superior revelation that even the revelation which the forefather’s — who were individually on a higher level — experienced was categorically inferior and not even comparable. The forefathers only believed in Hashem ’s omnipotence. It was not truly known to them.

Behind Every Manifestation Of Elokim Is Hashem

And G–d [Elokim] spoke to Moshe and said to him, “I am Hashem . . . .” (Shmos 6:2-3־))

Notice that the name Elokim in this verse is first used to identify G–d. Elokim represents middos hadin, the “attribute of strict justice.” That would indicate that He was speaking to Moshe harshly. And, indeed, this was so because G–d was actually responding to Moshe’s previous statement when he had said, “Since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Your name” things have gotten worse. Moshe’s statement can be taken to mean that he was expressing some degree of criticism. Thus, as Rashi explains, G–d spoke to Moshe harshly, with the attribute of Divine justice.

But then G–d said, “I am Hashem.” Hashem is the name representing mercy, the opposite of strict justice. According to Rashi, this declaration suggests, “I am faithful to pay good reward for those who walk before Me.” This statement implies that G–d will be merciful.

Taken together as a whole, the usage of these two names so close to each other teaches an important lesson: the attribute of Hashem is behind or within every manifestation of Elokim. Every manifestation of strict justice, every punishment, every hardship, every suffering offers something positive to be gained from it. At the end of every hardship (Elokim) is the revelation of “Hashem.”

Oftentimes, we do not see Hashem’s mercy in the events which happen to us. When we don’t see His mercy we must rely on our emunah, our faith. Even if the only thing we see is Elokim, middos hadin, we have to have faith that Hashem, the attribute of mercy, is present and operating. When we are asked to “walk before” Hashem, to quote Rashi’s language, we are asked to proceed without seeing Him. Whenever we step forward into the unknown we have to have faith that Hashem is behind us. This is also the language G–d used when He told Avraham to “walk before Me and have faith (tamim).” Go wholeheartedly, Hashem was telling him. Have faith even though you do not see Me.

Sometimes we feel abandoned in life. We ask why Hashem is afflicting us. At that moment we have to know and reassure ourselves that no matter how it seems, He is nevertheless present. Such situations are in actuality opportunities to deepen our emunah. And this, in fact, is the entire design of exile. Exile is a darkness, a situation where Hashem’s presence is not apparent. Yet, our Sages tell us that we will not be redeemed except in the merit of emunah. The darkness helps us develop this level of emunah. Rather than react with despair, then, let’s see our darkness as an opportunity. Perhaps that change of perspective is all that Hashem wants before revealing Himself and saying, am Hashem.״


CHAPTER 9

Ten Plagues,
Ten Commandments,
Ten Sayings

What was the purpose of the esser makkos (Ten Plagues)? First, their purpose was to teach the entire world that Hashem exists.

Go to Pharaoh in the morning . . . and say to him . . . “So says Hashem, ‘Through this you shall know that I am Hashem . . . .’ ” (Shmos 7:15-17)

The Ten Plagues were like ten seminars on the existence of Hashem — and not just for the Jewish people, but for Pharaoh and the entire world. G–d could have redeemed the Jewish people with one plague in one moment. However, when plague followed plague, one month after another, the lesson was driven home to all Egypt, the hub of the civilized world, that Hashem exists and totally dominates Nature. This was one function of the Ten Plagues, therefore: to teach the world that Hashem exists.

Another was to show that not only does Hashem exist, but that He is in complete control of every aspect of creation. Every plague, therefore, affected a different element of the world. The plague of blood, for instance, affected the element of water. Kinim, lice, beplagued the dry land and thus showed that Hashem dominates even the smallest creature on it. Every plague had a different connotation and affected a different aspect of creation. All told, the plagues demonstrated that Hashem not only exists but controls the world in all its details.

Ten Sayings

Now, why were there ten plagues? What does the number ten signify?

The number ten hearkens us back to the statement of our Sages that the world was created with Ten Sayings (esser mamaaros).47 Each “Saying” brought into the world a specific element. The Saying, “Let there be light” brought light into the world, for instance. The Ten Sayings, therefore, are another way of saying “Nature.” Nature is the “natural,” repetitive and predictable set of laws by which the world runs. It is no less the will of Hashem than an open miracle, but because it’s repetitive and predictable it can seem to run independent of Hashem’s active input.

Pharaoh, however, denied that the Divinity was actively involved in the world to the degree of caring about an enslaved minority. Pharaoh is symbolic of the human being (or that which is latent in each human being) who tries to deny that the world was created and is still controlled by Hashem. In response, Hashem inflicted Pharaoh with each of the Ten Plagues.

Each of the Ten Plagues exposed (or “redeemed”) a different element of the Ten Sayings. The plague of darkness, for instance, revealed the root of the Saying, “Let there be light.” It demonstrated that at its root light is a creation of G–d’s. And so too with everything in creation. Each Plague revealed the root of its corresponding Saying — and revealed that that root was nothing but the will of Hashem.

If G–d had not overturned Nature with the Ten Plagues, a person could theoretically have come to the conclusion that everything which transpires follows some unspoken natural order, i.e. that G–d is not now personally involved. The Ten Plagues demolished that possibility. They clearly demonstrated that Hashem controls Nature; indeed, that Nature is nothing but the active will of Hashem manifested in repetitive and predictable patterns. The moment Hashem decides to break the pattern — i.e. cause a miracle — we realize that the concept of Nature is actually a flimsy human fiction.

The ultimate result of the miracles of yetzias Mitzraim, therefore, was, “You have been shown to know that Hashem is G–d; there is nothing else.”48 This means that Hashem runs the system completely and continuously. All of the Ten Sayings are in action now because Hashem is presently animating them with being and will. Hashgacha pratis (Divine Providence) — the idea that Hashem “did, does, and will do all events which transpire” — this the great lesson which yetzias Mitzraim came to teach.

Ten Commandments

This also explains why there are Ten Commandments.

If the Ten Sayings represent “Nature,” then the Ten Commandments represent Hashem’s active will underlying “Nature.” This is the meaning of the teaching: Hashem “looked into the Torah and created the world.”49 The Ten Sayings (“Nature”) originate from a deeper point — and that is the Ten Commandments (Hashem’s will). The Ten Commandments are the soul of the Ten Sayings. Without their vivifying influence there can be no Ten Sayings.

Pharaoh’s existence stood on the belief that the world had no soul, no Torah, no Ten Commandments. All that existed was Nature, the Ten Sayings. G–d, therefore, brought upon him the Ten Plagues which eroded his (and his fellow countrymen’s) smug belief in the inviolability of Nature’s laws. They revealed how each of the Ten Sayings was connected to a corresponding commandment of the Ten Commandments. The Ten Sayings are nothing but manifestations of the Ten Commandments. If there were no Commandments there would be no Sayings.

Pragmatically speaking, this means that the sun does not rise because of some natural law of physics. Rather it rises only because of Hashem’s will. One who believes only in the Ten Sayings believes only in the shell, in the external manifestation. A doctor may know all about the internal organs of a human body, but he doesn’t necessarily know about what’s inside the human heart, he doesn’t necessarily know anything about the soul.

Niflaos Haboray

The Ten Plagues revealed that Hashem is in control of Nature. Just as a person is in control of the words (or “sayings”) which come out of his mouth, so is Hashem in complete command of the Ten Sayings which animate the world.

Today, we can also bear witness to the “Ten Plagues” in our own way. With Science, for instance, we have the ability to look into the tiniest grain of sand and see an entire universe of life. More so, science has discovered how everything is made of tiny atomic particles; in other words, all life is really one unified field, one substance.

Twenty years ago, I first heard Rabbi Avigdor Miller talk on tape about the wonders of the appleseed. Recently, I picked up some of his latest tapes and I couldn’t get over the fact that this man is still just as excited about the seed of an apple as he was twenty-five years ago! He proclaims that everyone today possesses the tools to be a perpetual fountain of simcha (happiness) merely by looking into the niflaos haboray, the “wonders of the Creator.” Just look at the sun, a tree, a leaf, a seed. They all speak so eloquently about the miraculous beauty and design of G–d’s world that a person can be in a perpetual state of happiness just thinking about them and how they reflect upon their Creator’s wisdom.

Science used properly is one example available to us today which produces the same effect as the Ten Plagues. If we use it objectively, as well as the other tools at our disposal, we will be able to see beneath the surface of creation and into its soul. And if we do that, then, in our own way, we are experiencing again the liberating effect of the Ten Plagues even today.

The Meaning Of Faith

. . . And the Children of Israel were armed (chamushim) when they went up from Egypt. (Shmos 13:18)

Chamushim . . . [chamushim is related to the word chamisha, “five,” and] means that [only] one out of five [Jews] left Egypt; the other four fifths died in Egypt during the three days of darkness. (Rashi, ibid.)

Our Sages tell us that “Yisroel was redeemed only in the merit of emunah (faith).” At the same time, Rashi’s second explanation above (based on the Mechilta) claims that only one of five Jews came out of Mitzraim — 20 percent. Accordingly, a question arises: How could so many of the Jewish people not have had the necessary emunah, faith, to merit redemption from Mitzraim? They had just witnessed the Plagues (and I like to say that each Plague was a seminar which lasted an entire week). Has hem was lecturing for an entire week, making sure that there was not one person, Jew or non-Jew, who was not listening. Moreover, there was a three week “registration” period beforehand, for they received warnings that such-and-such plague was going to come upon the land three weeks before it struck. Then the Plague hit them for an entire week until the Egyptians couldn’t take it any longer and asked Moshe to pray for it to end. Moshe prayed, the Plague ended, and yet they remained stubborn. Consequently, another three weeks of warning were issued for the next Plague. Already by the third Plague the servants of Pharaoh declared, “This is the finger of G–d.” They could not deny Hashem’s presence any longer. This pattern continued for nine plagues, until the Plague of Darkness.

Yet, according to Rashi’s second explanation, by the time this plague occurred 80 percent of the Jewish people still did not have the necessary emunah to leave! And remember, the plagues did not affect the Jews. They were not only witness to the miracles, therefore, but to the fact that G–d was showing them special treatment. Yet, 80 percent of them lacked emunah! How was that possible after everything which they witnessed?!

The answer is that the emunah which is necessary for redemption is not simple acknowledgment in the existence of a Creator. Rather it is belief in the continual and total involvement of that Creator in each individual’s personal affairs. “And the people believed (vaya ’amain) and they heard that Hashem had remembered the Children of Israel and that He saw their affliction . . . .” Their belief was qualified by the statement that they recognized how Hashem was now personally involved in their suffering. They perceived that Hashem was as concerned about each of them as if each were His only child. That was their emunah.

In simplified terms, deep emunah is not belief in Hashem, but belief in yourself — belief that you are so important to Hashem that He will overturn Mitzraim just for your sake. The 20 percent who were redeemed recognized on some level at least how important they were. The other 80 percent may have believed in Hashem — how could they not? — but they did not believe in themselves. Our Sages teach: “Each individual is obligated to say, For my sake was the world created.” 80 percent of the Jewish people in Mitzraim did not believe that.

The same is true today. The emunah we have to develop today is the true knowledge of who and what we are. Who are we? The entire universe was created for us. What are we? Creations made in the Divine Image. We can only become what we believe. If we believe that we are finite creatures, then we will live our lives in finite ways. We can become no more than we dream we can become.

When a person does not believe that he is important enough for Hashem to look upon what is happening in his life, then he cannot be redeemed. Who would He be redeeming? He doesn’t even believe in himself! If Hashem redeems such a person He would be redeeming a person who in effect does not exist. In order to be redeemed, you have to first exist. You have to have a “you.”

The real problem with believing that you are so unimportant that Hashem wouldn’t be intimately involved in your life is that as a result you become cheap in your own eyes. And if you’re cheap in your own eyes, then you’re not embarrassed to do anything. You don’t feel important and dignified enough to carry yourself with self-respect. Without self-respect you lose your immune system to lowly behavior and you become vulnerable to the viruses of the contemporary street.

The beginning of redemption, then, is having faith in yourself, faith that you are important enough for Hashem to be personally concerned with your welfare.

The Trap Of Money

We must now ask: If 20 percent of the Jewish people believed in themselves enough to be redeemed, how come the other 80 percent were lacking in this faith? Didn’t they see the same Plagues? Why then didn’t they get the same message?

The answer, in a word, is money — or, more specifically, the pursuit of money.

People who are consumed day and night with one thought — how to make money — lose touch with themselves. They involve themselves so much with the means for living that they forget about living itself. They are in constant pursuit of more money, higher status, a bigger home, a more luxurious car, a more extravagant vacation, etc. They give themselves (their souls) up to these pursuits. They become obsessed. While going about the business of acquiring their obsessions they end up losing themselves. They think that they are buying themselves freedom when in actuality they are becoming so attached to external forms of fulfillment and self-esteem that they become the most hopelessly enslaved people. When the redemption comes they are not able to detach themselves and go out to freedom.

It was this attraction to wealth and prestige which proved fatal to 80 percent of the Jews in Mitzraim. They fantasized and were obsessed with it so much that they lost themselves. (They were obsessed, for instance, with rising to the level of Capo, taskmaster or more; and once there, with building a better brick, reaching a higher quota, taking part in a more important project, etc.) Their pursuits competed with the pursuit of their selves. The 80 percent who stayed behind failed to appreciate what Hashem was doing for them because there was no “them.” No one was home. They were all out busy pursuing “money.”

The same is obviously true today. A person can even be an otherwise religious person — praying, learning, giving charity — but “no one is home.” He is not busy with his true self. He is always busy with externals.

Of course, it’s vital to pray, learn, give charity, and make money to support your family. But there has to be someone “home” to begin with. And no one is “home” if, for instance, you bring all your business worries home in the evening. (See Chapter 17.) There are parameters to how much one should worry about finding the money to pay the rent. We have to do whatever is required in a natural way. The minute you come home, therefore, and there is nothing more you can do, and your wife and children need you, you must leave the worries outside. Similarly, when Shabbos arrives you forget about them as well. When you can discipline yourself enough to free yourself from excessive worry you automatically find that you have time to work on yourself, your family, your children, your neighborhood, etc. When you lack that discipline the Nile can turn to blood right in front of your eyes, but you won’t get the message.
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CHAPTER 10

Come To Pharaoh

The Ten Plagues are divided into two groups — the first seven in parashas Va-eira and the last three (Locusts, Darkness, and Slaying of the Firstborn) in parashas Bo. The number seven reminds us of the seven days of creation and thus the first seven plagues demonstrate that Hashem has complete dominance over the natural world. Eight represents that which is above Nature, and consequently the eighth, ninth, and tenth plagues demonstrate Hashem’s influence even over the supernatural world.

This in a deeper sense explains why Hashem told Moshe:

. . . “Come [bo] to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his servants . . . .” (Shmos 10:1)

Why does Hashem tell Moshe to “come” (bo) to Pharaoh? Wouldn’t it have been more appropriate to say, “go” to Pharaoh. The Zohar, however, derives a profound insight from this usage: Moshe suddenly became afraid to go to Pharaoh here by the eighth plague, the Plague of Locusts. Therefore he had to be coerced by Hashem who assured him he was not going to Pharaoh alone. That’s the meaning of “Come to Pharaoh.” It was as if He was saying, “Come with Me to Pharaoh. . . .” In other words, Hashem offered to escort Moshe, so to speak. He told him not to fear because He would “come” with him.

The question is, if Moshe was afraid now, why wasn’t he afraid earlier? What was it about the eighth plague that made Moshe especially fearful so that he needed Hashem’s assurance that He would escort him?

The answer is that from the beginning Moshe was ready to battle Pharaoh, but he understood Pharaoh to be a dark force whose powers were confined within the natural world. That was, however, before Pharaoh withstood the first seven plagues. Seven represents the natural world, as we explained. Once Pharaoh was able to remain stubborn even after the first seven plagues, however, Moshe realized that the source of Pharaoh’s stubbornness was a supernatural force; it originated from above Nature. And this is implied in the statement, “For I [Hashem] will harden his heart . . . .” Hashem was the one hardening Pharaoh’s heart. He, in a sense, was orchestrating his evil. It was not natural.

“How can I fight a supernatural evil, an evil orchestrated by G–d?” Moshe said to himself.

Hashem’s response to Moshe was that he was right for fearing an encounter with a supernatural evil force. And if he would have to encounter it alone, he would never be able to succeed, as our Sages say, “If Hashem would not help a person [to fight his yetzer hara, his ‘evil inclination’] he would never overcome it.”50 The yetzer hara is a spiritual evil. It’s an angel dispatched with a specific mission of making you falter. Hashem, therefore, said to Moshe, “Come [with Me] to Pharaoh . . . .” You’re not going alone. When I send you a supernatural evil I simultaneously offer Myself to aid you in the challenge of overcoming that evil.

Of course, in order to earn the right to have Hashem fighting with you against supernatural evil (symbolized here by the eighth plague) a person has to first fight “natural evil” (symbolized by the initial seven plagues). In other words, if we fight our battle, Hashem will help us fight a higher battle. Every time we encounter a seemingly hopeless situation, where the test appears to be above and beyond our capacity to endure, Hashem will intervene and help. He balances evil with good. (And vice-versa: “Whoever rises greater than his fellow, his yetzer hara grows proportionately with him.”51 Good is balanced with evil.)

Even when things seem hopeless and beyond any natural means of salvation, therefore, we have the capacity to merit Hashem’s supernatural intervention — as long as we have first done all that is within our natural capacity to do.


CHAPTER 11

The Newness In The
New Moon

HaChodesh hazeh lachem .... “This month will be to you the beginning of the months.” (Shmos 12:1)

Rabbi Yitzchak said: Logically, the Torah should have begun with the first commandment given to Israel: haChodesh hazeh lachem, “This month will be for you . . . .” Why, then, does it start with the account of creation [bereishis bara Elokim .... “In the beginning G–d created . . . .”]? Because of [the lesson in] the verse: “He declared to His people the strength of His works [of creation] in order to give them [the Jewish people] the inheritance of the nations” (Psalms 116:6). For should the peoples of the world say to Israel, “You are robbers. You took the land of the sevens nations of Canaan by force,” Israel can reply to them, “All the world belongs to Hashem; He created it and gave it to whom He pleased. When He willed it, He gave it to them [the non-Jews], and when He willed it He took it from them and gave it [permanently] to us.” (Rashi to Bereishis 1:1)

Perched at the doorstep of freedom, barely two weeks before the tenth and final plague, Hashem gave the Jewish people their first mitzvah (commandment): sanctifying the new moon.52 By all rights, this should have been the first verse in the Torah, according to Rashi. After all, if the distinguishing feature and first responsibility of a Jew is to keep Torah, then logically the Torah should have begun with the first mitzvah given the entire Jewish nation: sanctifying the new moon. Why recount the history of creation? Jump right in with the first mitzvah.

Rashi’s answer is that the account of creation informs us that there is an All-Powerful Creator who does whatever He pleases. That’s why it doesn’t matter if the land was originally inhabited by Canaanites. The Creator does as He pleases. If He decreed that He would give the land of Israel permanently to the Jews, then it’s ours. End of argument.

As an aside, we learn from this comparison that there is a strong parallel between the first mitzvah — sanctifying the new moon — and creation. In fact, the birth of the Jewish nation parallels creation itself. The birth of the Jewish people inaugurated a mode of creation which had not existed previously.

Before yetzias Mitzraim, the creation was characterized by the verse Bereishis bara Elokim (“In the beginning, G–d created . . . .”). With yetzias Mitzraim a new format of creation came into existence: haChodesh hazeh lachem rosh chodoshim “This month will be to you for the beginning of the months.” Of the two, yetzias Mitzraim was a greater act of creation than bereishis bara Elokim. The latter established the physical creation, which is ultimately limited by the nature of time and matter. (Bereishis, the Zohar says, can be rendered bara shis, “He created [the] six [thousand years of world history].”) Yetzias Mitzraim, however, gave humanity access to the spiritual dimension of creation, a dimension as unlimited as the Creator Himself. And this is symbolized by the words kiddush HaChodesh, sanctification of the new moon.

Chodesh, “month” or “new moon,” also means “renewal” or “rejuvenation” (chiddush in Hebrew). In the morning prayers, we say that Hashem “renews creation each day, constantly.” Creation is not just something once created and now maintained. Every second is a new creation. Hashem invests every second with personalized input. If so, everything can be changed and overturned — renewed — in an instant. This is the power of chiddush.

