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MISHPATIM
Chapter 27 — These Are The Gilgulim ...
And these are the laws that you shall place before them .... (Shmos 21:1)
These are the [machinations of] gilgulim.... (Zohar)
The Zohar embarks upon its longest exposition of the subject of gilgulim (reincarnated souls) precisely here, in the Torah portion dealing with monetary laws. And the reason is because monetary gains and losses are one of the places you see it most. To illustrate, let me relate to you a well-known story involving the Baal Shem Tov.
He once asked his chief disciple and eventual successor, the Maggid of Mezeritch, to travel to a forest, climb a particular tree near a spring of water, wait till sundown, and then go home. The Maggid followed his master’s instructions obediently even though he had no idea what his mentor intended.
After sitting in the tree for a while, suddenly a soldier on horseback rode by. The soldier dismounted, ate, drank from the spring, laid down for a nap and eventually galloped off not noticing that his purse of gold coins had fallen from the horse. Along came a boy who saw the purse, picked it up and continued on his way. As the Maggid watched from his hiding place in the tree, a tired old man in rags approached the spring. He ate a crust of bread, drank a little water and fell asleep. Just then the soldier returned, shook awake the old man and demanded his purse of gold coins. The old man denied having seen the purse, but the soldier didn’t believe him and beat him mercilessly. Eventually, he rode off in anger.
When the Maggid returned home, he asked the Baal Shem Tov for an explanation of what he had witnessed. “In a previous reincarnation the soldier owed a debt to the boy for exactly the amount of money in the purse,” the Baal Shem answered.
“I see,” answered the Maggid. “But why was the old man beaten up?”
“Because he had been the judge in the previous life who unjustly handed down the decision awarding the money to the wrong person. And now he had received his punishment.”
Another incident I heard is about two boys in Bnai Brak who were learning the Talmudic volume Bava Metzia, specifically the chapter about returning lost objects. They had learned that if you find a lost object which has an identifying mark (a siman) you are required to post an announcement that you found it. You can’t just walk past it without picking it up. Lost money, however, can be an exception to this rule because money typically has no identifiable marks which its owner can use to prove his ownership. As a general rule, therefore, if you find money in the street without any identifying marks you can keep it.
This is based on the concept of yiush, “relinquishment” or simply “giving up.” You can keep the object because when the owner discovered he lost his money he “gave up” on ever getting it back. Admittedly, the possibility exists that there will be a time lapse between the time you find money on the ground and its original owner discovers that it’s lost and gives up on it. In other words, technically speaking there may have been no yiush until after you found the money. Nevertheless, based on the principle that people tend to always check their pockets to see if their money is there, the Talmudic discussion concludes that if you find money on the ground you can assume the owner has discovered his loss and given up on the money. This allows you to pick it up and keep it.
Now, as these two boys, not more than 12 years old, were walking along in Bnai Brak one of them spotted some money on the ground. He picked it up and said to his friend, “According to what we’re learning, I have a right to keep it. However, that right is granted me only based on the assumption of yiush. Maybe, however, this particular person who lost the money has not actually given up on it yet. And, if so, maybe the best thing is not to keep if for myself, but give it away to charity. I don’t want to have even the most remote blemish on my soul.”
“I disagree,” the friend responded. “If the Sages tell you that the money is yours regardless of whether the original owner technically gave up on it or not, then the money is yours.”
They continued debating the issue back and forth when suddenly they spotted the generation’s leading scholar, the Chazon Ish, taking his midday walk. They decided to put their question to him.
“The money is yours,” the Chazon Ish told the boy who found the money. “True, the Sages give you the right to keep it based on the assumption of yiush, but once they made that assumption, then even if the original owner did not yet find out that he lost the money it’s yours to keep.”
“Maybe,” the other twelve-year old said, piping up, “this is what the Zohar means when it connects mishpatim (the Torah’s discussion of civil laws) to the concept of gilgulim. Probably the original owner owed my friend this money from a previous life. Therefore, to even things out he lost it and my friend found it.”
“What you’re saying has validity,” the Chazon Ish responded. “If the original owner would have given up on his money before you found it then everyone agrees the money is yours. But let’s say this is an instance of that rare case when you found the money before he (the original owner) discovered that it was lost. If so, then we can understand the great subtlety of the Torah’s ways because now the money is still the original owner’s in a way. Of course, halachically there’s no problem with you keeping it because the Torah told you it’s permitted to keep it. In terms of gilgulim, however, it fits perfectly. If the original owner owed you money from a past life the debt is now paid because it’s as if it came to you directly from his pocket.”