To use an analogy, imagine a computer with two types of software programs. The first program comes ready-made. It is complete as is, designed to do everything from beginning to end. That is the program of Bereishis bara Elokim, in which all 6,000 years of creation were prearranged. The second type of program is a self-replicating program: it comes with the potential for a user to program the program. One is not just working within the confines of another’s program. The options are limitless because one can continually reprogram the program and make it more than it was. That is haChodesh hazeh lachem.

Thus, there are two planes within creation. The beginning was one, large program programmed by Hashem. You are not a partner in that. However, alongside that program Has hem wrote another program — that is the Torah which He gave the Jewish people at Mount Sinai after yetzias Mitzraim.

Of course, any individual has the free will to resign himself to fate: his original fate set down in Beraishis bara Elokim. However, the power of chiddush furnishes the Jew with the potential to reconstruct the present and future, and even the past,53 as we are taught: “Some people acquire their world in one moment.”54 Every moment is a whole world.

Actually, that was Hashem’s original intention at creation: for mankind to have the two systems immediately (i.e. even the ability to recreate creation with every second of life). He wished to give the Torah to humanity through Adam. Adam’s sin, however, postponed that inevitability until a more worthy person would step forward. That person was Avraham.55 From Avraham until yetzias Mitzraim the Jewish people (then in the stage comparable to a fetus) were gestating in preparation for receiving the Torah. Only after they left Egypt and received the Torah did they gain the power of rejuvenation, the power of chiddush.

On Mount Sinai, the program of creation — Bereishis bara Elokim — became “upgraded” to the “program version” known as haChodesh hazeh lachem. And this is what Shlomo HaMelech implied when he wrote, “There is nothing new under the sun,” to which the Zohar adds: “However, that which is above the sun can be new, i.e. contains chiddush.” The physical laws of creation — that which is underneath the sun — is a vast but limited, predesigned program. Torah — that which is above the sun — is a self-replicating program of unlimited potential. Through it, one actually reaches back into the original source of renewal and chiddush.


CHAPTER 12

Slaying Of The
Firstborn

... So says Hashem, “My firstborn son is Israel.” (Shmos 4:22)

And Moshe said, “So says Hashem, ‘At midnight I shall go out in the midst of Egypt. Every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the firstborn of the slavewoman who is behind the millstone, and all the firstborn animals.’ ” (Shmos 11:4-5)

By calling the Jewish people His firstborn, Hashem was saying that they are His first intention, His first desire — the end goal for which the entire universe was created as an afterthought. And He emphatically taught this point by “personally” descending to Egypt, and, household by household, killing every Egyptian firstborn. The Egyptians are not My firstborn, He was saying. They are not My first intention, My true purpose. You, the bnai Yisroel (Children of Israel), are.

Korbon Pesach And Bris Milah

Hashem gave the Jewish people two mitzvos before the night of the fifteenth of Nissan, the night when the firstborn were to be slain. These mitzvos reflect the fact that the Jewish people not only relate to Hashem as a firstborn child — b’ni bichori Yisroel, “Israel is My firstborn” — but that they also have a relationship to Hashem as a wife has to a husband, as shall be explained.

There is a difference between the relationship of parents and children versus a husband and a wife. A child is related to his parent without doing anything. All he “does” is be born. It is the parents who brought him into the world. In this sense the child is at a disadvantage because he was passive: he had no input into the establishment of his “childhood.” There is an advantage to this relationship, however, because nothing can ever happen which will change the fact that he is his parents’ child. They cannot divorce or disown him; no one can ever change the fact that they gave birth to him.

This is not true regarding a wife. A marital relationship can be dissolved through divorce. That’s the disadvantage. On the positive side, the wife can have a share in creating the bond which defines the relationship. “I am here not because he brought me into the world, but because I want to be here.” This is a two-way relationship.

Hashem took us out of Mitzraim as a father gives birth to a child — “So says Hashem, ‘My firstborn son is Israel.’ ” We can never be disowned or divorced. We are born Jewish and even if we are undeserving the fact that we are His firstborn will never change. Although there is an advantage to that, there is also a disadvantage: we became Jewish by force, so to speak.

To compensate for that and to demonstrate that we want to be in a relationship with Him, Hashem gave the Jewish people an opportunity to perform two mitzvos. It was as if He was saying, “You are My firstborn no matter what, but whoever wants the right to say he earned his firstborn status, let him choose to make a covenant with Me through these two mitzvos

The first mitzvah was to take a sheep — which was the god of the Egyptians — and slaughter it for a korbon Pesach (Passover lamb sacrifice). Mitzraim was the symbol of materialism, and their god the epitome of materialism. When the Jewish people demonstrated that they were willing to slaughter the god of material bounty it was as if they were sacrificing their material longings on the altar of Hashem. This was a gesture of their desire to sacrifice everything for the sake of having a relationship with Hashem. It was as if they were saying, “Not only have You chosen us, but we want You as our G–d. It’s a two-way relationship.”

The other mitzvah was bris milah. The idea of bris milah is circumcising excessive skin which is covering the “opening to immortality.” A person’s immortality in this world is perpetuated through his children. The extra fold of skin which covers the place of the bris symbolizes a blockage to immortality. The bris, which takes place on the eighth day (and eight symbolizes that which transcends the natural world), removes the blockage forever, reflecting the fact that we believe in an extension: that there is something beyond us. Just as Hashem is immortal, so, too, we identify with our immortality through bris milah. When we cut off the excessive skin we acknowledge that we do not stop there. We extend eternally.

To summarize, before Hashem went to slay all the first-born Egyptians, thereby telling the Jewish people in effect that they are His firstborn child, He gave them the opportunity to establish a two-way relationship through performance of the mitzvos of korbon Pesach and bris milah. Only after performing these two mitzvos were they truly prepared to witness the tenth plague where Hashem, so to speak, gave birth to them.


CHAPTER 13

Matzah
Bread Of Freedom

For a seven-day period you shall eat matzos .... (Shmos 12:15)

In terms of blessings, wheat and grapes are the only two elements of creation we can improve upon. Eaten by itself wheat requires the blessing, . . .borai pri ha’adama, “. . .[the] Creator of the produce of the ground.” When, however, we make wheat into bread a new, more distinguished blessing is required: hamotzi lechem min ha’aretz, “[the One] Who brings forth bread from the earth.” Nothing Hashem allows to grow naturally is worthy of receiving the blessing hamotzi lechem min ha ’aretz except bread, because with bread the human being contributed to its production.

Similarly, grapes by themselves require the blessing . . .borai pri ha’aitz, “. . .[the] Creator of the fruit of the trees.” Through human input the grape is transformed into wine and requires the new, unique blessing: . . .borai pri hagofen, “. . .[the] Creator of the fruit of the vine.” Thus, bread and wine symbolize the raw material of the physical world which humanity has the opportunity — the obligation — to improve upon.

What exactly is the human contribution to bread and wine making? Both require the input of the three most basic elements of creation: space, time, soul (olam, shana, nefesh). First, the human being — or the soul (nefesh) element — must squeeze the grapes and put them into a container — space (olam). Then he has to wait until it ferments — time (shana). Bread, too, requires space, time, and soul: a human being — soul (nefesh) — has to physically reconstitute the wheat — space (olam) — and then wait until the dough rises — time (shana).

We have the ability to raise creation, and, in fact, are implored to do so. We also, however, have the ability to plunge creation to horrific depths. In this light, it’s understandable why two of the opinions concerning the identity of the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge are wheat and grapes. Wheat and grapes typify our ability to share in creation with Hashem. If we don’t learn how to become a partner with Hashem in the upkeep of creation then we become a partner in the destruction of creation. And that’s what happened to Adam. By eating the forbidden fruit he destroyed himself and the world.

The Arizal explains that the root of Adam’s sin was haste. Had he waited until Shabbos he would have been allowed to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. The primal snake, however, seduced him to eat from the tree. Had Adam’s motivation come from a holy source, rather that the snake, all would have worked out for the best. He would have passed his test, been allowed to eat from the Tree of Knowledge, and use that knowledge.

The snake actually robbed Adam of time. He made Adam think he had to make the decision quickly. Now! It was haste which was at the root of the first man’s sin.

Matzah, by definition, is bread not given time to rise. It rectifies Adam’s sin because since we lost our status through haste, through haste we have to regain it. The rising process — the chometz process — is likened to the evil inclination.56 The evil inclination makes us feel we have to have something right away when in reality we don’t have to have it right away (if at all). The evil inclination wants to rob us of time. By not allowing “time” into the bread making process we create matzah and do to the evil inclination what it sought to do to us. It’s like naaseh v’nishmah (doing before thinking). Before the giving of the Torah the Jewish people said naaseh v’nishmah, “We will do and [then] we will hear.”57 Sometimes we have to just “do without thinking.” That’s naaseh v’nishmah. That’s matzah.

Wine, on the other hand, is nishmah v’naaseh (thinking before doing). After the Jewish people accepted the Torah unconditionally their goal was to spend their time toiling in Torah and mulling it over in order to develop their total beings. That’s wine. The older the wine the more the ingredient of time is put into it, and consequently the greater its quality. So, too, after receiving the Torah the Jewish people were first equipped to use time positively. (And that’s why on Shavuos, the holiday commemorating the giving of the Torah, a special offering consisting of two loaves of bread was required. After receiving the Torah we can now make bread with time because Torah enables us to convert time into a positive force. Before receiving the Torah we serve without daas, without thinking. After receiving the Torah, we served with yishuv hadaas, a settled mind. The two loaves on Shavuos, therefore, demonstrate that we are now capable of using time positively.)

Matzah is the forbidden fruit (wheat) without chometz, without time. Wine is the forbidden fruit (grapes) with time. Therefore, while matzah represents the rectification of Adam’s sin by removing time from the process, wine represents the rectification of Adam’s sin by adding time to the process. Matzah is a service involving the absence of time: naaseh v’nishmah, i.e. doing without thinking; wine is a service involving the inclusion of time: nishmah v’naaseh, thinking before doing. Whereas matzah negates the misuse of time, wine represents the conversion of time into a positive element. Wine opens horizons of wisdom not dreamed of previously. “Enter wine, exit secrets.” When used in a holy, sanctified way — as in the Pesach seder — wine produces a revelation previously hidden from view.

Matzah, moreover, represents the first of a two-part process. Historically, it corresponds to yetzias Mitzraim. We are leaving the bad (Mitzraim) behind. We are nullifying the bad use of time initiated by Adam. Wine, on the other hand, represents the positive use of time, the slow process which turns grapes into valuable aged wine. Wine, therefore, represents redemption at the end of time. Unlike the redemption from Mitzraim, the final redemption in the End of Days will come about person by person. The final redemption is such a subtle process that it is happening right now, baal teshuva by baal teshuva, one by one.58 That’s what wine represents. It intoxicates slowly, subtly removing the inhibitions to our deeper selves.

Each Jew possesses the ability to know Hashem in a unique and profound way. Sometimes that knowledge comes in a flash and sometimes it comes only after a long, slow process of years and years. Knowledge, however, obtained in the long, slow way is ultimately sweeter than knowledge obtained easily. That’s the symbolism of wine. “Enter wine; exit secrets.” The secrets of the knowledge of Hashem are in our hearts. It takes time for the intoxicating effects to give us access to that inner knowledge. When we regain access we have reclaimed time.

Matzah and wine are the symbols of freedom. When we’re content with what we have, we do not give the primal snake any opportunity to trick us. We can be deliberate. We possess time. And that nullifies Adam’s misuse of the Tree of Knowledge.


BESHALACH


CHAPTER 14

Did You Long For
Redemption?

. . . And the Children of Israel were armed (chamushim) when they went up from Egypt. (Shmos 13:18)

Chamushim means armed. . . . Alternatively [chamushim is related to the word chamisha, “five,” and] it means that [only] one out of five [Jews] left Egypt; the other four fifths died in Egypt during the three days of darkness. (Rashi, ibid.)

Rashi explains that only one of five Jews came out of Mitzraim — 20 percent. The other 80 percent perished. The Sages, upon who Rashi based himself, cite other opinions as to exactly how many Jews left. One opinion states that only one in 50 Jews left — two percent. Still another claims: one in 500. And a fourth: one in 5,000.59 All four opinions contain truth, and I like to explain that the different opinions reflect the fact that there were different levels of Jews each with their own underlying motivation for leaving Egypt. Thus, in actual fact only one in five Jews left Mitzraim, but there were various levels amongst those who went out. For example, one person was so great that the likes of him could only be found in one of 50 people, or an even greater person whose likes could only be found in one of 500, and finally that rare individual who was one in 5,000.

On the rarest and highest level were those who wanted redemption purely to serve Hashem. Of course, the fears and sufferings of bondage in Mitzraim bothered them, too. However, the pain of not being able to serve Hashem fully so outweighed their personal suffering that it was hardly considered. They desired to leave only to receive Torah. Jews on this high level numbered only one in 5,000.

One level below them were Jews who wanted to be able to serve Hashem, but who desired redemption to relieve their own personal pain as well. Those numbered one in 500. Below them were those who felt tremendous personal pain. Although they perceived the pain of not being able to serve Hashem fully, their real motivation for redemption was relief from personal pain. Those were one in 50. The fourth level were Jews who only wanted to go out of Mitzraim to escape their personal pain. The lack of freedom to observe Torah in Mitzraim did not bother them at all. They realized, however, that in order to escape their personal pain they had to take up Torah observance, and thus they accepted the fact that redemption included keeping the Torah as well. They were the most common Jews who left Mitzraim, one in five, and they were the ones whom, the Torah records as repeatedly complaining to Moshe and wanting to return to Mitzraim.

Those four levels of Jews in total comprised the 20 percent who were redeemed. The 80 percent who stayed behind could not dissociate themselves from Egyptian culture in any way. They preferred life in Egypt over redemption in order to live by the Torah.

We, today, are going through the same experiences. We are all waiting for Mashiach, and within our ranks can be distinguished the same five categories. How many people are waiting for him only because we will be allowed to bring back the service in the Bais HaMikdash? This is not to deny that one has personal problems too, but those problems do not compare to the pain of the Shechinah in exile (Shechinta b’gelusa). Maybe those people number one in 5,000. How many want the Bais HaMikdash, but equally want an end to their personal pain? One in 500. How many want Mashiach to take away their personal troubles, and do not mind that in order to do so they also must keep Torah? One in 50. And how many really want Mashiach only for relief from their personal problems, and do not miss or long for the Bais HaMikdash at all, but will take it just to once and for all be rid of their troubles? One in five.

These four levels taken as a whole still comprise only perhaps 20 percent of the Jewish population. The majority say, “Well, if Mashiach means keeping all the mitzvos, going to the Bais HaMikdash, and involving ourselves in Torah all day long, then we would rather stay where we are.” Even if they will merit to see Mashiach, they will be the ones of whom Shlomo HaMelech said, “Years will come about when you will say, ‘I don’t want those days.”’ Those “days” are yimos HaMashiach, the days of the Messiah.60

To illustrate what I mean, in contemporary Israeli society the courts and prisons have a deal with the yeshivas that allows convicts to opt to spend their time in a yeshiva rather than in prison. This system has proven very successful in straightening out many of these men. And since it costs the government more money to keep the convicts in prison the prosecutor will often recommend to the judge that he be given the option of studying in a yeshiva instead, provided he remains within the yeshiva all the years of his judicial sentence.

It happens that you find an Israeli convict who thinks he’s clever. He has no desire to study in yeshiva and no intention of becoming a baal teshuva. However, he wants to take it easy, so he plays the part of a remorseful young man desirous of changing his ways. When the judge is duped by his charade and allows him to go to yeshiva instead of prison he thinks he’s really fooled them. All he has to do is play up to the part of a yeshiva student to avoid spending time behind bars.

He comes to the yeshiva the first day. Everyone is learning . . . and learning seriously for ten or more hours a day. Within the first hour he’s getting antsy. By lunch time he has the jitters. By the end of the first day he’s going completely mad. After two more days of yeshiva he says, “You know what? I’d rather go back to prison. Just don’t put me in yeshiva. I can’t take it.”

The same thing happened in Mitzraim. When the Jewish people left Mitzraim they were brought into the desert. Everyone was on equal footing: they were all unemployed now, fed the same menu, and stripped of their distractions. No television. No newspaper. No radio. No sightseeing. No touring. No Miami. Finished. They had nothing to do all day except learn Torah in this great yeshiva that was life in the desert. And this went on for forty years.

It was too much to handle for the lowest level of the 20 percent of Jews who left Mitzraim. They said, “It’s better to be free people — free of Torah — back in Mitzraim than sit in the yeshiva in the desert all day long.” There was no turning back for them, though. They had to sit and learn in that “prison” of yeshiva until they learned to like it. The other 80 percent who stayed behind in Mitzraim did not even bother going out. They said, “We’re staying right here. We don’t want any part of this redemption.”

The same is true today. Some people say, “If Mashiach means keeping Torah and mitzvos, I’d rather him not come.” These people are not m’chakeh for Mashiach, they’re not “waiting” for him. And if they’re not waiting for him they can’t bring him. That’s the principle — you can’t get something which you don’t desire or work for. Mashiach is a by-product of our efforts, our desire. One of the questions a man is asked in heaven after he passes from this world is, tzipisa l’yeshua, “Did you look forward to redemption?”61 The question can be answered in five basic ways, and our answer depends upon whether our motivation falls into the category of the one in 5,000, the one in 500, the one in 50, or the one in five.

When Mashiach will come we will be totally isolated from the rest of the world. We will all be in Eretz Yisroel, in Jerusalem, with the Bais HaMikdash. And we’re going to serve Hashem day and night, twenty-four hours a day. The chasidai umos olam, the “righteous Gentiles of the world,” will take care of our mundane needs and thus free us of all our material worldly worries. The question is how many of us will appreciate that lifestyle? Some people are just going to go crazy. They’re not ready for it. They want action.

On the other hand, if you are a Jew who can answer tzipisa l’yeshua in the affirmative, then you will look forward to redemption. The way to ensure that you are indeed looking forward to it is by working on yourself. You have to desire it and strive toward it. You have to learn about it and fight your yetzer hara [evil inclination] daily. The more pain you feel over losing another battle to your yetzer hara the more pleasure you feel when Mashiach comes and slaughters the yetzer hara. It will be paradise for you.

But if your yetzer hara doesn’t really bother you too much — in fact, you get along with him pretty well — you’re going to miss him when Mashiach comes. Therefore, if you are not properly prepared today to be redeemed, then you may not be happy with Mashiach. How unhappy will you be? It will vary. It depends on how much you prepared yourself for redemption beforehand.

This, by the way, explains another phenomenon, namely why many times our prayers are seemingly not answered. Sometimes we pray for the right thing but for the wrong reason. We want redemption but not the right redemption. When we pray for the wrong reason, and our prayers aren’t answered, we ask ourselves, “Why haven’t I been answered? Why haven’t I been granted my wish?” In our pain, we search deeper. We go to a rebbe, a teacher, a rav.

Then we find out that we were desirous of the right thing, perhaps, but for the wrong reason. After discovering what we should really be praying for, we pray and suddenly find that our prayer gets answered. This is important to understand. Hashem knows exactly what part of you is hurting, why you are hurting, and for what you are really longing. If you are hurting but pin the object of your desire on a secondary, superficial aspect, then you are not ready to be answered. Your job, therefore, is to crystallize what the true reason for your hurt is.

In any event, there were different categories of Jews who came out of Mitzraim, and each experienced the redemption differently. The vast majority wanted to go back. They were always complaining. On the other hand, for those who had always wanted nothing but to serve Hashem totally — the one in 5,000 — it was like paradise. The same is true now. Why do we want Mashiach? How many of us want Mashiach only for the opportunity to serve Hashem totally all the time? Very few. How many are willing to serve Hashem just to get out of this present hell? Many. How many don’t really care about serving Hashem but just want to be redeemed from a personal situation and nothing else? Many more.

Whichever level we are currently on, we should always be cognizant of trying to raise ourselves to the next level. You may be among the 20 percent who will be redeemed, but only in the category of “one in five.” If so, you must endeavor to make yourself one of the “one in 50.” If you are the one in 50, you should endeavor to become the one in 500. And so on.

How do you do that? Learn. Make your spiritual growth a priority. The more you learn — the more you start gaining an appreciation for the Bais HaMikdash, for Torah — the more you are going to enjoy Mashiach. You will be there one way or another. The question is: How much will you reap from it? The answer depends on how much you were m ’chakeh, how much you “longed” for it.62


CHAPTER 15

Why Do You Cry Out
To Me?

And Hashem said to Moshe, “Why do you cry out to Me? Speak to the Children of Israel and let them journey!” (Shmos 14:15)

The Jewish people were in enormous danger. Behind them was the elite of the Egyptian Army. On their flanks were impassable obstacles. And in front of them was the Red Sea. They were surrounded on all sides facing the specter of total annihilation. In response, Moshe began praying to Hashem (as Rashi explains). And that’s what the verse means when it says, “And Hashem said to Moshe, Why do you cry out to Me? Speak to the Children of Israel and let them journey!” In other words, it was as if Hashem was saying, “Now is not the time to cry out in prayer. Now is a time of action, not prayer.”

That was Rashi’s first explanation. According to Rashi’s second explanation, however, Hashem says, “Why do you cry out to Me,” with the emphasis on eylai, “to Me.” In other words, Hashem was saying at this point, / am the only one who can save you, and consequently there is no need for you to beseech Me to act. I don’t need your prayer. I will save you without your prayer.

Rashi’s second explanation (that Hashem told Moshe it was up to Him to act) is particularly hard to fathom. Isn’t everything up to Hashem anyway? As we have explained earlier (Chapter 9), there is no such thing as “Nature.” In actuality, everything which transpires is under the overall directorship of Hashem. Why, then, does Hashem have to assure Moshe that it was His time to take action? Isn’t He always taking action?

The answer is that there are certain crucial moments in history when Hashem wants to reveal His presence more so than usual. He wants to demonstrate conclusively that there’s no such thing as Nature; that in reality everything is supernatural. And when Hashem wants to demonstrate the true “supernatural” order, there no need even for tefillah.

That’s the explanation here. Hashem said, “I don’t want your tefillah now.” As Rashi explains, eylai means it all depends “on Me.” He wanted to show that, in actuality, human beings play no role in the outcomes of this world. Even tefillah — a very spiritual and subtle kind of cause- and-effect — would be totally in conflict with that message.

On a personal level, when we see that troubles come upon us in such a way that we can’t even pray — we are so trapped (as at the Red Sea) that we “don’t have a prayer” — that is often precisely when Hashem manifests Himself more than ever, without any obstructions or distortions. Hashem, in fact, brings us to such situations of desperation for the express purpose of bringing us to that undiluted perception of His everpresence and dominance. When He has that end-goal in mind, then even prayer is unnecessary.

Four Kings

The Sages teach this in the following way.63 There were four kings: David, Asa, Yehoshaphat, and Chizkiah (Hezekiah). David said: I pursued my enemies and destroyed them. Asa said: I will pursue my enemies, but You, Hashem, destroy them. Yehoshaphat said: I can neither pursue nor destroy my enemies. All I can do is pray to Hashem and let Him take care of them. Chizkiah (Hezekiah) said: I can’t even pray to You. All I can do is sleep. You, G–d, take care of them. (Chizkiah was king at the time when the entire Assyrian army, the superpower of its day, besieged Jerusalem. Overnight a plague came and wiped out 185,000 soldiers, ending the siege, and sending Sancheriv (Sennacherib), the Assyrian king, fleeing for his life.64)

Through this teaching the Sages mean to convey to us the different levels of hishtadlus (human effort). David exerted a full, normal hishtadlus. He waged a war, planned a campaign, and executed his plan. Asa exerted a partial, normal hishtadlus. He planned a campaign but let Hashem bring about his enemies’ downfall. Yehoshaphat felt powerless to exert any type of normal hishtadlus and so put in only a spiritual hishtadlus: prayer. Chizkiah couldn’t even do that.

According to some commentators, Chizkiah demonstrated the highest level of faith. His decision to go to sleep demonstrated his complete trust that everything was in Hashem’s hands. This is the same level of trust that Moshe and the Jewish people attained at the Red Sea when Hashem said, “Why do you cry out to Me?” They, like Chizkiah, had no self-input. The situation of the other kings, however — David, Asa, and Yehoshaphat — did allow room for human input. For Moshe and Chizkiah, however, there was absolutely nothing they could do . . . except recognize that Hashem would work His will however He wanted. According to some commentators this was an expression of the highest level of faith.

Others explain the predicaments of Moshe and Chizkiah (and their generations) as expressing the lowest level of faith. (In other words, the actions of these kings are mentioned in descending order of their greatness.65) David had reached such a high level of faith that he was able to perform the greatest measure of physical effort. . . and yet still recognize that his victory was all Hashem’s doing. He, therefore, could pursue his enemies as well as destroy them. Asa, however, could only pursue his enemies. If he had actually destroyed them himself he might have fallen into the trap of thinking that the victory came about through his might and power. He needed a miracle, therefore. Chizkiah even went as far as saying that if he only prayed to G–d, a form of hishtadlus, he might have fallen into the trap of thinking his prayer caused the victory. According to this approach, then, each king needed more of a miracle to guard him from thinking that his hishtadlus produced the outcome.

We need to be aware of both approaches and realize that different situations may call for different applications. Sometimes a situation may call for us to refrain from any form of hishtadlus in order to truly recognize how none of our best efforts ensure the outcome in any way. (Assume such situations occur only very rarely, if ever.) We are forced into such a situation because Hashem wants to teach us that only He has the final say as to whether our efforts will be profitable or not.

At other times, our situation may call for us to put in the maximum amount of hishtadlus and face the challenge of recognizing that the very actions which seem to be the cause of our success are really not the true cause. Our objective is to realize that Hashem does everything . . . even when we seem to be in control.

A well-balanced, healthy person is aware of both extremes and knows how to react in the appropriate way, in the appropriate degree, to a given situation.


CHAPTER 16

Az Yashir
Embracing The Paradox Of
Time And Eternity

Then (az) Moshe sang, along with the Children of Israel, the following song. . . . (Shmos 15:1)

There are two concepts: time and eternity (i.e. “timelessness”). These two concepts can be explained by analyzing the difference between a straight line and a circle. A straight line has a beginning, a middle and an end. It therefore represents linear time, i.e. time with a past, present, and future. A circle represents timeless “time” or eternity. No single point on it can be said to be the beginning, the middle, or the end. It all flows into one and from one.

The most common Hebrew word for “time” is zman. Zman refers to time in the simple sense, i.e. something with a past, present, or future. And, by definition, anything which is part of the physical world has zman: a past, present, or future.

There is, however, also a word which expresses eternity (if it’s possible to express it). And that word is ais (spelled ayin, tav). Ais is another way of saying eternity: it is a “time” which has no time. It is something beyond this world, something entirely spiritual. While zman, therefore, is physical, temporal, linear, rational, mundane, natural, ever-changing, ever-flowing, and relative ais is spiritual, eternal, nonlinear, non-rational, transcendent, supernatural, unchanging, crystalline, and absolute.

Now, on one hand we live within zman-time; we live within a stream of moments flowing into each other, one after another. On the other hand, we live with an experience we can never grasp, and which is always seemingly just beyond our grasp, an experience that is essentially timeless. That experience is called “the moment.” Do we truly ever experience the present moment? As soon as we even say the word “now” it has already become part of the past. The absolute present, the absolute moment, is that part of our lives which, though real, is impossible to comprehend.

If so, we can say that while on the one hand we exist within this perpetually moving river of time, on the other hand we exist in relationship to a subtle, subterranean timeless reality called the unchanging, absolute, pure moment. This is the paradox we all live with (and within). Each of us exists within time, but we recognize the possibility of “moment,” of the absolute present, of timeless time.

The ideal life is the one lived with the awareness of both realities. And the Maharal explains that that ideal — living cohesively within these two paradoxical concepts — is alluded to in the very letters of the word az (aleph, zayin),66 the word used to begin the Song at the Sea.

The aleph of az represents a is (eternity) because aleph is the first letter of the alphabet and its numerical value is one. Aleph therefore represents the Divine (G–d is one), the timeless, the infinite, the aspect of existence which transcends time and creation. The zayin, on the other hand, is the seventh letter, representing the seven days of creation, the physical world — the opposite of oneness: multiplicity or fragmentation. (Moreover the word zman, or linear time, begins with a zayin.)

When these two realities are properly brought together material life becomes an all-encompassing expression of the Divine, a true Oneness. Now we can understand why the word az was used to begin the Song at the Sea. Az yashir Moshe literally means, “Then Moshe will sing. . . .” The word yashir, “will sing,” is in the future tense because, our Sages say, it alludes to the Resurrection of the Dead.67 In other words, not only did Moshe and the people sing at that time but they “will sing” again after the Resurrection. The world after the Resurrection of the Dead will not be anything like the world we currently live in. “No eye has seen it.” It is a world of true oneness, a world that will be so rarefied that even though there will be a bodily resurrection, that bodily life will be exceedingly spiritual. And this concept in its entirety is captured in the word az. Az is aleph and zayin, the spiritual element and the physical element combined into one.

Practically speaking, this teaches us that eternity is a latent reality we can tap into even while we exist now in our experience of linear time. We are not consigned to living completely within the predetermining forces of physical life. And life does indeed have a very powerful undertow of predetermining forces. When G–d created the world, He set in motion forces that would be possible to predict just as it would be possible to predict the fall of each domino in a long line of dominoes. That is the idea of zman, of one event following another in a predictable pattern.

But then there is the idea of ais. Ais is the split second, the NOW. And every new moment is in essence its own creation. A split second lived properly can pierce the predetermined, predesigned system set in motion long ago.

Every split second, therefore, contains within it the potential for a miracle. A miracle is nothing but the unlimited power of eternity erupting up beyond the bounds and bonds of temporality. And our temporal, mundane lives possess this potential erupting miracle — this transcendent connection, this burgeoning NOW, this ever-present eternity — in every life decision, in every crossroads, in every moment.

To Everything There Is A Zman

Lakol zman v’ais likol chaifetz, “To everything there is a time (zman); and a time (ais) for every desire.” (Koheles 3:1)

In the simple sense the above words mean that everything in this world — every plant, every insect, every animal, every person, every experience — has a purpose. However, within the context we have been discussing, the verse means, “To everything” — to the entire predesigned world set up at creation — there is zman, i.e. linear time with its predetermined outcomes. Nevertheless, there also exists ais — the unpredetermined, ever-changeable, ever-erupting moment — which gives us the power to attain anything we truly “desire.”

Our Sages tell us that every occurrence of the word ata, “now,” is an allusion to teshuva. Ata — ayin, tav, hey — is the same word as ais — ayin tav. Teshuva is the ability to rewrite the blueprint of creation. A baal teshuva is one who overcomes a previous negative lifestyle or set of character traits and changes himself (or herself, the baales teshuva) into a new person. In many ways, this is a greater miracle than the splitting of the Red Sea.

Another way of putting this is that we possess the most miraculous power in the universe: free choice. Free choice is truly the greatest miracle because everything was set up and predetermined at creation. Nevertheless, we have the power to break through that Divinely constructed plan with an even more awe-inspiring G-dly power — our power of ais, our power to tap into and become one with the perpetually recreated, ever-renewing moment.

Our lives are continually pulsing with this miraculous potential. That does not mean, however, that we can live life in disregard of nature and time. To think we can do so is not only unwise but unhealthy. We must be balanced; we must embrace these two unavoidable paradoxical realities. This, too, is alluded to in the word az in the following way.

Az, as we pointed out, consists of both the aleph and the zayin. The aleph, representing the Divine and miraculous, is first and primary. However, the zayin, representing linear time, is important as well. We have to know that Hashem has arranged everything since the beginning (zayin, zman). However, if He says that despite the system set up at creation we have free will, then we have free will (the aleph). Free will is a miracle. And if we truly believe in the power of this miracle, then no situation is predetermined, no situation is hopeless. We have to live our lives, therefore, with a great deal of courage and hope; moreover, we have to live life knowing that we are completely responsible for the choices we make.

Is this a contradiction, i.e. to believe simultaneously that everything has been predetermined and yet we have total free will? Yes.68 In our minds, the two are contradictory. The human mind, however, is a box of subjectivity with its own built-in limits. It’s conceivable, therefore, for certain things to appear to our limited minds as logically impossible when in actuality the greater reality — the reality which transcends the natural world — is that both are simultaneously true. Real truth can support both of these opposites concurrently.

It’s our obligation, therefore, to embrace both, i.e. to have the dual awareness that G–d is in control of everything along with the knowledge that we are completely responsible for our lives and its choices. Imbalance toward either extreme is unhealthy.

It’s also important to realize that each of us will probably tend to lean toward one extreme or the other. Some people will overemphasize the fact that G–d is so powerful and dominant that they will come to believe that they do not have any real choices to make and therefore no real ability to take responsibility for their lives. (A secularist, too, can ascribe so intensely to a deterministic theory of existence based on some current theory of psychology, sociology, physics, economics, etc. that he thinks personal choice is essentially fixed.)

Others might tend to emphasize their ability to accomplish whatever they set their minds to but deny G–d or view Him so abstractly that their “belief’ has no practical bearing in their lives. We must know that G–d is in full control and that at the same time we have total free will. The one who ultimately succeeds in life is the one who embraces that paradox; he or she becomes the master of az — the one whose life simultaneously balances both the aleph and the zayin.

We can read the verse with a new twist now. Instead of simply translating: “Then, Moshe sang . . .” we can render it: “Az Moshe sang.” Moshe sang the song of az. Moshe was the master of az. The Children of Israel had been enslaved in the materialistic, idol-worshipping Egyptian culture. They were enslaved not just physically but spiritually. They were enslaved to the concept of Egyptian predeterminism, cause-and-effect, linear time, zman, zayin. Moses came along and taught them the power of miracle, the power of moment, of ais, of aleph — of G–d.

“Moshe sang the song of az and [taught it to] the Children of Israel. . . .” Moshe was the master of az and taught it to the Children of Israel who then modeled it for the entire world. It is our right today — indeed, it is our duty — to learn from the masters and make our own lives a living song of az.


CHAPTER 17

Food From Heaven
The Challenge Of
Working For A Living

Hashem said to Moshe, “Behold — I shall rain down for you food from heaven . . . .” (Shmos 16:4)

Our Sages teach that Torah was “only given to those who ate manna.” Eating manna was a prerequisite for receiving the Torah. If so, a person today can complain, “What do you expect of me? How can I keep Torah? I never ate manna.” In actuality, however, we have manna today; it’s just that it comes in a different form: our income. Hashem rains down our portion of “manna” today no less than in the desert whether we realize it or not.

How much effort did someone in the desert have to exert in order to collect his manna? It depended. The righteous person found the manna at his tent entrance. The beinoni (an average person) found it in his nearby. The wicked had to go out of the camp to the desert wastes.69

So, too, today. A person who has true bitachon (trust or faith) will get what he (and his family) needs with the least amount of effort. A person at the other extreme, who has no bitachon, finds himself having to make the most arduous effort. He may have to travel to the other side of the world to make a risky deal and only afterward discovers that he doesn’t live much better than his less traveled neighbor. He’s eating the same manna that the righteous person is collecting, except that he has to make a much more strenuous effort. (The beinoni, which includes most of us, will work with varying degrees of difficulty or ease, depending upon his level of bitachon and the nature of his challenge in life.)

Even today, therefore, all of us eat manna and collect it just as the Jewish people did for forty years in the desert.

Walking With Torah

“. . . let the people go out and collect each day’s portion on its day, so that I may test them, whether they will walk with My Torah or not.” (Shmos 16:4)

Making a living is a test, one of the greatest tests a person faces in life. In fact, it’s possible for people to observe the Torah outwardly in the most precise way and yet fail the test of faith. A Jew is a complete Jew only when he “walks with Torah,” only when he thinks about and lives the Torah wherever he goes, with whomever he meets, and when involved with whatever he does.

To “walk with Torah” means to be considered a ben-Torah, literally a “son of the Torah,” in the sense that Rav Yitzchak Hutner, zt’l, described the term. He wrote that it’s possible to find a person involved most of the day in learning who does not truly exemplify the definition of a ben-Torah. Conversely, it’s possible to find a businessman with a full work schedule who nevertheless is a true ben-Torah. The decisive factor is what he “walks” with.

If a person learns Torah most of the day, but really only gets excited about matters related to money, then he can’t really be considered a true ben-Torah. On the other hand, one who is busy all day working for a living but pines for every free moment so that he can be preoccupied with thoughts of Torah; or simply looks forward to the end of the day so that he can learn Torah with his learning partner or in his small class, and holds no one is as high esteem as a Torah scholar — that person is a true ben-Torah. He “walks with Torah.”

To genuinely “walk with Torah” one has to have bitachon. The person who learns most of the day, but steals prime time away from learning to think about business or make business contacts lets his worries interfere with his Torah. If he had faith, he would not allow worries to impinge on his primary goal. The ben-Torah businessman, on the other hand, recognizes that work is a curse — “by the sweat of your brow you shall eat bread.”70 He knows he has to work and make money, but is not impressed with his success. He knows Hashem sends him his “manna from heaven.” It’s not his effort which is the decisive factor in his success. Therefore, he goes home at the end of the day, leaves his worries behind, and concentrates fully on his daily Torah learning.

“My job’s important,” he says. “The minute I step in the office I’m working to collect my manna. The minute I step out at the end of the day, though, I’m finished. My worries stay behind. I don’t bring the curse home with me.”

There’s a vast difference between the person who has a secular attitude toward making a living versus the one who knows his manna is from heaven. The working ben-Torah knows that his paycheck doesn’t originate from his boss. Rather, his boss is simply the pipeline through which Hashem delivers his manna.

A secular business person at the height of the season is immersed in his business. Every move, every second is another calculation as to how to improve his business. A ben-Torah thinks the same way except that his “business” is Torah. He walks with Torah. He sleeps with Torah. Of course, he goes to work and is focused on his work like a responsible person. Everything he does, however, is calculated to expand and enhance those precious free moments when he will be able to immerse himself in Torah.

“Whoever Took More Had Nothing Extra; Whoever Took Less Was Not Lacking”

And the Children of Israel saw and said to one another, “What is this?” — for they did not know what it was. Moshe said to them, “This is the bread Hashem has given you for eating. This is the thing Hashem commanded, ‘Each person should gather it according to the amount he eats — an omer per person — in accordance with the number of your people; he shall take for each person who is in his tent.’ ” (Shmos 16:15-16)

Every day each man had to collect the weight of one omer’s worth of manna for each person in his household. In other words, if he had five people in his household he would collect five omer of manna. One of the miracles was that this omer turned out to be enough to satisfy every person no matter how large he was. A 300-pound man’s omer satisfied him as much as a child’s omer satisfied him.

The Children of Israel did so and gathered, some took much and some took little. They measured an omer and whoever took more had nothing extra and whoever took less was not lacking; everyone according to what he eats had they gathered. {Shmos 16:17-18)

Some people couldn’t resist and gathered as much manna as they could. When they came home, however, they found in their basket only as much as they should have gathered to begin with. If, for instance, a person had five people in his family, but gathered twenty omer (as if he had twenty in his family), he only ended up with five omer in his basket. Conversely, some people gathered little. If, for instance, a person had five members in his family and gathered only an omer or two, nevertheless he opened up his basket and found five omer.71

This is a great lesson for us today concerning our posture toward earning a living. Authorities agree that no matter how much effort you put into business and making money you will never make a penny more than what was decreed for you on Rosh Hashannah. If, for instance, it was decreed on Rosh Hashannah that you are going to make $50,000 you will not make $51,000, even if you work extra long hours.

There’s a question, however. If a person works less than he perhaps should, will he get less than what was decreed for him on Rosh Hashannah? Authorities like Ramchal and Nesivos, for instance, believe it’s indeed possible to make less than initially decreed. The decree on Rosh Hashannah is only that figure you will attain if you put in the necessary work to attain it. If you do not put in that work, then you will not make that amount. In opposition to this opinion is the seemingly straight-forward statement that “Hishtadlus [effort to make a living] neither helps nor hinders [literally, damages].” In other words, even if you work less than necessary you will not necessarily end up with less than you were decreed to receive on Rosh Hashannah.

In my opinion, both opinions are true but may apply to different people at different times depending on their level of bitachon. If you work less because you have absolute trust in Has hem, and you utilize your free time in avodas Hashem (serving G–d), then you will not get less than you should have (even if you work less hours than you should have). If, however, you work less because you are lazy or reckless, then you will lose out in the end.