We see from this that every aspect of Torah law, even minute technicalities — and even technicalities which seem to reward the wrong person — are the most precise mechanisms in dispensing true justice. This is also a reason why it’s so important for Jews to take their disputes to a Jewish court (bais din).
Imagine that Mr. A and Mr. B have a monetary dispute, and Mr. A knows he’s right. Based, however, on the technicalities of the Talmudic law process the presiding judges have no recourse but to award the money to Mr. B. How can Mr. A reconcile that with his faith in the justice of G–d’s way, even though he knows he was absolutely right? The answer is gilgulim. If Mr. A took away money from Mr. B in a previous life Hashem makes them get together, get into a dispute, and have the money awarded to Mr. B. In other words, the dispute was a means to an end: they did not come to the court to resolve the dispute, even though that’s what they thought they were doing there. Rather Hashem lured them into a dispute in order get them to come to court and pay off an old debt from a previous life. The technicality in the Torah law which awarded money to the “wrong” person was actually a means to true justice.
And that’s the way we should look at all our problems. They’re not random, but in the event justice is not served
— and you have a right to expect justice as it appears, not making any assumptions about past life debts — you should know that it really is served but in a way that encompasses much more than that moment.
Many Lives
While on the subject of gilgulim, let me elaborate upon some other aspects of it. The fact is that the topic of reincarnation has become widely publicized in general society. This is due in great part to the proliferation of books, not necessarily Jewish, which have become very popular. In fact, I have had contact with the author (a Jew) of one such book. Before getting to that, though, let me just state that I believe it’s important to put these thoughts into writing because as result of this proliferation there are many misconceptions and outright distortions. My intention is to help correct this situation.
A couple of years ago I was invited by an orthodox rabbi to share a podium with Dr. Brian Weiss. Dr. Weiss is a psychiatrist with all the credentials someone in the secular world could ever hope to possess. Graduate of Columbia University and Yale Medical School, former Chairman of Psychiatry at the Mount Sinai Medical Center in Miami, Florida, he has held prominent teaching positions, published in the most prestigious journals and written textbook chapters. He is also the author of Many Lives, Many Masters which became an international bestseller.
Dr. Weiss, who called himself the “original skeptic,” described in his book how his scientific training and rationalistic mind predisposed him to rejecting, outright, claims of reincarnation. Then a patient of his changed his life and outlook forever. Unexpectedly and unprovoked, while in hypnotic trance, she slipped into detailed descriptions of numerous past lives. Although the skeptic in Dr. Weiss doubted the veracity of the actual accounts, the patient’s phobic symptoms markedly improved with revelations of parallel past life experiences. Then, while in a lucid “inbetween state” which followed a death experience in a previous life, she recounted to Dr. Weiss a string of very detailed information she could not have possibly known through normal channels concerning his deceased father and son. Consequently, though not at all looking for supernatural phenomena, trained to dismiss such possibilities, his good professional standing jeopardized by revelation of such a personal experience — Dr. Weiss wrote and published Many Lives, Many Masters merely because he felt he possessed a truth the world, scientific and otherwise, could no longer deny: reincarnation was a fact. At the very least, regressing a patient hypnotically to a previous lifetime had therapeutic value. (See Appendix A for more details about Many Lives, Many Masters as well as the scientific evidence for afterlife and past lives.)
I first met Brian Weiss, as I said, when I was asked to share a podium with him. I addressed the question whether I could vouch for everything Dr. Weiss had experienced. “To be honest,” I said, “I don’t know for sure. But it definitely could be true.” And it could be. Dr. Weiss writes in his book many things which align beautifully with knowledge that exists in Torah sources. The question to my mind is not could his experience be true, but why would such information come to a person who had no prior knowledge of his religion and whose book became so popular that hundreds of thousands if not millions of people have read it?
The answer is that Hashem is opening up little windows for this estranged generation. With books like Brian Weiss’s no one will have an excuse to say, “I never even knew the possibility existed.” No one can say, “Educated people with any intelligence don’t believe such things.” Hashem dropped this experience in the lap of Brian Weiss for people to realize that what our Torah has been saying all along is not so far-fetched. It’s not a story book of religious fantasies. It’s not for the weak-minded and gullible.
And, by the way, Dr. Weiss is not the only one who lends authority to the subject. There’s a world renowned researcher, also an M.D., by the name of Ian Stevenson. He’s been intensely studying the subject for decades in the most scientific manner. One of Dr. Stevenson’s books is entitled 20 Cases Suggestive Of Reincarnation. 20 Cases is a painstakingly detailed manuscript containing some of the massive body of evidence he has gathered concerning the scientific validity of reincarnation. The evidence — the scientific evidence — is so strong that another prestigious researcher, Raymond Moody, writes that if a court had to decide whether reincarnation was fact or fiction it would be forced to conclude that it is fact. (See Appendix A for more on the scientific evidence for afterlife and past lives.)