Say, for example, that on Rosh Hashannah Hashem decreed that you should receive $50,000 during the year and that you should work 30 hours a week. If you work more than 30 hours, you will not get more than $50,000 because Hashem only asked you to work 30 hours per week. (Just because you decided on your own to put in “overtime” without the “ok” of the Boss, so to speak, does that mean you deserve more money? Who asked you to work 40 hours?) If, on the other hand, you worked less than your 30 hours you may not get your $50,000. (That, at least, is according to the opinion of those who feel it’s possible to receive less than what was decreed for you if you work less than you should have.)72

It’s an entirely different scenario, however, if a person decides to work less because working 30 hours would take away too much time from his avodas Hashem. Such a person has to have such a level of faith that if he works 15 hours a week and only makes $25,000 during the year he will not have any regrets. Of course, it’s possible that such a person could wind up with the $50,000 decreed on Rosh Hashannah even though he worked 15 hours per week (provided he spent his extra time in activities of avodas Hashem, of course). Either way the key factor is that he’s willing to accept the consequences of reduced income. If not, then he would be well advised to put in the 30 hours.

Let me illustrate this with an actual case. A young man once asked my advice concerning two potential job offers. (He told me that he had calculated that he needed to earn $50,000 for his family.) Now, one job offered him a salary of $50,000, however it would involve compromising things that he hadn’t compromised before, for example working on Choi HaMoed (the intermediate days of a Festival), saying the blessings of talis and tefillin at a very early hour in order to be at work on time, coming home at an hour which was close to candle-lighting time on Friday afternoon, etc. (Of course, he was not talking about work which compromised Shabbos or Torah ethics, but only things where halacha specifies that there may be room to compromise.)

Another job offered a lower salary, $38,000, but it wouldn’t be a problem to take time off on Choi HaMoed as vacation, leave early on Friday and make up the time, and start work later so as to allow morning prayers at a reasonable time (not to mention being able to pray with a minyan even during the winter) etc. How could I advise him, he asked me, in choosing between the two jobs?

I told him it was vital that he ask himself the following question, “Would you feel regret if you had accepted the lesser paying job and went into debt seemingly because of it? If regret will not eat you away — i.e. you will exhibit tranquillity no matter what the outcome — then you should try to work less, I said. If you think you will have regrets, however, then you need to take the higher paying job that covers your budget.”

You might ask: How could he not feel regret if he took the lower paying job and, at the end of the year, went $12,000 into debt? In response, he could rationalize it this way: Who says that if I took the $50,000 a year job I would not have ended up $12,000 in debt anyway? Perhaps I would have lost it in the stock market. Or perhaps I would have had unforeseen medical or home expenses.

Bitachon means accepting that whatever results is the way Hashem meant it to be. I told this person that if he had truly inculcated that attitude into himself, then he could go ahead with the lesser paying job. If not, not.

When our Sages said, “Hishtadlus [the effort to make a living] neither helps nor hurts,” they meant that each person has to say, “Hishtadlus is my choice; the result of hishtadlus is not my choice.” We choose to make an effort to commit to one path or another, but only Hashem controls the outcome. The real choice, therefore, is what and how much hishtadlus do I choose to do and do I accept the results? Therefore, if I choose to settle for less income, then I am permitted to do less hishtadlus. Putting in less hishtadlus, though, doesn’t mean I won’t get more money than I expected. I might. If I choose to do more hishtadlus, I may end up with less than I expect.

Picture a lawyer who determines that 50 hours a week of work will produce $100,000 at the end of the year. If I decide to work 40 hours a week, he says, I am expecting to make $80,000. I may earn my $100,000 anyway, but I don’t expect it. I have already told myself I would settle for $80,000. Now, if the truth is that I should work 50 hours a week (in other words, Hashem decreed that that’s what I should realize is the proper amount of hishtadlus for me) then my 40 hours is not a sin if I use those extra 10 hours a week for avodas Hashem. If I work 60 hours, though, not only may I end up with $100,000 (rather than $120,000) but I will have sinned by putting in more hishtadlus than necessary and thereby losing precious time which could have been used in avodas Hashem.

Stop Worrying And Start Living

They measured an omer and whoever took more had nothing extra and whoever took less was not lacking; everyone according to what he eats had they gathered. (16:18)

Just as in the desert no one got more and no one got less than what Hashem decreed, the same is true today. No one gets more and no one gets less than his allocated lot. And if that is so then there really is no reason to worry, or at least there is no reason to take our worries home with us. Once we have put in our daily effort to make a living there is no point in worrying any further. We will not get more or less than what’s coming to us, anyway. Worry only destroys lives.

And there are different types of worry we have to be on guard against. One, for instance, is the worry of a person who does not have enough money. Another is the worry of a person who could have done more (even though he has enough money).

The story goes that two Jew-baiters made a wager between themselves as to who could antagonize a particular Jewish diamond dealer more. The first one haggled and bargained with Jew, offering $50 dollars on a $1,000 diamond, then $100, then $150. They went back and forth like this for three hours straight until finally out of frustration the Jewish person gave it to the non-Jew for $700. This first anti-Semite went to his friend and felt confident that he had really agitated the Jew. “Let’s see you top that,” he said.

The second one approached the same Jew and asked him for his most expensive diamond. “How much does it cost,” he asked.

“$25,000,” replied the Jewish merchant.

“Oh, perfect,” the anti-Semite responded. “Here’s a check for the full amount.”

When he returned to his friend, the first anti-Semite, he told him what he did. “I don’t understand,” the first one said. “You gave into his request right away. You didn’t even try to agitate him at all.”

“You fool,” the second one retorted. “This Jew won’t be able to sleep for the next three months. I gave him his price so fast that he’ll be thinking, ‘Why didn’t I ask $50,000!’ ”

That’s real torture: thinking that you could have done more. It’s one thing to worry about how you’re going to pay off your mortgage. It’s another thing to worry after you

made money over how you could have made a lot more money. And I don’t know which kind of worry is worse.

Both types of worry, however, can be eliminated (or at least controlled) when we learn the lesson of manna: “. . . whoever took more had nothing extra and whoever took less was not lacking.” The main thing to keep in mind is that while going through our daily business of making a living, we have to train ourselves to see the hand of Hashem in everything we do.

Preparing For Shabbos: Bais Shammai And Bais Hillel

“. . . And it shall be that on the sixth day when they prepare what they will bring, and it will be double what they pick every day . . . .” (Shmos 16:5)

Shabbos is a major testing ground for bitachon. The purpose of life is not to make money; it’s not to have a career. If our purpose in life was to make it big in some business or career, then the six weekdays would be the goal and the seventh day merely a day to regain the energy necessary to function during the week.

Shabbos, however, is the center of the week. It helps us get back in touch with our real purpose for being here. It was not given to us to make our six weekdays better. Rather, the weekdays were given to us in order to appreciate the message of Shabbos. Shabbos is a time to be alone with ourselves, our Maker and our families. When we go to work during the week our goal is to bring a little bit of Shabbos along with us, not vice-versa.

Now, in the desert the manna did not descend on Shabbos. On Friday, however, a double amount of manna fell and the people were exhorted to collect twice as much as they would on a normal weekday. (That, of course, is why we have lechem mishneh, two challah loaves, to begin each Shabbos meal.) On Shabbos, Has hem freed us from any need to indulge in preparations or worries concerning making a living. On Shabbos we eat from Hashem’s table.

The academies of Bais Shammai and Bais Hillel had a disagreement regarding preparation for Shabbos.73 The academy of Bais Shammai said that when a person comes across an especially delicious piece of food at the beginning of the week he should save it for Shabbos. If during the ensuing day he finds something nicer he should save that new piece and eat the first piece. Bais Hillel, on the other hand, said, Boruch Hashem yom yom, “The blessing of Hashem comes day by day.” They saw no point in putting away a nice piece of food for Shabbos. The food you found today could be consumed under the assumption that tomorrow you would find something just as tasty. The root of Bais Shammai’s and Bais Hillel’s difference of opinion is as follows.

Bais Shammai in general represents middos hadin, the attribute of strict justice, which means that one gets exactly what one deserves. If one has merit, one gets reward; if one has demerits one doesn’t get reward. A person with the trait of strict justice always analyzes himself and sees his imperfections. No matter how much faith he has in Hashem he feels undeserving of reward. And if so, who knows, maybe tomorrow he will not be blessed to find what he needs. This was why the disciples of Shammai would save their find for Shabbos. Perhaps the following day they would not be meritorious according to the scales of strict justice and thus not find anything better to save for Shabbos.

Bais Hillel, on the other hand, represented middos harachamim, the character trait of mercy. They tended to rule leniently. Bais Hillel said, “The blessing of Hashem comes day by day.” A person will receive his needs each day whether or not he deserves them. Even a wicked person will have his needs met because it’s not really dependent upon his personal merits, but rather on Hashem’s mercy.

The practical difference between Bais Shammai and Bais Hillel revolves around the question: Are you allowed to exhibit trust in Hashem when you’re not completely deserving? Bais Shammai say no, and consequently when you find something nice put it away for Shabbos; you may not find anything like it tomorrow. Bais Hillel say sustenance is not dependent upon merit, but Hashem’s kindness, and consequently if you find a nice piece of food today eat it because there’s no reason why Hashem will not be kind with you tomorrow and give you something just as nice.

If we look into it more deeply we can say that Bais Hillel say “The blessing of Hashem comes day by day” for a very practical reason. Oftentimes people with a lot of money have a much more difficult time parting with it for charitable purposes than those who live paycheck to paycheck. The typical person who lives modestly looks back upon everything he has accomplished and realizes how Hashem was directly involved in his life. Despite his worries he paid for his car, house, children’s education, their weddings and so on. He says to himself, “I’m worried now about how to make ends meet, but Hashem has carried me till now. Is there any reason to believe He won’t carry me further?”

On the other hand, someone who considers himself a “self-made” person, someone who can rationalize that he made money through his intelligence, diligence, investments, etc. believes that everything is in his control. As a result he tends to exhibit greater difficulty parting with his money. His faith is in himself, not Hashem. The first person, on the other hand, is developing and practicing faith in Hashem day after day. It’s like strengthening a muscle. Work on it and it gets stronger. Don’t work on it and it atrophies. He’s been eating manna day by day. The “self-made” person has an atrophied “faith muscle.” He hasn’t been practicing living with faith.

Arrogant belief in oneself — i.e. belief in oneself in the sense of denying or downplaying that everything comes from Hashem — is what leads to deterioration of one’s attachment to Torah. That loss of faith is what makes a person edgy in his daily life because he is in essence detaching himself from Hashem. And when you think everything is “me,” not Hashem, then you have created a vacuum in your heart for the evil inclination to enter and lodge.

Just before the destruction of the first Bais HaMikdash (Temple) the prophet Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) chastised the people and tried to encourage them by taking out the jar of manna which had been stored away since the time of Moshe (Shmos 16:33).74 “See, this is what our ancestors subsisted on in the desert and this is what we are still eating today. The only difference is that we do not see our manna coming down from heaven.” We learn from this that lack of faith is what truly weakened the foundation of the generation which lost the Bais HaMikdash.

“. . . let the people go out and collect each portion day by day [yom b’yomo, i.e. each portion on its day], so that I may test them, whether they will walk with My Torah or not.”

Why did the people have to collect their manna “day by day”? Why did Hashem have to rain it down upon them daily, making sure that whatever remained rotted away? The answer is that He was doing it to train us to trust in Him. He was getting us to exercise our “faith muscle.” This was the argument of Bais Hillel. Don’t save your food for Shabbos because each day is a new test of faith, and Hashem will send you what you need.

(For a more extensive treatment of the issues surrounding faith and working for a living see our book, I Shall Not Want.)


CHAPTER 18

Amalek
Adversary Of The Divine
Nothingness

The entire assembly of the Children of Israel journeyed from the Wilderness of Sin to their journeys, according to the word of Hashem. They encamped at Rephidim and there was no water for the people to drink. The people contended with Moshe and said, “Give us water that we may drink!”

. . . He called that place Massah U’Meribah, because of the contention of the Children of Israel and because of their test of Hashem, saying, “Is Hashem in our midst or not?”

And Amalek came and battled Israel in Rephidim .... (Shmos 17:1-2, 7-8)

The Torah discusses the sequence of events here as if they are connected to each other. First, there is the internal strife over lack of water. Then, as if one follows the other, the Torah tells us that Amalek came and attacked the camp. What’s the significance of this sequence of events? Rashi offers an explanation.

The Torah places the passage [of Amalek] next to the preceding verse [“Is Hashem in our midst or not?”] to teach, “I am always among you and ready for all of your needs, yet you say, ‘Is Hashem in our midst or not?’ I swear by your lives that [as a lesson] the dog [Amalek] will come and bite you. And you will shout to Me and know where I am.”

This is comparable to a man who put his son on his shoulders and went on a journey. The son saw an object and said, “Father, give it to me.” The father gave it to him. And the same thing happened a second and third time. Then they encountered a man. The son said to the man, “Have you seen my father?” His father said to him, “Don’t you know where I am!” He threw him down [from his shoulders] and a dog came and bit him. (Rashi, Shmos 17:8)

Rashi explains answer is that Amalek is sent by Hashem to remind us of our relationship to Him. Indeed, this is a general pattern even in the life of an individual: When we lose touch with the religious core of our lives, even to the point that we contend with Hashem or His messengers, a tragedy will often strike. Usually, if a person is objective, he can look back upon the tragedy after it passes at least and see that indeed it was a reminder from Hashem as if to say, “Why have you forgotten Me?” The same was true of the Jewish people in the desert. If they would have had proper cognizance of Hashem’s presence they wouldn’t have needed such a severe reminder as Amalek.

That is the simple explanation. The Zohar, however, opens the door to a much deeper understanding of these verses.

The Divine Nothingness

There are two general ways in which Hashem conducts Himself in the world. These are symbolized by the Divine Names, Hashem and Elokim. (We have discussed the significance of these in detail in other places.75) Elokim represents the manifestation of G–d through Nature. The wind that blows, the waves which crash against the shore, the earthquake that shatters mountains and trees — these are “natural” manifestations of the Divine Being’s power in the aspect we refer to as Elokim.

The four letter name, Hashem, on the other hand, is higher. Nature, for all its power and majesty, can appear to run independently of G–d because its “laws” generally follow a predictable pattern. In other words, it can appear to run by pre-existing “natural” laws without the direct input of a Divine Being. Hashem, however, is the manifestation of G–d which demolishes the possibility of that misconception. It reflects events that without question are divine. Miracles, for instance, are manifestations of Hashem, not Elokim. A miracle is something which defies Nature, and therefore when we witness a miracle we are privy to a perception of Hashem, not just Elokim.

Hashem is higher than Elokim. The Kabbalah, however, teaches that there’s an even higher name of G–d than Hashem. And that is Ayin: “Nothing.” It represents the true identity of G–d, but this identity is so incomprehensible that we can know nothing about it.

Anochi Hashem Elokecha, “I am Hashem Your G–d. . .

These three words (“Anochi Hashem Elokecha”), which form the first three words of the Ten Commandments, are actually the three names of G–d that we have been talking about: Ayin, Hashem, and Elokim. Thus, the third word, Elokecha, is the same as Elokim (literally, “your Elokim”). The second word is Hashem. The first word, Anochi — “I am” — represents the Divine Nothingness, the Ayin.

The connection between Ayin and Anochi is as follows: The Hebrew letters of ayin, “nothing,” can be rearranged to spell ani, “I.” “I” and “nothing,” therefore, consist of the same letters in Hebrew. Ayin is consequently that word which most profoundly represents what we can call the identity (the ani) of G–d. It represents the absolutely highest, most hidden essential self of the Divine Being, the Anochi.

Ayin, therefore, the Divine “Nothing,” is absolutely beyond all categories of understanding. It’s “nothing” we can understand. It’s the absolutely Hidden Divinity.

The question is, is it possible for a people to be privy to the revelation of G–d as Ayin? The answer is yes, but the experience of that revelation is a unity with G–d so high and so subtle that it’s almost as if it’s “nothing.” I like to compare it to that brief moment when the newborn is still attached to its mother. A living child is never more connected to its mother than at the moment of birth when the umbilical cord is still attached. Then, the cord is cut and the unity that once was is no more. Even so, something remains: the subconscious memory of its attachment. In other words, even though a newborn baby knows nothing about its prior attachment it will always have impressed in its subconscious the memory of its umbilical attachment.

Similarly, Passover night, lay’l shimurim (the “night of protection”), represented the birth of the Jewish people. We came out of Mitzraim and were for that night still connected to G–d just as a newborn with its umbilical cord is attached to its mother. That umbilical attachment is equivalent to relating to G–d on the level of Ayin. Did the level we experienced that first Passover night last, however? No. Yet, the collective subconscious memory of that attachment remains with us always.

On the night of Passover, we had attained the greatest heights. We then left Mitzraim the next morning and began the experience of desert life. Desert life was filled with challenges and temptations. One of the first ones was lack of water. The people were not up to this challenge and lost faith. They lost that umbilical cord type feeling of attachment. They doubted whether G–d was still manifesting His presence as Ayin. And that crippling doubt, according to the Zohar, was the impetus to the question: “Is Hashem in our midst or not?” It’s not possible to understand the Zohar’s profound comment, however, without going into the Hebrew text.

The Hebrew translation of “or not” in the verse is im ayin. Accordingly, the verse can be read: “Is Hashem in our midst or is Ayin?”76 When the Jewish people were in the desert, having just fled Mitzraim, they doubted that G–d was with them as Ayin any longer. They experienced Him as the manifestation of Hashem, but when they began to thirst they no longer felt His presence as Ayin. Thus they asked: “Is Hashem in our midst or is Ayin?”

And the truth is that Ayin, this essential Divine Self, is normally hidden from our experience. By definition it’s not really even possible to conceive of or talk about Ayin directly. Nevertheless, the Jewish people were privy to this aspect of G–d. Indeed, Passover night proved it. Consequently, even though the people found themselves without water they could have maintained their faith in G–d on this high and subtle level, the level of Ayin.

They failed the test. They could not maintain that original high level. Just as a child’s umbilical cord is cut, so too the experience of Ayin on Passover night was severed.

The encouraging news is that in the future Mashiach will teach us how to develop and maintain this level on a permanent basis. Mashiach will eventually usher in the utopic world, the Olam HaTikkun. That world is a world beyond time. That world is beyond anything we can grasp now. “No eye has seen it.” That world is the world of Ayin.

The Jewish people were born that very first Passover night. For a short moment we were one with Hashem. Then the oneness was severed. Our job since then (and even now until Mashiach) has been to regain that oneness through a conscious effort. If Passover night was a flash of what could have been and still could be, then history is a “photographer’s dark room” where the “film” of that flash is developed step by step. Presently, we cannot really experience Ayin, but we can have faith that it’s an actual possibility. We can believe in the existence of the level called Ayin, even though we are not necessarily witness to it.

The question now is: What does this have to do with Amalek? Why is G–d’s response to the question: “Is Hashem in our midst or is Ayin?” an attack by the dog, Amalek? To answer question this properly we need to understand Amalek’s true function in creation.

Amalek, Raishis Goyim

Yisroel (Israel), the Jewish people, are called raishis, the “beginning.”

In the beginning (b’raishis) G–d created the heaven and the earth. (Beraishis 1:1)

Why did G–d create the “beginning” (the raishis)? For the sake of Israel, who are called raishis.... (Rashi, ibid.)77

The physical universe — creation, beraishis — is nothing more than a vehicle for Yisroel. Like soil, which is nothing more than a vehicle for the seed, creation’s goal is to give birth to something greater than itself. Yisroel is the seedling G–d planted in the soil of the physical universe. This seedling, no less than a physical seedling, which from the beginning contains the entire tree in potential, contains everything. As a seedling, though, it’s undeveloped. Yet, just as a farmer has patience with a seed — knowing that time must pass before it fully blossoms — G–d is patient with His seed.

It takes nine months to develop a fetus, 70 or 80 years to develop a human being, and 6,000 years to develop creation. However long it takes, though, creation is nothing more than a vehicle whereby G–d’s first, most primal seedling thought — Yisroel — unfolds itself toward its full destiny.

In opposition to Yisroel are the 70 nations of the world. And among the 70 nations, Amalek is called raishis goyim, the raishis (“head” or “beginning”) of the nations.78 Just as Yisroel is called raishis, so Amalek is called raishis. Whereas Yisroel is the purpose of creation, however, Amalek’s sole purpose is to oppose Yisroel, to attempt to usurp Yisroel’s power. The true root of Amalek’s hatred for the Jew is that (deep down at least) he knows that the Jew is the true raishis, and that he (Amalek) is just a usurper and pretender. Yisroel is the purpose of creation, not Amalek. And it enrages Amalek to even entertain that thought.