Now, we, as Torah Jews, do not need Brian Weiss, Ian Stevenson, Raymond Moody or anyone else to tell us that reincarnation is a reality. It’s right there in the Zohar: “These are the gilgulim  “Moreover, not everything they
write or say on the subject is necessarily in line with the Torah’s teachings. That’s why I can’t recommend their books to anyone but the most critical readers. Nevertheless, the core of their experiences, stripped of subjective speculation, often aligns nicely with our Torah. And for that we can feel encouraged about this proliferation. The idea of reincarnation is not new to Judaism, but until this proliferation of books by educated rational people many outside our circles denigrated and totally denied it. Now, at least, no one can say that he’s ignorant of the possibility or too educated to believe it.
Relevant Or Not Relevant?
Some people get very excited about the idea of gilgulim. Yet, despite the fact that the concept of gilgulim is undeniably part of Torah literature, I have to caution people who think that finding out more about the general principles of gilgulim will help them solve their personal problems. Practically speaking, the concept of gilgul has little or no relevance to us. What I mean is that it doesn’t matter who you were in a past life. You could have been the worst person in a past life. All that counts is that you are a good person today. Conversely, you could have been the best person in a past life; if you are a bad person today that is what is important to know.
We have to live in the here and now. Our past has no ultimate effect toward our essential responsibility here and now. Our concern is to know what Hashem wants from us at the present time. And for that we have the revealed Torah. Torah tells us the “what” and the “how.” The only thing belief in gilgul can tell us is perhaps why we are in the predicament we are in. “Why” is a luxury, though. We have to accept the fact that Hashem put us in the predicament we find ourselves in. We have to have faith that He knows what He’s doing. Why am I experiencing this fate at this moment? Maybe it has to do with gilgulim. So what. My main question is what do I have to do now to respond to this situation in a Torah way?
Therefore, if a great mekubal (mystic) tells you that in a past life you were a woman and that your essential soul is female, and if he tells you that because your soul is female you don’t really have to keep the obligations that a man has
— for instance, you don’t have to sit inside a succah on Succos, which only men are obligated to do — if he tells you that, then it would be terribly wrong to listen to him. You are man now. And a man has to dwell in a succah during Succos. It doesn’t make a difference even if you have the soul of Devorah the prophetess. It’s totally irrelevant now.
If a person starts behaving according to his previous life — assuming he even finds an authentic mekubal who can give him truthful information about that life — he is going to cause himself great harm. Sometimes, it’s true, Hashem may give a person access to information about his past which may aid that person in straightening out his present. He should use the information then. I feel obligated, however, to caution those who might become obsessed about past lives. The real question is not: Who were you in a previous life? You may have lived a past life, and it may even have some bearing now. However, the only truly vital question is: Who are you in this life?
The Ultimate Answer
On the other hand, one of the ways speculation about gilgulim can be helpful is for people who are confronted with a traumatic life situation. A woman came to seek counsel from me, for example. She had five children and had recently lost her husband to illness. Furthermore, one of her children, a three-year-old boy, was in a near vegetable state with a disease which was probably going to kill him within a couple of years. “Why is God punishing me?” she wanted to know.
First, I said, there’s no need to view it as a punishment. I explained to her the following: The Sages teach that (for various reasons) Avraham died five years before his time. Nevertheless, he accomplished everything he was created to accomplish without those additional five years. He did not lose a day.1
I explained to the woman that although Avraham accomplished all his spiritual goals, he nevertheless was missing five years of simply living — of simply breathing oxygen. Physical life, too, is a gift from Hashem. Therefore, I told her, “Don’t you realize what a gift may have been deposited in your lap? Imagine an auction in heaven for the privilege of living those missing five years. Even though such a life would entail existing in a vegetable state, Avraham’s mere physical life was so holy that who would not place a bid for the privilege of being associated with his body? And maybe,” I said to her, “you have such a child. You could be entrusted with the bodily existence of some holy soul. And if so, do you know how privileged you are to be the mother responsible for bringing that baby into the world and tending it for as long as it lives?”
Gilgul really answers all questions of suffering.2 It’s the ultimate response to “why bad things happen to good people.“
Adam’s Splintered Soul
One of the classic Torah concepts which gilgul builds upon is hashgacha pratis, divine providence, which is the first of the Thirteen Principles of Faith: namely, that everything which transpires is orchestrated by Hashem. There is no such thing as coincidence. If you are reading this book at this moment it’s not a coincidence.