As such Amalek contests Yisroel’s position as raishis. That’s why Amalek is not content to merely enslave or dominate the Jew, as Pharaoh was, but to annihilate him. Amalek is the archetypal anti-Semite. Hitler and the Nazis were the living embodiment of Amalek. They hated Jews for no other reason than that they were Jews. They didn’t want Jews to convert, to give up their religion, to assimilate. They didn’t want to kill only the male Jews, only the adults, only the strong and committed. They wanted to kill all the Jews: men, women, children, religious, non-religious, etc.

Pharaoh, by comparison, wanted to employ the Jews as slaves, or kill only the male children. In this way Amalek was worse than Pharaoh. Pharaoh only challenged Yisroel’s claim to be representatives of the Divine Name of Hashem. That’s why Pharaoh brazenly asked Moshe, “Who is Hashem?”

Amalek, on the other hand, in essence asks, “Who is Ayin? Who is Anochi?” The revelation of G–d’s name Anochi is the quintessence of Divine Names; it’s the very peak, the raishis, the conduit through which all else flows. (Anochi is the first word of the Ten Commandments; all flows from it.) Amalek, as the raishis goyim, contests Yisroel’s stature as raishis, as that people uniquely connected to the quintessence, the peak, the conduit of Divinity — the Anochi.

Anochi, Ayin, And Essence

There is no denying the facts, however. Yisroel, and no one else, truly reflects the Divine Essence. This is because G–d revealed Himself to the Jewish people on Mount Sinai and said,

Anochi Hashem Elokecha, “I am Hashem Your G–d. . . .”

We are made b’tzelem Elokim, in the image of G–d. We are a mirror image of our Creator. Since this is so, the way G–d shows Himself to us will be the way we respond to Him. If G–d shines His “I” — His Anochi, His Ayin — on us, then that “I” must be reflected in us somehow to some degree. And it’s this “I” which is the source of the Jew’s unique essence, because the Jew by definition is someone who stood at Sinai.79 At Sinai G–d revealed His “I,” His Anochi, His most essential Self. It’s this absolutely indestructible Divine Self which is reflected in the Jew.80

(Originally, of course, Adam possessed the Divine “I.” He lost it when he sinned, however, and Hashem asked him, Ayeka, “Where are you?”81 Where is that Divine “you,” that anil Nevertheless, when Hashem called Avraham and he answered, Hineni, “Here I am,”82 he acknowledged the ani in himself. It’s this divine spark which he passed on to his progeny.)

The Jew is the raishis of creation. Our raishis, our beginning, began with an umbilical cord type attachment to G–d. Amalek tried to negate that, saying, “I am also a raishis.” Amalek can make all the claims he wants, though. As long as we are strong in our faith and knowledge his claims make no impact. The problem arises when we take his argument seriously and begin to doubt our status as raishis. And that, in fact, was the doubt reflected in the question the people asked when they said, “Is Hashem in our midst or is Ayin?” Their question was really an expression of doubt over their status of raishis. Were they privy to Ayin or only to Hashem?

This shows that they had lost touch with the fact that on Passover night they had experienced G–d as Ayin. They were wavering in the belief that they possessed an actual connection to Ayin. As a result, G–d responded by sending the “dog,” Amalek, on them.

Not A Punishment

This was not really a punishment. Amalek was sent upon the Jews to teach them the lesson they needed to learn. They were not absolutely sure about their raishis status; they were not sure that they were different. Amalek, however, hated them for no reason. Amalek hated the Jew — all Jews — simply because he was a Jew.

And the lesson we are supposed to learn from this is that we must love ourselves for no other reason than we are Jews. If Amalek can hate us — all of us, religious as well as non-religious — because we are Jews, then why can’t we love ourselves for no other reason than that we are Jews?

Now we can see why Amalek’s attack wasn’t really a punishment, but a means to convey a message. The Jewish people had asked, “Is Hashem in our midst or is Ayin?” Are we connected to G–d only through the name Hashem or are we connected to G–d continuously through Ayin, His essence? The question itself reflected doubt in their uniqueness.

In response, Hashem said, I will give you a continuous enemy who will fight you until the very end of days, until Mashiach’s coming, and by this you will have all doubt removed that you are connected to Me in a unique way. By Amalek perpetually attacking not just your religion but your very existence, your very essence — your Ayin — you will be reminded that you are unique, you are different in essence — you are connected to Ayin. Amalek will always remind you of that even if you’re in denial about it.

Anochi Hastir Astir

Anochi hastir astir es ponai. I (anochi) will surely hide My face. (Devarim 31:18)

This verse, which was said by Moshe in reference to the End of Days, reveals to us that a time will come when G–d will hide His Anochi — His essential self. He was saying, “My ‘Anochi’ will become hidden in the darkness of exile.” And, yet, even though it becomes hidden, it will not — cannot — cease to exist. If G–d’s Anochi will never cease to exist, then the Jew’s Anochi, which is the reflection of G–d, will never cease to exist. And who proved this more than anyone? Amalek . . . and his various manifestations through history like Haman and Hitler (and now Hamas).

Hitler, to illustrate this point, was a Jew detector. Just as a metal detector detects metal he detected Jews. If they were intermarried for five generations (and he did not stop with mere matrilineal descent), Hitler found them in their pews at Church on Sunday morning. He found them wearing the medals they won fighting for Germany in World War I. He found them all — wherever they were, whatever their status. Jews who had ceased identifying themselves as Jews were treated the same way. This showed them that in essence — at the point of their Anochi essence — they were all the same.

This is the lesson we have to learn. And if we don’t learn it in a good way — i.e. if we doubt the uniqueness of the Jew — then Amalek the dog is sent upon us to prove to us that we are different. Amalek, therefore, was actually a vehicle to help the Jew rediscover his essential worth as a Jew. Amalek reminded us of our Anochi, our Ayin.

May Mashiach arrive soon, defeat Amalek and impress that lesson upon us in a positive way which we will never forget, therefore permanently obviating the need for Hashem to impress it upon us in a negative way, through the dog, Amalek.


YISRO


CHAPTER 19

Finding A Mentor

. . . Moshe sat to judge the people. And the people stood by Moshe from morning until evening. The father-in-law of Moshe [Yisro] saw everything that he was doing to the people and he said, “What is this thing that you do to the people? Why do you sit alone with all the people standing by you from morning to evening? . . . The thing you do is not good. You will surely weary. . . . Now heed my advice and I shall advise you. . . . Find from among the entire people men of means, G–d-fearing people, men of truth, people who despise money, and appoint them leaders of thousands, leaders of hundreds, leaders of fifties, and leaders of tens.” (Shmos 18:13-14, 17-19, 21)

Yisro, Moshe’s father-in-law, was an outsider, a convert. Yet this outsider came from the desert and instituted a new system of authority amongst the Jewish people.

“You can’t do it alone,” Yisro told Moshe. “You should appoint judges beneath you to share the burden. If someone has a question his first obligation is to go to the judge appointed over his group of ten. If that judge doesn’t know the answer, then he addresses it to the judge who is appointed over fifty. If that judge doesn’t know the answer, he then goes to the judge over a hundred . . . and then to the judge over a thousand. And if none of them know it, then they come to you.”

Moshe listened to his father-in-law’s advice and instituted his system. The truth is, however, that the system in place before Yisro’s innovation — when Moshe alone judged the people — was superior in at least one respect: the people had direct access to Moshe.

We can learn from this that there are two distinct systems of authority. One is a chain of authority. Each individual has his rabbi. Each rabbi has a greater rabbi. Each great rabbi has an even greater rabbi. And so on, all the way to the top. This is a natural, pragmatic, hierarchical system. There is another system as well, though: when we have one Moshe and the entire nation is personally administered by him. (This, in fact, will be the system reinstated when Mashiach comes.)

The underlying dynamic behind these two systems is that the world operates in two directions. One, where the influence starts from above and then spreads downward. And the other, where the influence sprouts from below and grows upward. Moshe represented the former and Yisro the latter. Yisro introduced the system “of the people,” so to speak: the system whereby decision-making is shared in a chain of authority. Yisro was a Gentile who used his own intellect and common sense to discover the truth. He did not have revelations or miracles happen to him. He discerned the truth from the ground up.

Moshe represented just the opposite. He was born circumcised. His soul originated in atzilus, the highest spiritual dimension, according to the mystical tradition. Moshe thus represented the directional movement of “from above to below.” During Moshe’s life (and afterwards) the people were privy to open miracles. This corresponded to the time period our Sages call the “2,000 years of Torah.”83 It was a time when Torah came into the world from above, from prophets like Moshe.

After those 2,000 years passed, corresponding roughly to the destruction of the second Bais HaMikdash, the Jewish people found themselves in a vacuum: a dark, brutal exile where Hashem was hiding His face. There was a design to this, however. Hashem just didn’t abandon us. Rather He withdrew His direct influence in order to give us, the people, an opportunity to build ourselves from the ground up.84 Yisro represented the 2,000 year time period we are presently in, not the 2,000 years of Torah (which Moshe represents). In this era the Jewish people are dispersed among the Gentile nations and are trying to collect the sparks of holiness embedded in the mundane world, hoping to rebuild our true nationhood from the ground up.

“Why were the Jewish people sent to exile (galus)? To add converts to their ranks.”85

The collective soul of the Jewish people was fragmented into many parts, dispersed to the far comers of the globe, and embedded in the most unlikely places. These fragments, the souls of converts and baalei teshuva, grew up embedded and immersed in the most anti-Torah lifestyles. Like Yisro they have had to overcome mountains of defilement and ignorance to reattach themselves to the collective Jewish soul. They thereby represent the movement “from below upwards.”

The world we live in now is more like Yisro’s than Moshe’s. A Yisro needs to grow gradually. Converts and baalei teshuva cannot become Torah giants overnight. Similarly, the world must exist according to a system where authority is distributed among the people. Each individual asks his questions to a leader of ten, who asks a leader of fifty, and so on. In this way we are building “from below upward.”

Of course, the problem with this set-up is that we tend to feel we are lacking true leaders. We have a system, but we don’t have a true Moshe who stands head-and-shoulders above everyone else. It’s vitally important, therefore, that each individual have a mentor.

Make for yourself a rabbi. (Avos 1:5)

This mentor must be someone who has time for you. He has to be someone who gives you immediate instruction and personalized guidance. Of course, he must be someone who has his own mentor in case he doesn’t know how to answer you. And his mentor must have a mentor and so on . . . all the way to the leading Torah luminary of the generation. Without this multi-level chain we could not exist.

Attaining Objectivity

The question is: Is it possible for a person ever to attain objectivity? The answer is that the beginning of all knowledge is to admit your blindness — actually, you have to admit your color-blindness.

We are all colorblind in our own way. Ani amarti b’chofsi call ha’adam cozaiv, “I said in my haste, all men are liars.”86 All men are prone to falsehood. And one who cannot admit to his subjectivity cannot help but be deeply immersed in falsehood. Such a person thinks he proclaims the truth when in reality he is proclaiming just the opposite. That’s colorblindness. And in some ways it’s worse than simple blindness. The colorblind person sees red when it’s really green. A totally blind person, on the other hand, doesn’t deceive himself. He knows he’s not seeing things as they really are.

The truth is that we’re all born blind. And that’s why children have this certain naivete about themselves. They’re blind. As we grow up, however, we turn “colorblind” — especially if we’re not getting the proper chinuch (education). We create an entire philosophy about life, justifying our actions, and interpreting events until we are willing to swear that our beliefs are true when in reality they’re not. This is colorblindness.

How can we ever hope to discover the truth, to gain actual objectivity? The first step is to acknowledge that we’re colorblind. The next step, which is a natural consequence of the first, is to seek out a mentor.

Imagine yourself a colorblind person standing at a comer trying to figure out if it’s safe to cross the street. The first thing to do is admit that you’re colorblind; you are unable to figure out by yourself whether the light is red or green. Once you recognize that, then you will not dare step into the intersection without someone else’s help. So, you find a man who says, “Come with me, I’ll help you across.”

“Who are you?” you ask. “How do I know that you know what the color of the lights really are?”

“Because,” he responds, “I had a good rabbi who helped me across, and I made it.”

Life is a series of dangerous “intersection” crossings. We always have important decisions to make. The only way to ensure our safety — indeed, our survival — is by finding a person who has crossed the intersection before and knows how to cross it.

You might ask, unless that mentor is Moshe himself, how can we trust his judgment? As a subjective human being a human mentor is also colorblind! However, the first problem with that rationale is that to remain paralyzed (i.e. remaining on “this side” of the street) is also not an alternative. There are times in life when we know that we cannot stay where we are; we must cross over to the other side; we must change. Remaining stubborn and not seeking outside advice is not an option. And so we find ourselves scared and confused. We must “cross the street,” and to do so safely we must attain objectivity, but we know that “all men are liars,” we all have an inherent subjectivity, especially when it comes to our desires. What do we do?

To complicate matters further, oftentimes our inability to trust others is nothing but part of the web of lies within which we are trapped. In other words, a person may say that he will not trust the opinion of anyone except Moshe as an excuse for remaining within his one-sided, subjective colorblindness. It’s his ego — the root of his subjectivity — which in actuality prevents him from seeking and accepting the advice of others.

As a result, the person is trapped. On the one hand, he knows that the person whose advice he seeks is only a human being, perhaps prone to his own colorblindness. On the other hand, he knows that he himself is colorblind — and in fact his mistrust of advice of a mentor might be part of his colorblindness. What’s a person to do?

The Maharal, in his commentary on the well-known aphorism in Avos — Asai licha rav, “Make for yourself a Rabbi” — offers an answer. He states that the “Rabbi” who can give you the perspective you need does not necessarily have to be someone who is greater than you. He may have no more knowledge than you, or perhaps even less. He can even be a good friend. Nevertheless, he has something you lack: perspective on your problem. He is objective where you are subjective. Therefore, even if he is colorblind in other areas, he can have clear vision when it comes to your problem. Sometimes, even a disciple can be the “Rabbi” to his teacher. The important thing is to have a discussion. Speak it out. In this way, clarity can be attained.

Your obligation is to be honest with yourself and strive to find the best, most objective mentor to help you with your life’s decisions. And it should be obvious that I’m not saying to blindly put your faith in someone. The person should have a track record of success. The best type of mentor is the one who can turn you into a mentor yourself. He should not be someone whom you use as a crutch. Change the inflection slightly and the aphorism above can read: Asei lack [not l’chah] rav — “[Your mentor should] make you into a Rabbi.” Your mentor should be someone who, after he helps you get through your hardships, helps you to grow into a person who can help others in this area of hardship. That’s a real mentor, not someone who has a crystal ball and tells you what to do.

In summary, the challenge in life is to find the objective truth and stick to it. The first step is to admit that you, without guidance, are not objective. The next step is to find a real mentor, not a crystal ball gazer. This mentor may be a human being with his own areas of colorblindness, but he is someone who can nevertheless help you see what you are blind to. Finally, after all that — after you take all the right steps — realize that you still need siyata d’shmaya, “heavenly aid,” to be successful.


CHAPTER 20

We Will Do,
And We Will Listen

And Moshe ascended to G–d, and Hashem called him from the mountain, saying ....

Moshe came and summoned the elders of the people, and put before them all these words that Hashem had commanded him. And all the people answered together, “All that Hashem tells us, we will do.” (Shmos 19:3, 7-8)

On the second day of Sivan — just a few days before they would receive the Torah — the Jewish people told Moshe, “All that Hashem tells us, we will do.” Moshe ascended the mountain and Hashem instructed him to teach the people two mitzvos which would prepare them for kabbolas HaTorah (the receiving of the Torah): prishus (separation from marital relations) and hag’bola (boundaries around the mountain). When Moshe returned to the people on the fourth of Sivan,87 they said, “All that Hashem says, naaseh v’nishmah, we will do and we will listen.”88 They repeated “we will do” and added “we will listen” (i.e. we will try to understand).

What do the terms really mean? Is the order in which they were said important? If they said one, what did they add by saying the other?

We can begin answering these questions by asking a question. Is there a difference between the commandments a religious Gentile observes — a truly good Gentile who believes in Hashem — and those a religious Jew observes? If the Gentiles have seven commandments they must observe (one of them, for instance, being not to steal), is there a difference between their commandment not to steal and a Jew’s commandment not to steal?

At first thought, one would think not. However, there is a difference.

Ask a righteous Gentile why one should not steal and he will tell you that if there would be no respect for others’ property, there would be no law and order. Society would break down. Therefore, he would answer, since people have an inherent desire to steal it’s necessary to counteract it with laws against stealing. That is why G–d commands us not to steal.

Rabbi Elchonon Wasserman, zt’l, asked, “We know that every human being who ever lived will be judged by Hashem one day. However, how can Hashem judge a Gentile for not keeping his seven commandments? Perhaps he never heard of them. Or perhaps he grew up in a community of thieves and murderers with parents who were drug addicts. How can his failure to keep the seven commandments be held against him?”

Nevertheless, the seven commandments are binding upon every Gentile because they are laws demanded by one’s natural logic. Their inherent logic becomes clouded only when the person corrupts himself. Thus, Gentiles are accountable for keeping the seven commandments of Noah no matter what their background because the seven commandments are rational. They have a reason to them. And the reason dictates the law.

Any religion based on the seven commandments of Noah is a valid religion. And more, Gentiles should be fervent adherents to such religions. However, when a law is a law because it conforms to human reason it is, by definition, limited to human reason. Its goals are only for those things of which human beings can conceive, the highest goal being a harmonious society.

The problem with that is that it implies that G–d created laws for the sake of correcting human nature. If G–d wanted, however, He could have created a world where human nature was perfect, where no one was poor and no one wanted to steal. If you put a monkey at a table with a plate of money, will he steal it? No. Put a banana in the plate, though, and he will. Has hem did not give the monkey the desire to steal money and He did not have to give it to human beings. To say, therefore, that the real reason one should not steal is because humanity benefits from that law is fallacious. It implies that Has hem had to react to the given deficiencies of the world. Hashem created the deficiencies too!

2,000 years before the creation of the world, Hashem created the Torah.89

“Thou shalt not steal,” was written 2,000 years before the world came into existence, before human beings existed. Thus, when it came time for Hashem to create the world, He asked, “What kind of world does the Torah need? If the Torah says, ‘Do not steal,’ then I have to make a world of people who want to steal.” Therefore, the argument that the Torah was written to make humanity function in an orderly fashion is shallow. Humanity was created to fulfill the Torah!

And that’s why a Jew’s commandments differ from a Gentile’s. For the Gentile, the goal of the law is for humanity’s sake. For the Jew, the goal of the law is for Hashem’s sake; it serves the Divine Plan. Of course, in addition to following Hashem’s plan, the commandments also improve the human condition. A Jew’s first and greatest responsibility, however, is to perform the commandments because he somehow fulfills the Divine Plan by doing so.

If I could draw an analogy, think of a computer that has been programmed to earn billions of dollars worth of revenue. All it requires is that a computer operator be hired to follow the instruction manual down to the finest details. As an added plus, the computer has been programmed such that if the operator presses the right keyboard combinations at the right time a beautiful melody will result. Therefore, while the person is carrying out the program he is also playing beautiful music.

Now, imagine that the computer operator who has been banging away at the keyboard for several weeks is asked what he’s doing.

“Doing? Can’t you hear? I’m playing beautiful music.”

That’s a foolish answer. He’s in the process of making billions of dollars and all he thinks he is doing is playing some melodies?

Hashem was good to us in that while putting us to the task of performing His purpose in creation He gave us the ability to enjoy the “music” of the moment. Hashem’s commandments serve a dual purpose. They fulfill His needs and our needs. We’re foolish, however, if we think that all we are accomplishing is that which we can perceive as a benefit to us.

Torah is very nice idea. It improves family life, communal life, etc. Nevertheless, keeping it for those reasons alone is thinking in Gentile terms. We keep Torah because Hashem tells us to, and because He tells us to, we can be sure that our observance produces something billions and billions and billions of times greater than anything we can perceive. Secondarily, we keep it for the self-apparent reasons, for the improvement it brings to the individual and community.

The Sages explain that the kindness of the Gentiles is sin,90 meaning that when a Jew holds values — even beautiful, religious values — which are founded upon secular or non-Jewish reasoning, it is a sin. For Gentiles it’s fine. Everything must be rationally understood by them. But for the Jew not to steal or to keep any other parallel commandment in the same manner as the Gentile is a sin.