Now, I firmly believe that if you are gaining something from reading this book it could very well be because I owe it to you from a past life. Perhaps in a previous life I affected you negatively in some way, so as a consequence Hashem put us back in this world at this time in order for me to repay my debt to you. And no two people will be affected by my words in the same way. Each of you has to hear a different message because each of you was affected by me in a different way.
This is what the Zohar wants to teach us by connecting the idea of civil laws to gilgulim. Everything which happens to us, every book we read, every nickel we find or lose, every person we meet — every “coincidence” — is part of a great, impossibly intricate tapestry of meaningful interaction.
To understand this more deeply we should know that when Hashem created the world He created one soul, Adam. That one soul, though, was originally designed to be able to splinter into other parts,3 which according to our mystical tradition consists of 600,000 roots. Each one of these “roots” itself can produce offshoots.4
This, by the way, is the deeper implication behind the Torah’s reason for comparing man to “a tree of the field.”5 In a mystical sense, we are a tree with 600,000 branches. Each branch is capable of producing many leaves. The leaves, in turn, go through many cycles, experience many seasons of fall and spring, death and rebirth. The great kabbalists of old used to be able to decipher every person’s root branch and tell him what connection to other people he had, who he should marry, why this person can help you or not — because they knew exactly to which root you belonged.
The number 600,000 corresponds of course to the number of Jews in the desert who stood at Mount Sinai. Similarly, the Torah is said to consist of 600,000 letters. The idea is that each letter is a soul. Together all of us make one living Torah. This also explains the reason why certain people gravitate naturally toward certain people and groups, but not toward others. We gravitate toward our friends, family, community because we share the same root — they are the other letters in our word, or the other words in our verse, or the other verses in our chapter. In fact, those people we have a particularly close soul connection to may be part of the same letter as we are because each letter can be broken down into other letters.6 There’s no end to the possibilities. And now we can understand the truly deep reason why if even one letter is missing in a Torah scroll the entire scroll is invalid. Each of us is a unique individual with a unique and vital place. No one is superfluous. If klal Yisroel is missing one member, it’s as invalid as a Torah scroll missing one letter.
Moreover, this explains the deeper reason why the Sages say that the “great principle of the Torah” is contained in the verse, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”7 On the mystical level, it’s meant literally. One soul cannot be complete without his neighbor’s soul being complete. If one of the 600,000 is disconnected, the entire entity is incomplete. Thus, our vision of redemption or utopia is when the entire human race, starting with the 600,000 root souls, will become reunified into one being with one heart interested in nothing else than doing Hashem ’s desire.
The bottom line is that even though we don’t necessarily understand it all (or even a fragment of it) we can rest assured that there is much more going on beneath the surface of the circumstances of our lives. Gilgulim is one vehicle for those goings-on.
TERUMAH
Chapter 28 — The Mishkan
Moshe ascended the mountain, and the cloud covered the mountain .... And Moshe came in the midst of the cloud and ascended the mountain; and Moshe was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights. (Shmos 24:15,18)
Moshe did not descend from Mount Sinai, and return to the people, exactly when he was expected to descend. The people expected him to return on the morning of the fortieth day after his ascent. That morning came and went, however, without Moshe’s arrival. This sent the people into a panic and the result was the Golden Calf.
The incident of the Golden Calf is recounted later in the Torah even though, chronologically speaking, it belongs after the above passage, after Moshe had been on the mountain for forty days. We will go into detail about the Golden Calf when we reach the Torah’s account of the incident. The point here is that the sequence in which the Torah presents the events is significant. The conclusion some commentators derive from it is that the command to build the Mishkan (the Tabernacle which accompanied the Jewish people on their sojourns during their forty years in the desert) was specifically to atone for the sin of the Golden Calf.
According to this, what would have happened if there would have been no sin of the Golden Calf? The answer is that there would have been no Mishkan. Instead, the entire world would have been a sanctuary.
The Lamed And The Yud
We have to understand that when Hashem created the world He created a complete world — complete, that is, except for one tiny spot where He allowed evil to reside. The greater plan behind this design was to give Adam a chance to participate in the completion of the world. Consequently, He created evil so that Adam could vanquish it. Specifically, this was the test of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.
Now, had Adam not sinned that first fateful Friday afternoon of creation he would have passed his test and remained unblemished and even become permanently incapable of becoming blemished. That’s why the Arizal states that had he not sinned he would have been allowed to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. His test passed, the world would have attained its final completion and there would be nothing wrong with eating from the tree.