Therefore, a Jew should not steal must be different from the reason a Gentile does not steal. Primarily, a Jew does not steal, because it says so in the Torah. That’s called, naaseh, we will do; we will do without question, regardless of whether our rational minds find the idea attractive or not. We will do it because the Creator of heaven and earth said to do it. Afterwards, we will seek nishmah, understanding.

The order of naaseh v’nishmah is all-important, therefore. A non-Jew’s greatest goal is to understand with his rational mind everything he possibly can. Then, and only then, does he proceed to do it. That’s called nishmah v ’naaseh, when understanding precedes doing.

A Jew’s goal is higher because he endeavors to fulfill Has hem’s commandment even if his rational mind tells him otherwise. Naaseh v ’nishmah transforms the intellect from an instrument which informs the human mind about all it sees into an instrument which allows the mind to understand more than it can see. Seeing is believing, but believing is greater than seeing.

Before Mount Sinai, the Jewish people were still members of the human race. They had no choice but to act upon what their intellects told them. Their greatness was that at Mount Sinai, they suspended their intellectual understanding and said, naaseh v’nishmah. They were rewarded with Torah, which gave them a revelation impossible to be grasped by the normal human intellect. They became Jews, members of Hashem ’s chosen people.

Be Holy!

If so, what exactly was gained by adding the word nishmah? If transcending the human intellect was the goal, then wouldn’t it have been enough to say only naaseh? What they gained with nishmah was freedom.

When Hashem redeemed us from Mitzraim, we ceased existing as slaves of Pharaoh and became slaves of Hashem. This was a great elevation. We were given 613 commandments, which translated into 613 ways we could sanctify our lives. Still and all, we were slaves — albeit, slaves to Hashem. A mitzvah, a commandment, implies that Hashem commanded us to do something. Thus, when we do the mitzvos we really have no choice. We are slaves to Hashem’s commandments.

Nevertheless, Hashem included a concept in His Torah which allows us to go beyond the 613 commandments, to become partners with Him rather than just slaves.

Kedoshim tihiyu ki kodosh ani Hashem elokeichem, “Be holy, because I G–d am holy.” (Vayikra 19:2)

The exhortation to “Be holy” is explained by the commentators to mean, sanctify yourself in that which is mutar lach, “permitted to you,” i.e. not in something which is imposed upon you. If you only sanctify yourself in obligatory matters, which admittedly is no small feat, you are a slave. “Be holy because I Hashem am holy” means that Hashem wants us to be holy like Him. Just as He has nothing imposed on Him yet is holy, so too He gave us an arena to be holy without any impositions.

The 613 commandments cover the bare minimum requirements. They occupy perhaps no more than 20 percent of a person’s life. “Kedoshim tihiyu, Be holy!” — also known as the duties of the heart91 — encompasses the inner person: his thoughts, aspirations, and underlying motives. As such, fulfillment of it contains an infinite number of possibilities. It’s the area where one has the ability to become what one makes of oneself because it encourages us to sanctify our lives on our own and not to be restricted only to the areas of life which the skeletal 613 commandments cover.

This is why, technically speaking, kedoshim tihiyu is not counted as one of the 613 commandments. If it was, then we would not have an area where we could voluntarily serve Hashem. Therefore, although we are not commanded to do so we would be missing out on the real purpose for which we were created if we failed to pursue the exhortation of kedoshim tihiyu.

This explains the necessity of the additional word, nishmah, which the Jewish people said to Moshe at Mount Sinai. When they said naaseh, “we will do,” they acknowledged that their first responsibility was to perform that which was obligatory upon them: the 613 commandments. When they said, nishmah, however, they agreed to take upon themselves kedoshim tihiyu. Each of them was going to make his entire life holy by his own volition, even in areas where he was “permitted” not to pursue absolute holiness. And he would do so through nishmah, always seeking deeper and deeper understanding about what he was doing.

The ones who understood it well knew that by pursuing kedoshim tihiyu they would not just be fulfilling Hashem’s deepest will; they would be gaining something for themselves — in fact, they would be gaining their very selves, for with every fulfillment of kedoshim tihiyu you create yourself. You leave the mentality of a slave and enter the broad spaces of a free person. You become the creator of your own world.


CHAPTER 21

The Revelation

On the third day when it was becoming morning there was thunder and lightning and a heavy cloud on the mountain, and the sound of the shofar was very powerful, and the entire people that was in the camp shuddered. Moshe brought the people forth from the camp toward G–d, and they stood under the mountain. (Shmos 19:16-17)

Under the mountain — According to its simplest sense this means “at the foot of the mountain,” but its midrashic interpretation is that the mountain was plucked from its place and held over them like a heavy object. (Rashi)

As Rashi points out, according to the Sages Hashem forced the Jewish people to accept the Torah, otherwise they would be buried beneath the mountain.92 This is an extremely puzzling teaching. Why did Hashem have to issue an ultimatum? Just prior to this event, the Jewish people had said, “[Whatever You say] we will do and we will listen.”93 They were ready to accept the Torah without any reservations. Why then did Hashem use force?

To appreciate the difficulty, imagine a wedding where the chasan (groom) and kallah (bride) are standing beneath the wedding canopy. They’re both excited and everything is ready for them. Suddenly, the chasan takes out the ring, and then a gun as well!

“What’s with this gun?” his kallah replies.

“I just want to make sure you don’t change your mind at the last minute,” he tells her. “Take the ring or you’re dead.”

That’s exactly what Hashem did to the Jewish people by threatening them with the mountain!

There are several approaches to this dilemma. The first is offered by the Midrash:94 The Jewish people said, “We will do and we will listen” only with regard to the Written Torah. They were unwilling, on the other hand, to accept the Oral Torah. That’s why Hashem had to force them.

A second answer is supplied in the commentary of Tosafos:95 perhaps the people would get “cold feet.” True, a few days earlier they had said, “We will do and we will listen,” but they were naive. They did not know what the Torah entailed. Accepting the yoke of Torah was a very weighty responsibility. It would therefore be natural for the people, who had been so genuine in their desire to keep Torah just a few days before, to lose their resolve. Consequently, Hashem lifted the mountain over them as if to say, “There will be no turning back at this point.”

To help explain this answer better, imagine a young man who joins the army because he dreams about the excitement of jumping out of a plane with a parachute. He gladly signs up and can’t wait for the training to begin. After weeks of grueling exercise and getting into shape his big day comes. He’s about to make his first real jump. Suddenly, thousands of feet in the air he freezes at the door. He’s so paralyzed that the guy behind him has to kick him out. That’s the case here. The Jewish people deeply desired and were prepared to receive the Torah, but when it came to the actual event Has hem knew they would get cold feet. That’s why He held the mountain over them.

The Maharal interprets the passage in a third, very unique manner.96 Consistent with his method of not automatically limiting the words of our Sages to their literal meaning, he explains that the Sages don’t necessarily mean to tell us that a mountain was literally held over the heads of the Jewish people. Rather their intent was to teach us that the experience at Sinai was so powerful that it was as if a mountain was suspended over their heads.

The meaning of the metaphor is as follows: The essence of human life in this world is freedom of choice. Take away free choice and the person’s life is effectively over. That’s why our Sages explain that when Hashem revealed Himself everyone died, their “souls flew up.” Hashem’s revelation is so powerful that it nullifies our existence. We lose free choice. We die. The Maharal therefore understands the threat not as an actual occurrence, but as a perception induced by the undeniable beauty and grandeur of a full Divine revelation. How could people who experienced the miraculous revelation at Mount Sinai not accept Hashem’s Torah? Their free will was taken away. The mountain — the revelation at Sinai — was held over their heads.

Rendezvous Between Heaven And Earth

And Hashem went down on Mount Sinai to the top of the mountain. And Hashem summoned Moshe to the top of the mountain, and Moshe ascended. (Shmos 19:20)

The giving of the Torah was a cosmic event. It was not just something with ramifications for one people in one geographical area at one particular point in history. It was an event which shook the universe from its foundations.

As we explained in our previous book,97 heaven and earth were originally one and the same in the sense that both were creations of Hashem. Both bore Hashem’s signature, so to speak. Nevertheless, after the initial act of creation, Hashem made the earth tohu vavohu v’choshech, “desolate and void and dark.” Therefore, although heaven and earth were initially one unit, Hashem in effect separated them and they remained separated for the next “2,000 years of desolation and emptiness.”

The giving of the Torah on Sinai represented the reconnection of heaven and earth. They were reattached as a rocket ship docking with a space station. The rendezvous made it possible for there to be free access back and forth between each other.

Actually, with the giving of the Torah the dream of Yaakov our forefather became actualized. When Yaakov was on his way to building the Jewish Nation he dreamed a dream where a “ladder was placed on earth while its head reached into heaven, and the angels of G–d went up and down.”98 Yaakov was shown his mission. What was that mission? To become a ladder. This ladder connected heaven and earth, and its purpose was to allow movement — up and down, up and down — between the two separate worlds.

Sinai was a major breakthrough for humanity. “Hashem went down” to earth while at the same time a creature of earth, Moshe, ascended to heaven. From then on there was open communication; there was free access and movement — up and down, up and down — between heaven and earth.

Of course, this entire idea needs explanation. Isn’t Hashem everywhere? In fact, not only is Hashem everywhere, but He is every thing. He is called HaMakom, “the Place” — He is the place — the space — of the world. The very thought that Hashem is or isn’t in one place diminishes His true omnipresence. “There is no place devoid of him.” If so, what does it mean that Hashem “went down”? Where did He come down from and why wasn’t He down here to begin with?

The answer is that although Hashem’s presence is in the earth as much as it’s in heaven He is camouflaged on the earth. He was recognized and acknowledged in an undeniable way in heaven, but until He descended to the top of Sinai He was so concealed below that the earth was in denial of His existence (as happened in the Generations of the Flood and the Tower). At the giving of the Torah, however, heaven became present in the earth to the degree that He could not be totally denied. Hashem came down with such presence that His being was palpably noticeable. Where was it most noticeable? In Torah.

Torah is chochmas Hashem, the “wisdom of Hashem.” Torah is G-dliness. Hashem put Himself into Torah, so to speak. He took His will and put it into Torah. Since the giving of the Torah, therefore, Hashem is tangible in the earth no less than in heaven. The only catch is that we have to discover Him, because after all is said and done we are earthly beings blinded by our limitations. Although Hashem came down on Mount Sinai and made His presence tangible to us, He did not come down to the world totally. He only “went down” to the “top of the mountain.”

Our Sages tell us that in the future Hashem will slaughter the yetzer hara (“evil inclination”), and it will appear to the righteous as a mountain99 — i.e. they will realize that their accomplishment of overcoming the yetzer hara was as momentous as someone who scales a formidable mountain. A mountain can only be considered conquered when you get to the top. That’s the image of Hashem descending only to the top of the mountain. The allusion is that Hashem exists in this world, but it takes an effort to reach Him. In the future, after Mashiach fulfills his mission, Hashem will be readily available all over, “as the waters cover the sea.”100 Now, however, we only attain victory when we make it to the top because Hashem is only there, at the top.

Battling The Yetzer Hara

And Hashem said to Moshe, “Go down, warn the people, perhaps they will destroy — to see Hashem, and many will fall from them.” (Shmos 19:21)

Just as there is a yetzer hara pushing a person to discard the Torah, so too is there a. yetzer hara pushing a person to take on Torah out of proportion to his capacity. The end result will be the same: the person’s downfall.

This is the lesson concerning the four great Sages who “entered the orchard”101 (a euphemism for the deepest secrets of kabbalah). Of the four only one, Rabbi Akiva, came out whole. The others failed because they succumbed to the yetzer hara to seek a deeper experience of Hashem than they could handle. That, in fact, was exactly what Hashem warned the people about when He said:

“. . . perhaps they will destroy — to see Hashem, and many will fall from them.”

It’s relatively easy to understand the necessity to stay on guard against influences which persuade a person to transgress something like Shabbos. Influences which push you to do more than you can handle, however, may be equally disastrous and require greater warning because such danger is not generally acknowledged. Therefore, just before the people were about to experience the greatest revelation of Hashem they had to be warned about the danger of too high a spiritual striving. Even if the original impetus was seemingly good and holy — “to see Hashem” — they had to know that in this life there were limits beyond which they were not yet ready to encroach.

Fighting the yetzer hara in whatever form it comes is our goal in this life. It produces the energy required for us to stay alive spiritually, to become holy. An electric generator works by burning up fuel. Our spiritual life works the same way: our pleasures are the fuel we bum up to produce the electricity of holiness. That’s mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice. Negatively and positively charged particles reacting with each other produce electricity. So, too, life is a constant battle between our yetzer hara and our yetzer tov (good inclination). This constant battle makes spiritual electricity.

We should never belittle our struggle to defeat our yetzer hara or to overcome a weak character trait. Take, for instance, a lazy person who one morning decides to wake up early to attend a Torah class. He may think to himself, “Big deal. I got up early one morning. Everyone else here has been doing this day after day, month after month, year after year.” He shouldn’t think that. In addition to whatever benefits he personally received from attending the class, the mere fact that he battled his yetzer hara created the spiritual electricity which feeds into the great generator of Mashiach. Every time you deny your yetzer hara you contribute energy to a much larger generator which has been producing electricity since the inception of the Jewish people.

When Mashiach comes and we begin analyzing where he got his energy to succeed I am sure we’ll be surprised. Every Jew is feeding him that energy, but not all dosages are equal. Sometimes the smallest step in our eyes is in actually the most potent of electrical charges in that Great Generator. Most people raised in observant homes have little desire for cheeseburgers, for instance. A person raised in a non-observant home, though, who may have developed a liking for McDonald’s (or the like), is generating enormous spiritual energy every time he simply squelches his desire for that cheeseburger. “According to the pain, so is the reward.” The pay-off is in proportion to the cost. The cost is the denial of that detrimental thing which your yetzer hara causes you to desire. The pay-off is kedusha, holiness.

Now we can understand why our generation may be privy to a greatness to which no previous generation was privy. They may have had a greatness we cannot approach, but we — with our diminished status and enormous tests — have a potential to produce kedusha which they never dreamed was possible to produce. We have the potential to produce the critical mass necessary to fully energize the coming of Mashiach.


CHAPTER 22

Descent For The Sake
Of Ascent

And Hashem said to Moshe, “Go, descend. Then ascend — you and Aaron with you. ...” (Shmos 19:24)

In Hebrew the words in this verse, “descend” and “ascend” (rayd and olisa), are positioned next to each other, one right after the other. The simple explanation is that Moshe was on the mountain speaking to Hashem who told him first to “descend” and then, once down below, to “ascend” with Aaron. On another level of interpretation, however, Hashem was telling him an important principle of life: there is no ascent without a prior descent.

True heights of growth are not attained without first going through true depths of despair. Therefore, whenever a person experiences a downfall he can console himself that it’s a necessary precursor which will enable him to eventually experience a rise. Similarly, our Sages teach, “A person will not succeed in Torah learning without first failing.”102 Usually, the area where you fail is the very area where you grow. Even more so, the degree to which you experience descent — to that degree will you experience ascent.

Another principle is that whatever level a person was once on he can reattain. We don’t realize it, because we forgot, but all of us experienced a great downfall the moment we were born. Just moments before we came into this world an angel was teaching us the entire Torah.103 We saw from one end of the world to the other end of the world. We were on the greatest heights. There is no state of existence more ideal than that state a child is in before it’s born. And then everything was taken away from us until we plummeted all the way down and became a helpless creature. But now our challenge is to rise and reattain the level from whence we came.

In mystical terms, the principle is as follows: every withdrawal leaves an impression. Loss creates a vacuum and the rule is that nature abhors a vacuum. In other words, every withdrawal of something leaves empty territory which has to be reconquered. That empty territory is the impression which always remains with us deep in our soul. When the child is removed from his spiritual heights there nevertheless remains some nebulous impression throughout his life which gives him a yearning to reattain the level he once reached.

The question is why does Hashem dispatch an angel to teach us the entire Torah and take it away only so we should regain what we once had? What’s gained by the whole process?

The answer is: your self.

And this is intimated by a subtlety in the verse wherein Hashem told Moshe, “Go, descend.” What was the reason? So that Moshe could eventually “ascend.” When He told him to ascend, however, He added an important word: atoh, “you.”

“Ascend — you . . . .”

This little word, atoh, teaches us why Hashem created His world with the principle that “Every ascent must be preceded by a descent.” It’s one thing for Hashem to bestow upon you a certain spiritual greatness and another thing for you to bring about your own greatness yourself. Hashem wants you to bring yourself to your destined heights. The way He gives you that opportunity is by causing you first to experience a “descent” in your life. That descent enables you to bring about your own ascent.

Similarly, Hashem dispatches an angel to teach us the entire Torah only to cause us to forget it so that we can learn it again on our own and thereby consider it ours. That’s why Hashem added the extra word, atoh, “you.” “Go, descend.” Why? To “ascend — you,” i.e. so that your ascent should be your own.


CHAPTER 23

The First Two
Commandments

“I am Hashem your G–d who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” (Shmos 20:2)

The greatness of a human being is his ability to exercise free choice. Slavery is the opposite of freedom. Slavery means serving a purpose not your own and/or not within your control; doing something because you must, not because you want to.

If so, each of us is a slave.

This world is a “house of bondage.” As our Sages put it, “By force we come into this world, and by force we will be taken from this world.”104 We are here because we have to be here. We eat because we have to eat. We sleep because we have to sleep. Moreover, it goes without saying that all people to some degree (and many people to an enormous degree) are intensely enslaved to their lusts and/or their egos.

Where is our freedom of choice, then?

In Torah. “There is no free person except one who is immersed in Torah.”105 Torah enables us to utilize our freedom of choice by showing us what to choose and what not to choose, when to choose it and when not to choose it, how to choose it and how not to choose it. With Torah, and with only Torah, we can utilize our gift of free choice. And when we properly exercise our freedom of choice we are redeemed from slavery.

Anochi

G–d spoke all these words, saying, “I am. . . .” (Shmos 20:1-2)

. . . All these words — This teaches that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, said all of the Ten Commandments in one utterance, something which is impossible for a human being to do. (Rashi)

The entire Torah — every mitzvah and every detail — is condensed in the Ten Commandments. Then the entire Ten Commandments is shrunk down once more into one statement, one word — Anochi (“I”). Anochi is the most important word in the Torah. To draw on modem terminology, it’s like a computer disk containing numerous libraries of information. Of course, the disk is just another piece of plastic if a person doesn’t access the information and bring it up on the screen line by line. In essence, however, everything exists on this one disk.

The word anochi is an abbreviation for “I put Myself in the Scriptures” (ana nafshi c’sivos yehovos). If it were possible to say it, Hashem put Himself into the words of our Torah. Therefore, when we learn it and incorporate Torah into our lives we are learning and incorporating Hashem into our lives.

In actuality, G–d introduces Himself here with three names. Anochi — “I” — is the first. (As we will explain, “I” is actually a nameless name.) Second is Hashem, the primary name of G–d. And finally Elokeicha, “Your G–d,” is the third.

Before detailing the significance of these names let’s understand the whole idea of names. Is a name needed for the subject who is named? Does he need a name in order to exist? My name is Ezriel. Would I continue to exist without the name Ezriel? Yes. If my parents had never given me a name — if I had been a nameless person — I would still be alive. The name, therefore, is not for me, but for you. We give people names so that others can identify us.

Does G–d need a name? Of course not. He has a name, though, so that we can identify Him. G–d’s name has nothing to do with His essence. Rather it has to do with us, with the way we relate to and identify Him.

We only know of G–d’s existence by the way He presents Himself to us. One vehicle which enables us to know that He exists is creation. When we see a table we know that a carpenter must have made it. Similarly, when we see creation we know there must be a Creator who created it. This explains the meaning of the name Elokim. Elokim is the G–d of creation, i.e. the Creator. “In the beginning Elokim created the heaven and the earth.” The recognition of G–d as Elokim is the minimal level of recognition demanded of every human being, including Gentiles.

The next level of recognition is the name Has hem. The name Hashem is a variation of the verb “to be,” Havaya. It means existence, being. This is a deeper understanding of G–d than that manifested by the name Elokim. Elokim is the G–d we see through the wonders of the physical world. The natural world reflects Elokim, not Hashem. The name Hashem subsumes the understanding that not only did G–d create the world but it continues to exist only because He is maintaining it every second. The world is not an object which was created long ago and now exists on its own. It’s not like a table, which continues to exist long after the carpenter is gone. The world is an ongoing creation. Hashem “renews the creation every day.”106

Hashem was introduced to the world during the Ten Plagues, because the Ten Plagues completely overturned the natural world, thereby demonstrating that every aspect of creation was in His continual control, just like a puppet under the continual control of its puppeteer. The Ten Plagues proved that there is no such thing as Nature to begin with. It’s an illusion because it’s nothing more than ongoing miracles performed in a repetitive, predictable way. (See Chapter 9.)

Above and beyond the name Hashem, however, there is another “name” whereby we can identity G–d — anochi, “I.” A name is necessary only for others. If I’m alone on an island my name no longer is necessary. In other words, a name is necessary only when there’s a subject-object (i.e. an I-you) relationship. When the subject and object merge into one, however — when you or I become merged into Hashem — then there is no need for names.

G–d alone in His essence is nameless. The revelation at Sinai was the bestowal of a symbiotic, one-to-one alignment with His self. At that point He only needed to address Himself as “I.” We did not exist and thus there was no need for names. The only thing that was necessary was anochi — “I.”

Experiencing G–d in His naked anochi state describes what happened at Sinai. Although that revelation was withdrawn and thus temporary, in the future all Israel will merit to experiencing it once again. This is what is called techias hameisim — [the Era following] the “Resurrection of the Dead.” It’s the state of the world, for all its present shortcomings, toward which we are inexorably being led.

You Shall Have No Other Gods Before Me

I am Hashem, Your G–d, who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before Me.” (Shmos 20:2-3)

According to many authorities (most prominent among them the Rambam107 and Ramban), the statement, “I am Hashem Your G–d who took you out of the land of Egypt . . is a commandment, the first commandment. Logically then, the statement, “You shall have no other gods before Me” is the second commandment. The author of the book Mitzvos HaGedolos (Sefer HaSmag), however, considers the former verse not a commandment proper, but an introduction to the commandments.

The Rambam supports his opinion with a teaching from the Sages which expounds the verse Torah tziva lanu Moshe, “The Torah that Moshe commanded us. . . .” The word “Torah” is numerically equal to 611, which indicates that Moshe taught the people 611 commandments. What about the other two commandments (making for a grand total of 613 commandments)? Those, the Sages say, were given to us directly by Hashem on Mount Sinai, and refer to the statements “I am Hashem . . .” and “You shall not have. . . .” We see from this teaching of the Sages that “I am Hashem . . .” (as well as “You shall not have . . .”) is a commandment.108

On the other side of the argument (Sefer HaSmag) is a teaching of the Sages which goes as follows. There was a king who conquered a country. The people of the conquered country came to the king and said, “Give us your rules.” He responded to them, “First accept me as your king. Once you accept me as your king I will give you my rules.” Similarly, when Hashem took us out of Egypt He desired that we first accept Him as our Ruler. Thus He said, “I am Hashem. . . .” Once we accepted Him He immediately gave us the second commandment, “You shall have no other gods before Me.’’109

According to this teaching the statement “I am Hashem . . .” was not a commandment proper, but an introduction to the commandments.

Although we seem to have two contradictory interpretations, it’s nevertheless possible to reconcile them. The Sefer HaSmag, who viewed “I am Hashem ...” as an introduction to the commandments, was referring to those original Jews who witnessed the revelation at Sinai. They were introduced to Hashem first hand, and therefore didn’t need to be commanded to believe in Hashem. He was the most obvious thing in the world to them. The descendants of those who stood at Sinai, however, were not privy to the direct revelation. They needed a commandment exhorting them to believe that Hashem spoke to their ancestors at Mount Sinai. They needed to be commanded because belief would be something they would have to work on since it was not based on an experience.

The truth is that today we can believe in Hashem’s existence as much as the people who witnessed His direct revelation over 3,300 years ago. To do so we have to learn Torah, meditate on rational proofs, think about the Divine Providence in events, live the Torah, pass it on to our children, tell it over at the Passover night seder, put it in our tefillin and mezzuzos, read publicly from a Torah scroll every Monday, Thursday and Shabbos, and so on. The more we do that the more we fulfill the first commandment “I am Hashem ...” and internalize the fact of Hashem’s existence to the point that it’s as if we were with our ancestors who stood at Sinai over 3,300 years ago.110

Shma Yisroel

Shma Yisroel Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad, “Hear, O Israel, Hashem is our G–d, Hashem is one.” (Devarim 6:4)

Reciting the paragraphs of the Shma, which we are commanded to say twice a day, is the way we acknowledge the experience of the revelation. It’s the formalized way of fulfilling the commandment of yichud Hashem (literally, acknowledging the “unity of G–d”).

The all important opening phrase of the Shma, in fact, is parallel to the first two commandments. The first half, “Hear, O Israel . . .” (which in essence means, “Understand, Jew”) is parallel to the first commandment, “I am Hashem Your G–d who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” The latter half of the Shma, “Hashem is one,” corresponds to the second commandment, “You shall have no other gods before Me.”

In its simplest sense, the meaning of the statement that “Hashem is one” is simply that there are not two “G–ds.” Hashem is the only G–d and no other power shares dominion or any type of influence with Him. Deeper than that, however, is the following connotation: There is only one thing that exists, and that’s Hashem. In other words, oftentimes we find ourselves relying upon or anticipating salvation from things other than Hashem: the new business or client, the friend of a friend who knows something important, the economy, the newly elected politician, etc. But “Hashem is one” means that Hashem is the only one. There is no power that exists outside of Him; there is nothing that can save you except Him. He orchestrates everything.

The story is told of a simple Jew who lived in Safed at the time of the Holy Alshich four centuries ago. This unlearned Jew worked excruciatingly hard every day, taking his donkey up to the mountains in order to dig sand, put it in sacks and sell it in town. He barely made enough money to feed himself and his wife, not to mention his donkey. One Shabbos, he heard the Holy Alshich say that if one completely trusted in Hashem his income would be delivered to his door.

Hearing this, the simple Jew sold the donkey, along with the sand business, to an Arab. He then came home, gave his wife the money from the sale, and told her to use the money until it ran out. From that point on, he told her, G–d would provide. Meanwhile, he sat and said Tehillim (Psalms) all day. (He was too unlearned to study Torah; reading Psalms was all he could do.)

Eventually, the money ran out and his wife began complaining. In response, he would say, “Aren’t we lucky we sold the donkey? If not, we would have to feed it, too.”

It sounds funny, but he was thoroughly convinced that if they were starving now, they would have been starving to a greater degree had he kept the donkey and the old job.

One day, the Arab who had purchased the donkey was digging sand and happened to uncover a treasure chest. He dug it out, loaded it on the donkey and prepared to leave. Suddenly, a boulder came loose and rolled down the mountain, killing the Arab. The loaded donkey survived, however, and not knowing what else to do started down the old trail as it had done for all those years before it was sold to the Arab.

Soon it arrived at the Jew’s home. When the wife saw the donkey and the treasure loaded on its back she got very excited and told her husband. This simple Jew looked at her and said matter-of-factly, “Why are you so surprised? If the Holy Alshich said G–d would take care of us, then of course He would take care of us.” He turned around and went back to saying Psalms.

At the same time in the same place there lived a Jew who heard this story. This Jew was a little more sophisticated than the first and had a small donkey business of his own on the side. He didn’t want to knock himself out, so he decided to sell his business and spend the entire day learning Torah. When his provisions ran out and no relief was in sight, he began having regrets and went to the Alshich, asking him why he had not been provided for like the other Jew.

“Tell me the truth,” the Alshich said. “While you were learning in the yeshiva, whenever you heard a noise from outside did you run to the window and look for the donkey?”

“Yes.”

“You see. You never relied on Hashem. You relied on the donkey.”

We usually invest great faith in the vehicles through which Hashem works — like our job, the state of the economy, technology and so on. True, on one level there is no reason to be critical of that because we’re not allowed to rely on miracles; we must undertake the normal means to make a living. Yet at the same time we have to realize that there is nothing but Hashem. He is one. Everything which transpires, whether tragic or magic, comes about because He so wills it. This is the deeper connotation of having “no other gods before [Him].” There are no powers besides Him.

The Face Of Hashem

This is also the implication of a subtlety in our verse:

You shall have no other gods before Me [literally, before My face].

The imagery of G–d’s face is likewise used in a well-known phrase of the bircas Kohanim, (the “Priestly blessing”): “May Hashem lift His face to you and favor you.”111 What is meant by Hashem’s face?

Sometimes Hashem does not relate to us with His face, but rather with His back. This can be illustrated with an analogy: The sun can be shining in the sky but if it’s hidden behind a cloud or is simply shining behind you, then you don’t really notice it. When the sun is shining directly in front of you, in your face, however, then you’re blinded by it and everything ceases to exist. Similarly, when Hashem shines “His face” directly at you, you cease to exist. Everything else goes blank.

“You shall have no other gods before My face,” means that nothing else should exist in our minds. It should be as if Hashem is directly shining His face at us. Of course, this world is a place by definition where Hashem isn’t completely revealed, and indeed is often hidden behind a veil of adversity. Nevertheless, we can pull back the veil. We can convince ourselves deeply that no other gods or powers (even legitimate astrological influences, for instance) exist. Nothing at all exists except Hashem and His will.

Therefore, when we declare the unity of Hashem in the Shma we are confirming and attaining a true perception of His oneness, of the absolute dominance of His will. Staying always cognizant of that fact is our challenge, and the Shma is one of the primary weapons in our arsenal to help us rise to that challenge.

Miracles

At the highest level, a pure and true perception of Hashem’s oneness entitles us to have miracles performed on our behalf. Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa, whom Hashem calls “Chanina, My child,” is an example. He saw “Nature” as an ongoing miracle. He was very poor and one day his daughter said to him, “We have no oil to light candles.”

“Do we have vinegar?”

“Yes.”

“Let the One who tells oil to bum now tell vinegar to bum.” She lit the vinegar and it burned.112

Why does oil bum while vinegar doesn’t? Is it really the “nature” of oil to bum? No. Is it really the “nature” of vinegar not to bum? No. In actuality, oil bums because Hashem makes it bum each time a person ignites it. Similarly, vinegar doesn’t bum because Hashem does not make it bum. Most of us look at it as Hashem having instilled oil with the nature to bum. But that was not Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa’s understanding. He perceived that each time oil bums it’s because Hashem stands over it, so to speak, and tells it to bum. Nature is not fixed. “He renews the work of creation each day,” each second. Thus, the subtlety here is that Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa did not ask Hashem to change “Nature.” There was no such thing as Nature in his perception of things. Everything was an ongoing involvement with Hashem. Nothing had to be changed. To him, it was just as miraculous for oil to bum as it was for vinegar.

This is the Shma. Hashem hides Himself in His world in many ways. The Shma is our declaration that we are not deceived by any of the camouflage. Nature is nothing but Hashem performing miracles in a repeated pattern. It is one with His will. Indeed, there is nothing but His will. That’s why “Hear, O Israel, Hashem is our G–d, Hashem is one” is in essence the same as the first two commandments, which were heard directly from Hashem Himself.


CHAPTER 24

Remember The
Sabbath Day

Remember the Sabbath day to sanctify it. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is Sabbath to Hashem, your G–d. You shall not do any work — you and your son and your daughter, your slave and your maidservant and your animal, and your convert within your gates — for in six days Hashem made the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and He rested on the seventh day. Therefore, Hashem blessed the seventh day and sanctified it. (Shmos 20:8-11)

The above is the wording on the first set of tablets of the Ten Commandments, which were eventually broken by Moshe in response to the sin of the Golden Calf. It’s not worded the exact same way as the second set, and below we will discuss some of those differences.

There was actually a 120 day time period between the giving of the first tablets and the giving of the second set. From the seventeenth of Tammuz, when the first tablets were smashed, to the new moon of the month of Elul, 40 days later, the Jewish people were repenting for their sin. On the first of Elul, Hashem commanded Moshe to “hew out [new] tablets for yourself.”113 Moshe ascended Mount Sinai and Hashem transferred the letters, which had “flown off’ the first tablets, to the new tablets Moshe had hewn. Moshe stayed on the mountain for 40 days and then descended back down to the people on the tenth of Tishrei, the day of Yom Kippur, with the new tablets.

What really is the core difference between the first and second sets of tablets of the Ten Commandments? The first was entirely a gift from G–d. They were hewn out by G–d, written by G–d, and given to us for no other reason than that we were His people. The second set was a shared partnership between Hashem and us: we contributed a share in its making. Moshe hewed out the second tablets and they were given to us after an intense period of national repentance. (See Chapter 29.)

The important thing to keep in mind is that both sets were placed inside the Ark, which itself was tucked away inside the inner sanctum of the Bais HaMikdash. The tablets, of course, were never opened up and studied. They remained forever inside the Ark because they are the core, the essence of the Torah which forms the bond between Hashem and the Jewish people. The point is that although the first tablets are broken they have the same degree of sanctity as the second set, and thus for our purposes are just as instructional as the first.

Remember And Keep

The command of Shabbos is worded slightly differently in the first set of tablets of the Ten Commandments than it is in the second set (which is enumerated in parashas Va’eschanan, Devarim 5:6-18). Here, for instance, the command is to “remember (zachor) the Sabbath day,” while in the second set it is to “keep (shamor) the Sabbath day.”

There is an essential difference between remembering something versus keeping something. The former is passive while the latter is more active. When you possess something you have to keep watch over it. That’s why the second set of tablets uses the command to “keep” Shabbos. It was won through our teshuva and it’s necessary to keep on our guard in order to make sure we never slip back into our former ways. The first set says “remember” because as a gift from Has hem our task is to sit back and simply put our minds to it.

This also explains the other difference between the two tablets, namely the reason why we are supposed to keep Shabbos. On the first tablets the reason given is as a remembrance of the six days of creation. Hashem “worked” six days and was passive on the seventh. Humanity had no part in that act. We were just passive recipients of the world that Hashem created.

In the second tablets, a different reason is given. It’s not as a remembrance for the creation, but as a remembrance for the redemption from Egypt, which required the act of taking us out of Egypt. Moreover, this was an act that we were involved in. It was not like creation where we found ourselves the recipients of this gift called life.

Once again, therefore, the first set represents G–d’s dominance and our passivity. (Our “act,” so to speak, is to be passive.) The second set contains the element of human involvement or partnership with G–d in bringing about our own good.

Shabbos And Redemption

There are two teachings of the Sages about Shabbos which on the surface seem to contradict each other.114 The first says, “If only the Jewish people would keep one Shabbos they would be redeemed immediately.” The simple reason for this is that Shabbos itself is redemption. The greatest slavery is to be preoccupied with one’s labor seven days a week (even if that work gives one a lot of money, status and pleasure — and certainly if it doesn’t). The person who is occupied in the needs of the mundane world without break is to be pitied more than anyone. Shabbos is the opportunity to transcend the world and come in contact with a higher world. To never experience it is to never experience freedom.

But there is a second teaching of the Sages which states that if the Jewish people would only keep Shabbos two times they would be redeemed. How many times do we have to keep Shabbos to be redeemed: one or two?

The author of Maor Eynayim explains that there is no contradiction. Shabbos has two expressions, the Shabbos of the first tablets which we do because Hashem worked six days and rested on the seventh, and the Shabbos of the second tablets which we do to remember that we were taken out of Mitzraim and redeemed from slavery.

In the first luchos, the emphasis in on Hashem. We do nothing except sit back in awe of the majesty of Hashem as if we were alive that very first Shabbos of creation. In the second luchos, the emphasis is on our ourselves, on our freedom. We focus on the fact that we are no longer enslaved to the needs of the mundane week.

Accordingly, the reconciliation of the two teachings is as follows. If we can observe just one Shabbos with the experience of both tablets then we will be redeemed. To be lacking in either half of the experience is to miss out on this opportunity for redemption. One way or another, sooner or later, Shabbos must be experienced in its fullness, both zachor and shamor, for the Jewish people to be redeemed.

In the final analysis we need to recognize both our obligation to sit back and acknowledge Hashem’s dominance (zachor) as well as the need to take action as if we were partners with Hashem in bringing about His will (shamor).


CHAPTER 25

Honoring Your Father
And Mother

Honor your father and your mother, so that your days will be lengthened upon the land that Hashem, your G–d, gives you. (Shmos 20:12)

The first question which comes to mind is why does this fifth commandment appear on the first tablet of the Ten Commandments, and not on the second? In other words, each of the tablets contains five commandments. The second tablet (the sixth to tenth commandments: don’t murder, don’t steal, etc.) covers the relationship between man and man. The first four commandments of the first tablet address the relationship between man and G–d: believe in Hashem, don’t have other gods, don’t take His name in vain, Shabhos. Logically speaking, on which tablet should “Honor your father and your mother” — a man to man commandment — be placed? The second. Why, then, is it one of the first tablet’s commandments?

Obviously, we learn from this that in actuality the commandment to honor our parents is a commandment between man and G–d as much as it is between man and man. That’s why our Sages teach that Hashem says, “If you respect your father and mother it’s as if you respect Me. If you show disrespect for them it’s as if you disrespect Me.”

Now, why would a person display lack for his father and mother? One reason is because he’s not happy with himself. He lacks self-control, for instance, and gets angry at his parents, saying it’s their fault he has this problem. And, unfortunately, many psychologists today will tell him that it’s not his fault the way he is; it’s his father’s or mother’s fault. What he doesn’t realize is that if he doesn’t respect his parents it’s as if he doesn’t respect Hashem — because He is the one who gave him those parents!

Now, when the Sages cite an exemplary example of honoring one’s parents they relate the story of a non-Jew, Dama ben Nesinah.”5 He was once approached by representatives of the Bais HaMikdash who wished to purchase a precious stone he had which they needed for the breastplate. He passed on the opportunity, however, because the stone was under his father’s pillow and he refused to wake him even though it would cost him the fortune he was offered for the stone. The Maharal asks why the Sages cite the example of a non-Jew to demonstrate how far one should go to honor his father and mother. The answer is, because there is nothing as logical to the human mind as honoring one’s father and mother. It’s natural.

If so, the question is what place does honoring one’s father and mother have in the Ten Commandments? If it’s so logical why does G–d have to command it? And, for that matter, why is the commandment prohibiting murder also enumerated in the Ten Commandments? Can there be a more rational law? Both these commandments are the epitome of human decency. Why does G–d have to reveal Himself on Mount Sinai to give the world laws so basic to human existence?

In response, the first thing we have to understand is that the Torah is not based on human logic. It’s not made to improve society, as so many people mistakenly think. (See Chapter 20.) The Torah is not here to serve the human race. The ultimate reason why Has hem gave us the Torah transcends utilitarian human purposes. The point is this: as much as we think we understand why we should honor our parents, why we shouldn’t murder, etc. G–d’s Torah is much, much more, and reaches further reaching than our finite human minds can grasp.

There isn’t a commandment which is as hard to fulfill as honoring your father and mother. There isn’t a person, our Sages tell us, who hasn’t transgressed this in some way. Rabbi Yochanon is called “fortunate” because he never knew his father and mother. When his mother became pregnant his father died. When she gave birth to him she died. He was an orphan at birth. He’s called fortunate for that because he never had the chance to blemish himself through violation of the commandment to honor his parents.

The truth is that even after a father passes away the child can honor him. How does he do that? Through improving himself. By improving himself he elevates the position of his father in the next world. The Belzer Rav, zt’l, excelled in this commandment. Every afternoon, for instance, he used to lay down for a couple of minutes, explaining, “My father [who had long passed away] used to tell me to lay down every day and have a little rest. I’m doing it, therefore, to fulfill the commandment of honoring him.”

One of the most difficult situations in which to fulfill this commandment is when one’s father or mother embarrasses him in public. For example, imagine someone who is president of his synagogue. One day his old parents walk up to him and in front of everyone in the congregation they spit on him. According to halacha, the son has to keep his cool and take this insult. If he shows any anger he has not fulfilled the commandment to honor his father and mother.116

From all this we see the unbelievable weight the Torah places upon us. We have to have such unconditional and boundless gratitude to the people who brought us into the world that nothing they do should cause us to show disrespect toward them in even the most minute way.

Now, just as amazing is that as much as we can never show disrespect for them, they have no right to tell you what to do in your personal life. If, for instance, your father wants you to learn in one particular yeshiva but you want to attend a different yeshiva, then you may go to the yeshiva of your choice. The father has no right to force you to bend to his will in this decision. The father cannot interfere with anything which the son feels is necessary for his personal growth. The same holds true for marriage. If your father tells you that you shouldn’t marry a particular person, you do not have to listen to him. You may marry who you want. It’s your life.