Adam did not resist. He gave into the temptation and ate. As a result, that tiny spot where Hashem allowed evil to reside grew into a great cancer on the body of humanity. The evil came into Adam and the entire world became one huge place of temptation. Everything was reversed, in other words. Prior to the sin Hashem permeated the world except for one tiny spot. Afterward, evil permeated the world except for one tiny spot of Hashem.
This is alluded to in the verse which teaches us the commandment to build the Mishkan.
And make Me (li) a sanctuary​....”(Shmos 25:8)
The Hebrew word li consists of a lamed and a yud. Lamed is the largest letter in the Hebrew alphabet, stretching high, deep and wide. Yud is the smallest letter, nothing more than a dot. Lamed represents the world in its entirety, while yud represents the opposite: the tiniest spot imaginable. Originally, Hashem permeated the “lamed,” i.e. the entirety of the world, and left Adam a “yud” to finish it off. Adam’s sin, however, reduced Hashem ’s domain to the tiny yud and turned the world (the lamed) into an arena where evil could prosper and proliferate.
This is why there was no need for a sanctuary before Adam’s sin. The entire world was a sanctuary. The lamed (i.e. the greater world) was attached to Hashem like a fetus is attached to its mother via the umbilical cord. Practically speaking, what this meant was that everything Adam came in contact with in the world was a tool for holiness. He was like a living altar. Every morsel of food he ate was as if it was offered on the altar and raised straight up to Hashem. Everything he consumed was transformed into pure spirituality.
And that’s the way he would have remained had he refrained from eating from the Tree of Knowledge. Adam failed to refrain, however, and brought ruin upon himself and creation. No longer would his mere consumption produce holiness. The ground itself became cursed, producing thorns and thistles. In essence, the umbilical cord connecting the lamed (the world) to Hashem was severed by Adam’s sin. The world was no longer as directly connected to and nourished by kedusha, holiness. Instead the kedusha receded into a tiny point the size of a yud.
In the Garden of Eden, Adam was tempted by only one tree. After his sin it was just the opposite: every tree — every thing, every aspect of the world — became a temptation. Would it be possible to repair the situation? Yes. By giving the yud a foothold in this world. That’s the Mishkan.
Moshe took this yud and built it into a Mishkan. Shlomo took it and built the Bais HaMikdash. We have no sanctuary, Mishkan or Bais HaMikdash today, but we still possess a pintelle yid — that little yud — which serves as our “base of operations.” Each Jew possesses a yud just as each fetus possesses an umbilical cord. No matter what it seems like on the outside we are always connected to our Source. And from that connection we can always find nourishment, which in turn will allow us to spread out and nourish the world. And that’s our goal: to expand our little yud outward into the lamed.
This is hinted to in the verse, “And make Me (li) a sanctuary ....“ The word “Me” in this verse is the Hebrew li, and the exhortation is to make both the lamed and yud into “a sanctuary.” We have to reverse Adam’s sin. It’s not enough that Hashem is just in the yud. We have to make Him king over the entire world, the lamed, as well.
Terumah, Raise Your Portion
According to Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto the effect of Adam’s sin had the same effect as the sin of the Golden Calf. Adam’s sin resulted in good and evil becoming mixed together (rather than separate and clearly distinguishable, as they had been). Humanity’s first priority after his sin was to separate the good from the evil: in one word, havdalah (“separation”). This havdalah was first really commenced in earnest by Avraham. The culmination of his efforts was when Hashem “separated“ the Jewish people from the Egyptians, brought them to Mount Sinai and purged them of all impurities. At Sinai the Jewish people actually reached the level of purity Adam had before his sin. When the people committed the sin of the Golden Calf they brought impurity upon themselves. They ingested the evil into their very own beings and mixed together good and evil, pure and impure, to the point that neither was readily distinguishable any longer.
Before his sin, the entire world was a Garden of Eden for Adam. Everything he ate was a holy sacrifice on the altar of Hashem. After his sin, Hashem drove him out of the Garden and into a world of thorns and thistles. Similarly, after the Jewish people had received a direct revelation of Hashem they were pure and the entire world was one great sanctuary. After the sin of the Golden Calf, the entire world became mixed with good and evil again. It was therefore necessary to build a Mishkan, a place where a remnant of the Garden of Eden would be given a foothold. The Mishkan was indeed a foothold of holiness in this world of darkness. If the world had never been thrown into darkness there would never have been any need for it. Every place — every thing — would be drenched in light.
This explains the background to the deeper understanding behind the commandment of terumah.
And Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying, “Speak to the Children of Israel and they shall take to Me a portion (terumah), from every man whose heart will motivate him you shall take My portion.” (Shmos 25:1-2)
What is terumah? It’s the “portion” of good which we separate from evil and “raise” (the root of terumah literally means “to raise”) to the level of holiness. That’s why Hashem calls it His portion. The good was His to begin with. It only became submerged in evil through Adam’s sin. When we separate it from the evil and give it to Him we are doing nothing more than giving Him that which is His. This, then, is our mission: to constantly raise ourselves and everything around us to the level of holiness. Everything we come in contact with is a mixture of good and evil. Whenever we separate the good from the evil and return it back to Hashem we are fulfilling our mission.
The question is how do we do that, how can we possibly accomplish this daunting mission? The answer is: “ ... From every man whose heart will motivate him you shall take My portion” (Shmos 25:2). You have to build the Mishkan with your heart. You have to find the motivation within yourself — within your heart — to give Hashem His terumah. And everyone has something unique which motivates him.
This is something we often fail to appreciate. Every individual has his own unique offering to give the world which can only be brought about by his own heart’s motivation. We were not put here to exist as robots. Everyone has his unique calling. Everyone has his own career, his own sphere of influence and involvement. You have to identify that unique calling and raise it to holiness. This is alluded to in the next series of verses.
This is the portion that you shall take from them: gold, silver, copper, turquoise wool, purple wool, scarlet wool, linen, goat’s hair, ram skins dyed red, techashim skins, shittim wood, oil for light, spices for anointing oil and for raising the smoke of incense, shoham stones....(Shmos 25: 3-7)
The Torah enumerates the various items needed to make the Mishkan because every material object in the world can be used in some way for holy purposes. Indeed, the only way to make up for the damage caused the world by the sin of the Golden Calf is to take all the basic elements of the world and use them to build a sanctuary, a uniquely holy place which mirrors the original Garden of Eden.
That’s why every person can have a unique mission. Each individual has special access to the certain basic elements of the world and the place where you have that access is the place where you have a mission. Thus, for instance, everyone has a different talent or hobby. Some are carpenters and jewelers, some like to work with cloth and some with oils and spices. Even within careers there are unique specialties. Among jewelers, for instance, some work with silver, others with gold, and still others with copper. Each of us has access to a different element of the physical world. The very place where you show a talent is that place where you have a special mission to convert material objects into vessels used for holy purposes.
Donating Your Heart
Kall ish asher yidvenu leebo — “... every man whose heart will motivate him” — the word yidvenu, which is here translated “will motivate him” literally means “to donate.” The verse can thus be read: “Every man who donates his heart ”
It’s not so much the object of your trade which you donate but your heart. How does one donate his heart? Not necessarily through what you do but how you do it. You can do the same act in two ways: one with your heart and one without it. What you do has to be the expression of the devotion of your heart. If not, it’s a hollow act.
When we do things with our heart, then Hashem dwells within us. This is the meaning of the verse just ahead: “And make Me a sanctuary (mikdash) so that I will dwell in you.” Logically, the verse should conclude by Hashem saying that He will “dwell in it [the Mishkan].” Why does it conclude “dwell in you”? The answer is that the function of the Mishkan is for Hashem to dwell in each and every one of us.8 His ultimate purpose is not to settle on some wood, stone and metal. He wants to dwell in us, in our hearts. How does Hashem come to dwell in us? When we give Him our heart, when we do His work which He put into our heart — each of us in our own unique way.
In truth, donating our heart to Hashem does not apply only to our careers, or in the things we produce physically in this world. We can donate our heart in the area of bitachon, faith. And in this sense no one can make the excuse that he does not have any talent. When things are going well in a person’s life it’s easy to donate things, whether its our money to charity or our time to a good cause or something similar. When things aren’t going well for us, however, that’s when bitachon really comes into play.
When things go badly for us our first reaction should be to turn to Hashem and ask Him to help us. If we do so — and do so earnestly — and still nothing changes in our external situation the test of bitachon is acceptance: accept the fact that Hashem has given us this situation as a test for some higher good. This is truly what it means to donate our hearts to Hashem, to raise our situation to the level of holiness. We relinquish the worries of our heart and cast them upon Him. That’s bitachon.
There are two different ways to donate the heart, and two different eras which highlight each way. Moshe and his generation, as well as Shlomo and his generation, represent the first way. Moshe built the Mishkan and Shlomo the first Bais HaMikdash (Temple). The second Bais HaMikdash and the ensuing 2,000 years of Jewish history represents a new era and highlights the second way of building the Bais HaMikdash. The earlier generations had material to build with. They were sovereign, wealthy and in general on a much higher level of Torah. They could literally donate material to the building of the sanctuary.