According to the Rambam we have a positive commandment (“And go in His ways . . .”) to work on our basic character traits.117 Just as Hashem possesses all the beautiful and praiseworthy character traits, so should we try to emulate Him as much as possible and acquire all the beautiful and praiseworthy character traits. Now, in mitzvos we have a principle that talmud Torah, “learning Torah,” is equivalent to all the commandments. The question is, regarding character traits, what is the one trait which is equivalent to all the rest? The answer is hakores hatov, “acknowledging good,” or simply, gratitude.

From gratitude, all else springs. The reason Hashem created us was to bestow good upon us. He gets pleasure, if we could say it, from the act of giving. When we fail to acknowledge His benevolence toward us we circumvent the entire purpose of creation. For this reason we have to always be thankful. And we have to continually express this thanks in our prayers, in our conversations, in our most private thoughts.

This is why honoring our father and mother is included among the first five of the Ten Commandments; the five that have to do with the relationship between man and G–d. The root of fulfilling this commandment is hakores hatov, gratitude, and the greatness of gratitude is not merely because it improves our social lives but because it is the ultimate foundation of our relationship to Has hem. Hakores hatov is a divine responsibility. The way we relate to our parents, the givers of our physical life, is the way we will relate to Hashem, the mekor chaim, “Source of Life.”


CHAPTER 26

Do Not Covet

Do not covet your fellow’s house. Do not covet your fellow’s wife, his manservant, his maidservant, his ox; his donkey or anything that belongs to your fellow. (Shmos 20:14)

Jealousy plays a very powerful role in the life of every human being. The Torah teaches that it is one of the three things which drives a person from this world.”118 Jealousy is so basic to our natures that chances are if a person tells you that he never feels jealous, he’s probably in denial. That doesn’t mean it’s impossible to work on overcoming jealousy. If the Torah commands us to “not covet” then it must be possible. And even if jealousy is impossible to entirely uproot from our natures, nevertheless we can compensate for it and learn how to use it for good.

For instance, the saying goes, “The jealousy between scholars increases wisdom.” When you feel jealous about a person who is spiritually more advanced than you, that jealousy is good because it motivates you to improve yourself spiritually. On the other hand, jealousy for material things is valueless. That type of jealousy can be completely uprooted, and is what is referred to when the Torah says: “Do not covet.” It’s possible, therefore — and it’s our responsibility — to totally overcome jealousy for material things.

How does one do that? The author of Mesillas Yesharim teaches us an important principle. “Jealousy results from a lack of knowledge and foolishness,” he writes.119 In other words, the first problem is a simple lack of knowledge. The more knowledge you obtain, the more you can outgrow jealousy for material items of little or no worth. What type of knowledge is he talking about? The knowledge of who you are and what your place is in the scheme of creation. In a word, self-esteem. Let me explain.

Each of us is obligated to say, “The world was created for me.”120

This is not an exaggeration. It’s literally true. The world was created for each of us.

When the Jewish nation stood at Mount Sinai, the revelation was directed to each individual, “I am Hashem your G–d who took you out of the land of Egypt . . .” and “You shall have no other gods ...” are the first two commandments. They were spoken directly by Hashem to the entire nation. Those commandments are worded in the first person singular, i.e. to each individual. The lesson is that Hashem gave only one general Torah, but a different Torah for each individual. That’s why he addressed it to individuals. (See Chapter 2.) He did not create one world with millions and millions of people. Every person is a world unto himself. And it’s your obligation to believe that. Hashem has a special purpose in creating you. There is something you were put here to accomplish that no one else can.

What makes people really suffer? The most common complaint is, “Why am I different?” I want what everyone else has. If everyone else has money, I want money. If 98 percent of the population was penniless would it be as painful? No. The jealousy is not simply a lack of money, but the fact that others have something which you lack: you are comparing yourself to others.

The measuring rod of true knowledge, however, is knowing that you are a unique individual on this planet with a unique purpose who has been given everything needed to fulfill your unique mission. If you suffer in a way others do not, then you have been given a unique task that others have not. Hashem gives us all the tools we need to do what we have been sent here to do. If He gives something unique to someone else and not to you it’s because that person needs it and you don’t. What you lack will not help you accomplish what you were put here to accomplish.

Every person is given an equal chance for good or bad in his world. If you were born good, you have an opposing force blocking it. If you were born without anything, you are given extra help from outside forces. Esav was born with the worst characteristics, but he had a father, Yitzchak, who loved him dearly and who developed a special relationship with him so that he, Esav, would overcome his nature. Yaakov, on the other hand, was born good — an ish tam — but had an evil brother who hated him and eventually chased him out of the house with threats of murder. And then Yaakov had to live with the equally diabolical Lavan.

Hashem continually balances our lives. “All who grow greater than his friend, his inclination for bad grows greater.”121 Our challenges grow as we grow. If others truly have it easy it may be because they lack something inside. If you have it tougher, it may be because you have something they do not. Hashem is challenging you to become something more than they are. The fundamental principle is, Hashem gives everyone life circumstances tailor-made for him.

Jealousy is triggered when we assume that what the other person has is what we need. But just because, on the outside, it appears to be what we need, that does not mean it’s really what we need. Picture a person alone in a car in the middle of the night. He gets a flat but has no jack to change the tire. At the same time, there’s another desperate man who has not eaten for three days. Both these people are desperate, one for a jack and one for food. Will the man who is desperate for a jack be jealous if the hungry man all of a sudden finds a piece of food? Obviously not. He does not need food at that moment; he needs a jack. Will the starving man feel jealous about the stranded man if he finds a jack to repair his tire? No, he does not need a carjack; he needs food.

If, however, there are two starving people, but one finds food while the other does not, the one without food will feel jealous. Or if two people have flat tires and one gets his fixed while the other does not, the one left behind will feel jealous. People only feel jealous because they believe they have the same need as others.

When, however, we appreciate the depth of the concept that Torah was given to every individual and every individual has been given a separate universe of his own — and no two universes are the same — then we are armed with the knowledge to overcome jealousy. That’s what it means that jealously is first and foremost a problem of lack of knowledge.

Think about the halachah that a man must use a ring he owns to marry his wife. If the ring is not his, he can make the grandest wedding, invite the most visible and important guests, have the greatest honeymoon, and live with the woman for many years, but he’s not married to her. Only his ring is valid. Another’s ring does not produce the union. If a groom stands under the canopy and he knows that he has to have his ring to marry his wife, and he knows that someone else’s ring can never help him marry her, he will never covet anyone else’s ring no matter how expensive and beautiful it is.

In an abstract way, each of us is that groom with our own rings. For instance, we need money in order to live. And that money is exactly what we need to fulfill our purpose in this world — if it is Hashem who gives us the money. If He does not, and we use someone else’s money, it’s like marrying a woman with someone else’s ring; it’s like finding a carjack when we need a piece of food. Hashem gives us the ingredients of life necessary to fulfill our responsibilities to Him — all the ingredients. If He does not give us the material, then we have to conclude that we do not need it; somebody else’s money will not help us at all.

Let’s say a person’s house is about to be foreclosed unless he comes up with $10,000, and he has an opportunity to steal $10,000. Why shouldn’t he be jealous when he sees the $10,000 he needs to save his house lying on another person’s table? How could he not covet that $10,000? The answer is that he should realize that someone else’s $10,000 would be poison for him. Who, after all, says that the best thing is to save the house? Maybe there’s an advantage to having your house foreclosed. You never know. You’ve just been evicted from your house with a $200,000 mortgage, but in a year from now you will be able to get a similar house for $100,000. If it had not been foreclosed a year earlier you would have been paying interest on an extra $100,000. And if, on the other hand, Hashem wants you to keep your house, you will get the $10,000 from a clean, halachically legal source.

A person who wants someone else’s possessions has to problem of not recognizing what he already possesses. If he fully understood the significance of what he already possessed, he would automatically feel good about himself. He would be happy with who he is, take solace in the fact that he has his own world with its own challenges, its own opportunities for unique greatness. A person with such knowledge will never be jealous.

That’s why the root cause of jealousy is lack of knowledge. It’s lack of knowledge of the most basic Torah principle: the principle of one’s unique place in the universe. And that’s also why, “Do not covet,” is the tenth of the Ten Commandments. In Torah terminology, the tenth of a group usually is particularly significant because it caps off everything that is previous in the group. Now, if I were to ask most people to choose the ten most fundamental commandments of the 613, would they even consider “Do not covet”? Highly unlikely. Belief in G–d, keeping Shabbos, honoring your mother and father, do not murder, steal, or commit adultery, etc. are all fundamental. But, honestly, who would think to put “Do not covet” in with that group? And then if you did, would you make it tenth, capping off all the previous ones?

The response, however, should not be hard to fathom from what I’ve been telling you. When does one know that he is a true recipient of the deepest teachings of the Torah (and specifically, the Ten Commandments)? The answer is, when he does not covet; when he truly sees and feels that he has been given an entire world containing everything he already needs. That’s the ultimate knowledge. It shapes everything else. How much do you believe in Hashem? How well do you keep Shabbos? How meaningful is your restraint from murder, theft, adultery? It’s all measured according to the degree to which you covet others’ possessions. The extent to which you fulfill “Do not covet” reflects how deeply the Torah has sunk into your bones because to not covet you must possess the ultimate knowledge: the knowledge of your unique place in the universe and that you are the one individual for whom the entire world was created. That makes it the measuring rod of all the other commandments.

Remember that you have been given everything you need to accomplish your mission in life. If so, you will never feel jealous over someone else’s money, house, spouse, food, or children. No matter what you’re lacking, you can only fulfill it with that which Hashem gives you. Someone else’s object cannot fulfill your need. It may look exactly the same, but in reality one is a “jack” and one is “food.” If you understand what I’m saying, then another person’s possession will not trigger your jealousy.

This is true even if you are lacking something which is a basic human need, like marriage, children, health, money, etc. All suffering is ultimately a gift — a challenging gift admittedly, but a gift nonetheless. With every test in life, G–d gives us the knowledge of how to utilize it for good and the courage to apply that knowledge and rise to the test. And each person specializes in a particular area. One couple produces a family while another does not. And it is only Hashem who gave one couple children and another not. Similarly, some couples’ married lives go smoothly; others not. Ultimately, only Hashem made the smooth marriage smooth and the difficult marriage difficult. Some are wealthy, some are poor; some are healthy, some are sick. All these things — the plenty and the deprivation — are given to each person from Has hem. A person has to say to himself, “This is my world and it is in my hands to reach my destiny. I can become great with my health, I can become great with my illness; I can become great with my challenge of wealth; I can become great with my challenge of poverty. No one else’s world, even though it looks the same on the outside, can help me perform what I have to do in my world.”

Foolishness

The problem is that intellectually you can agree with what I’ve said — you perceive that you are unique and that your circumstances are unique — but, practically speaking, it’s one thing to know your life is unique and another thing to believe it and feel it. Lack of knowledge, therefore, is only the first reason people are jealous. It’s not the only reason. The second reason is supplied in the statement we quoted above in Mesillas Yesharim: “Jealousy results from simple lack of knowledge and foolishness.”122 In addition to lack of knowledge, foolishness causes jealousy.

How is foolishness different from lack of knowledge? A person who lacks knowledge cannot be foolish. He’s not fooling himself if he lacks the information that he should be behaving otherwise. He’s just ignorant. An infant can never be a fool. A fool, on the other hand, is a person who knows better but acts despite his knowledge. Thus, the more a person knows, the bigger potential fool he is. Sometimes you need a Ph.D. to be a real fool.

If you cannot live what you know, then you are a fool. Therefore, in addition to learning what’s right and good, you have to orient yourself so that the knowledge affects your behavior. And that’s why the Torah’s teaching, “Know, this day, and lay it to your heart” is so central for becoming a completed Torah person.

The first stage is to become knowledgeable — “know.” In order to become knowledgeable it’s important to read books, attend classes, seek the advice of people in the know, share your ideas with others, etc. Becoming knowledgeable means perceiving reality; having an absolute, clear perception of reality.

After you become knowledgeable, however, you have to “lay it to your heart.” You have to take the information you know to be true and bring it to your heart so that you sense it, smell it, taste it, feel it. That’s the hard part, admittedly. Yes, it’s a long distance from your head to your heart. Acting on your knowledge is more difficult because it entails constant day-to-day growth. You have to consciously and regularly exercise your knowledge just as you would employ a daily exercise regimen to get into good physical shape. The problem is that most of the time we do not start attempting to act on our knowledge until we’re desperate.

If a person exercises when he’s feeling well, it will pay off when he’s under stress. But if you’ve been inert for weeks you can’t just start exercising at full tilt. You have to take it one step at a time. In a spiritual sense, it’s true as well. Our problem is that we wait until we get in trouble before we start trying to overcome something like jealousy. A person has to exercise when he’s healthy. If you want to overcome jealousy when your friend acquires something you’ve always craved, then repeat to yourself every day, before you get the craving, the saying of the Sage, “Whatever Hashem set aside for one person can never even be touched by another person.”123 Your dollar cannot help me. My dollar cannot help you. I need my wife. I need my husband. I need my strengths. I need my weaknesses. I need my advantages. I need my problems.”

These thoughts have to be consciously and religiously circulated through our minds every day, even when we don’t feel jealous. Just because things happen to be going well at the moment is not an excuse for becoming lax. Without regular exercise, your knowledge remains theoretical and may escape you in your time of need.

Life has its ups and downs. Usually when things take a turn for the worse, we get down. And when we get down, the excuses come easily: “I can’t go on. I have no control. I might as well give up.” Every down period, though, is as much an opportunity for advancement as every up period. If you turn all your down periods into accomplishments, then you truly are a fulfilled person. Every aspect of your life is filling you.

People aren’t machines, of course. We can’t always be in control and succeed at what we set out to accomplish. We’re all bound to have setbacks. In fact, we tend to mislead ourselves thinking that once we become adults we’ve matured. The truth is, though, that we possess the same childishness when we grow older; it is only that the prices of the toys have increased. That’s why, all of a sudden, we find ourselves feeling jealous over something we know we have no right feeling jealous about.

Nevertheless, no matter how many failures we experience in transferring our knowledge to our hearts, we must never lose hope. We must always endeavor to maintain and increase that original clarity of knowledge concerning what’s true and what’s not. When the pain of jealousy tears at you so much that your perception of truth becomes skewed, refresh your knowledge through tapes, books, lectures, etc. However, those tapes, books, and lectures can only give you information. Your job is to practice implementing the information in your daily life — even when things are going well. You have to repeat to yourself how Hashem is in control and how He knows what He’s doing when He gives you the circumstances you have been given.

When you feel the pangs of jealousy over something, instead of crying into your pillow, complaining to someone else, or feeling depressed, repeat to yourself something like, “Hashem, I know You are presenting me with this situation. Obviously, it’s something I must work on. Everything You do is for the good. If I don’t have it, then I don’t need it. In fact, if You have given me such a difficult situation, You must have given me a major role in fulfilling Your purpose in creation. I know, Hashem, that You would not have given it to me if I couldn’t do it. There are no difficulties in this world that cannot be turned into great accomplishments. There is no such thing as a situation where You give a person a task that is beyond his or her ability to work through.”

Listen to these ideas over and over again and consciously repeat them to yourself or to others. If you want, capsulize your knowledge in a catchy phrase such as the one in the Mishnah: “Why was Adam created alone? Because a person is obligated to say, ‘For my sake the entire world was created.’ ”124 Your phrase can be from the Torah or one of your own. But have something.

Of course, in addition to gaining clarity of knowledge and continually working on yourself to make the knowledge real, pray to Hashem to give you help. We must always turn to G–d in prayer — in heartfelt prayer — in any language in which we can communicate.

Desire And Prayer

The concrete for the foundation of the Jewish nation was built on the tears and prayers of our Avos (Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov) and Emahos (Sarah, Rivka, Rachel and Leah). They suffered enormously.

Avraham lived in the shadow of a maniacal despot, Nimrod. After suffering childlessness for decades, his first child turned out to be so bad that he had to throw him out of his house. Then he was commanded by Hashem to take his beloved child, Yitzchak, and sacrifice him on an altar. Then, after his child was miraculously saved at the last moment, Avraham returned home to find that his wife had passed away.

Yitzchak grew up in a house where Yishmael, his older brother, was so evil that his father, who loved Yishmael, nevertheless had to throw him out of the house. Rivka grew up in the home of an abusive, murderous father and brother. After Yitzchak and Rivka married, they were childless for 20 years. When she finally became pregnant the activity in her womb was so disturbing she said, “If so, why am I alive?” Later, she said in regard to her son Esav, “I’m disgusted with my life because of the Hittite women [Esav married]. If Yaakov marries a Hittite woman like these . . . what good will life be to me?”

Yaakov grew up with a brother who hated him so much that he had to flee for his life. And where did he flee to? To Lavan, a crook who continually played games with his wages and who underhandedly exchanged the daughter Yaakov wanted to marry for the one he did not want to marry. Yaakov stayed with Lavan for 20 years. Finally, on his way home, as a wealthy man with a large family, his beloved wife Rachel gave birth to her second son — after having been childless for many years — and died. If that was not enough suffering for 22 years, Yaakov suffered in the belief that his beloved son Yosef had been mauled by a wild animal.

The founders of the Jewish nation suffered like few others. What made them ultimately successful? One of the main things was prayer. Regarding their childless stature, Rashi points out a vital lesson. Hashem forced them to suffer the pain of barrenness so that they would pray to Him wholeheartedly.125 In other words, human suffering did not necessitate the invention of prayer. Prayer is an end in itself. Its necessity in the scheme of things caused Hashem to introduce the idea of suffering!

We have to understand, of course, that our prayers are not demands. When a person feels a need, that means he or she has a mitzvah to pray to have that need filled. A need indicates that Hashem wants you to pray to have it filled. However, we do not pray so that Hashem will give us what we need. We feel a need in order to pray, to connect with Hashem, to express the desires of our soul. Prayer is an end in itself. It’s not about giving ultimatums.

We have to remember that no prayer gets lost. That’s a fundamental principle. Not all prayers and efforts bear readily identifiable fruit in this world, but all have some effect — even great effects. Visualize two data processors working at identical computer terminals in a modem day office. Their respective jobs entail entering data and responding to the computer’s prompts. Seeing the final printout, though — the end product of their data entry work — may not be immediately necessary. Let’s imagine that after a time the computer prompts one worker to go into the printer room and see the printout while the other worker is prompted to continue typing away at the keyboard — and this happens day after day, week after week, month after month, and even year after year. One data processor is always retrieving the printout, while the other receives nothing but screen prompts which say: “Good job,” “Nice work,” “Keep it up.” This second worker must find consolation in the fact that as long as the computer responds, his job is well done, even though he has not yet been allowed to see the final product.

So too with us. Visibly unanswered prayers do not automatically mean that the person is unworthy. Often, it’s quite to the contrary. It probably indicates that the Architect of the universe — the Chief Programmer — has big plans for that person’s prayers and that that person’s printout does not merely serve a local function, something which can be printed out immediately, but has global ramifications.126 The significance of that person’s prayer is so large that it would be premature to expect to see immediate results. The point is that a day will come when we will find and meet every word of prayer we ever uttered. Every prayer has its printout.

Prayers never get lost, but no guarantee exists that all prayers will bear visible fruit. However, certain ingredients increase the likelihood of success. One is praying for others. The other is the depth of the pain. The greater the need, the more likely the result will be prayer — a cry — from the bottom of the heart. Like a bow string stretched as far back as it can go, the depth from which a prayer emanates inside the heart affects the height to which it reaches into heaven. The prayer that a wounded person delivers will be from the very deepest recesses of the soul. And that’s more precious to Hashem than anything.

Each person who suffers pain is especially dear to Hashem. If not, He would not want that person’s company so intensely. The pain — the lack — creates the depth of desire which potentially makes every moment a moment of meditation and attachment to Hashem. At the bus stop, on the subway, in the house, everywhere one goes is a place to call out to Hashem and seek to have one’s lack filled. Hashem is the One who can answer the prayer, who can truly fulfill the lack and turn it into the greatest of blessings.

It is human nature to try to run away from reminders of things that hurt. But not attending simchas, staying isolated and unhappy is not what Hashem wants. He wants you to attend simchas, to interact normally and to be happy. Hashem wants everyone, including those with pain in their hearts, to laugh and smile and dance with joy. Pain is inevitable, but misery is optional. How you deal with the pain depends on how much true knowledge you possess and how much you bring that knowledge into your heart.
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