We of the latter generations, on the other hand, are impoverished politically, monetarily and spiritually. There is one thing we can do, nevertheless. We can have bitachon. We can accept the fact that Hashem has a design for us and that we don’t necessarily understand it. When we accept our lives in this way we allow Hashem into our heart. This is the way we contribute our bricks to the structure of the third Bais HaMikdash.
The truth is that there is a unique greatness to our contribution. The earlier generations laid down the foundations. We are the expression of the earlier generations. Our bitachon in less-than-ideal times is the outcrop of earlier efforts. They implanted bitachon in our hearts, but we can express it unlike ever before through the circumstances of our lives.
Inside The Mishkan
Inside the Mishkan (and later the Bais HaMikdash) were several objects. The first one the Torah talks about is the ark. The ark was housed inside the Holy of Holies (kodesh hakodoshim), the innermost chamber of the Mishkan which was entered only once a year by the Kohen Gadol. Inside the ark of course was the tablets of the Ten Commandments, both the first set which was broken and the second set which was not. On top of the ark was a covering of gold upon which were the two cherubim (k’ruvim), one a male figure and the other female.
The second object the Torah details is the menorah and the third is the shulchan, the table. After that the Torah speaks about the boards, sockets and curtains which constituted the structure of the building, and in which was housed all these objects. Then the Torah enumerates the specifications for the outer altar. (There were two altars, one inside the structure of the Mishkan, where incense was offered, and one outside where the various sacrifices were offered.)
Consequently, there were four primary objects in the Mishkan. Three were used continually: the menorah, the shulchan and the altar. These three correspond to the three things which the Mishnah tells us the world stands upon: Torah, avodah (the sacrificial service) and gemillus chassadim (kindness, generosity).9 The menorah equals Torah (just as it spreads light the Torah spreads light), the altar equals avodah, and the shulchan is gemillus chasadim.
The “power source” of these three is the ark. The ark is the essence of the Mishkan. It represents the Torah which was given to the people directly by Hashem on Sinai. The revelation at Sinai was so powerful that it was impossible to grasp ultimately. That’s why the people instructed Moshe to speak to Hashem, because they could not handle it. This is also why the ark was never used and its cover never even opened. The tablets were never taken out and studied. They are the most authentic representation of Hashem in the physical world, for Hashem is ultimately incomprehensible and unseen.
The first set of tablets, in particular, represent Torah in its highest form. Torah is called aish das, “fiery spirituality.“10  Its true essence is beyond comprehension. The fact that the first set of tablets were broken intimates that the world could not contain their message. It was just too high. So they had to be broken.
At the same time that the Torah is aish das, and incomprehensible, Hashem gave us a second set of tablets. These tablets were not broken. His word can be readily made out on them. This means that we have been given the potential to grasp Hashem ’s knowledge on some level at least.
Thus, the ark is the first item of the Mishkan mentioned because everything flows from it. It’s pure, untouched. It reminds us that Hashem’s essence remains untouched and untainted by human hands, as well as by the grasp of human intellect. The ark is detailed first, therefore, because it’s the root, the essence, the source of everything.
The first item the Torah describes after the ark is the menorah, which also represents Torah. The menorah is the first stage of expressing the inexpressible. It’s the Torah which the outside world can grasp. If the ark is the essence of Torah, which is incomprehensible, then the menorah is the first expression of Torah which is comprehensible.
After the menorah comes the shulchan, which represents gemillus chasadim, generosity (which is Avraham’s primary character trait). The sequence is natural because the true barometer of how much Torah one possesses is the gemillus chasadim one performs.
After the shulchan is the physical structure of the Mishkan, which represents the Jewish home: marriage. This is the real testing ground of gemillus chasadim. 11
Then, only after all that, is the altar mentioned. Only after one has everything else in place — Torah, generosity, a Jewish home — is it possible to really go out and elevate the entire world, delivering everything in it back to Hashem. That’s the altar, the nexus of the avodah, the divine service, where everything of the material world gets returned to its Source.
The Four Amos Of Halachah
The Sages teach that “Hashem has no dwelling place in His world since the destruction of the Temple except the four amos12 of halachah (Jewish law).”13 What does this really mean? Before Adam’s sin, as we explained, the entire world was brimming with the Divine Presence. After he sinned the Divine Presence receded and receded until, practically speaking, it was almost entirely inaccessible, except for the four amos of the ark (which was two and a half amos in length and one and a half in width, four amos). With the destruction of the first Bais HaMikdash, however, the ark, which was hidden away beforehand, was lost to us — at least until Mashiach restores it. All that remains today, therefore, is the “four amos” of halachah, the counterpart to the “four amos” of space taken up by the ark.
Every person is surrounded by a natural four amos of space. It’s our personal domain no matter where we go. When a person is true to halachah he’s true to the will of Hashem. Wherever he goes, wherever he is, he has made Hashem his prime informant. Everyone who gives up his private domain for halachah, consequently, is a walking ark, so to speak. He carries the Divine Presence with him.
. . . for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of G–d, as the waters cover the sea. (Isaiah 11:9)
When Mashiach comes the world will attain true peace, and then the entire world — not just the four amos of some individuals — will be filled with the Divine Presence. Until that time it’s the responsibility of each individual to transform his personal domain into a place of holiness. This is the only way to reverse the effects of the first man’s sin. Whereas Adam’s sin restricted the Divine Presence to one tiny place, the one who keeps halachah has taken the Divine Presence and spread it out wherever he goes. In that sense he is repairing the damage of the first man’s sin and preparing the world for the coming of Mashiach — when the spirit of Hashem will encompass the world “as the waters cover the sea.”
Kl SISSA
Chapter 29-The Golden Calf
He gave to Moshe — when He finished speaking to Him on the mountain — the two Tablets of Testimony, stone tablets inscribed with the finger of G–d.
The people saw that Moshe delayed in descending the mountain, and the people gathered around Aaron and said to him, “Rise up, make for us gods who will go before us, for this Moshe, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt — we do not know what became of him.”
Aaron said to them, “Remove the gold rings that are in the ears of your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” The entire people unburdened themselves of the golden rings that were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. He took it from their hands and fashioned it with a engraving tool, and made it into a molten calf. Then they said, “This is your god, O Israel, which brought you up from the land of Egypt.”
Aaron saw and built an altar before it. Aaron called out and said, “A festival to Hashem tomorrow.” They arose early the next day and offered up burnt-offerings and brought peace-offerings. The people sat to eat and drink, and they got up to sport.
Hashem spoke to Moshe, “Go, descend — for your nation that you brought up from Egypt has degenerated “
Moshe turned and descended from the mountain with the two Tablets of Testimony in his hand, tablets inscribed on both of their surfaces; they were inscribed on one side and on that. The tablets were the work of G–d and the script was the script of G–d, etched on the tablets....
It happened as he drew near the camp that he saw the calf and the dances, and the anger of Moshe burned; he threw down the tablets from his hands and shattered them at the bottom of the mountain. He took the calf they made and burned it in fire; he ground it until it was fine powder and strewed it upon the water; and he made the Children of Israel drink. ...
And Hashem said to Moshe, “Carve for yourself two stone tablets like the first ones, and I shall inscribe on the tablets the words which were on the first tablets, which you shattered.” (Shmos 31:18, 32:1-7, 15-16, 19-20, 34:1)
One of the most puzzling events in the Torah is the sin of the Golden Calf. The Jewish nation had just experienced the most magnificent event in history, the revelation on Mount Sinai; each individual had personally experienced the revelation, not to mention the ten miraculous plagues, the splitting of the Red Sea, and the drowning of their enemies; they had witnessed Moshe perform miracles and even heard Hashem speaking to him face to face. All of a sudden, Moshe delayed coming down the mountain and it was as if none of the previous miracles had happened. They wanted to replace Moshe with an idol of gold. How was it possible? How could they have fallen so far?
The basic answer is that they had not really worked for their high level. The people had been plucked from the lowest level, the forty-ninth level of defilement, and raised to the highest level possible. These heights of spirituality dizzied them. It was more than they could handle, and so they fell to the depths. The higher you are the further you can fall. That’s how they came to make the Golden Calf.
Moshe responded to the sin by smashing the tablets. They had been literally “the work of G–d.” They were made of heavenly material and inscribed by G–d. The second tablets were different. Hashem commanded Moshe: “Carve for yourself two stone tablets like the first ones “
This was the remedy. By commanding a human being to perform the strenuous task of hewing out stone tablets, Hashem gave humanity a share in the tablets of the Ten Commandments. In other words, the people worked for the gift of the divine word. The Torah was now written on material hewed by one of them; it was their investment. In essence they raised themselves to the heights now. It was no longer a gift. As a consequence, the heights did not dizzy them. They were better equipped to maintain their level.
The Power Of Free Choice
Our Sages tell us that Moshe hewed the tablets from the most precious sapphire material. Hashem had shown Moshe the mine where this sapphire resided, and the quality of this sapphire was so fine that Moshe became wealthy just from the shavings alone.
Here we see a very interesting concept. Moshe goes into the depths of the material world and, taking the substance that has the most value in material terms, hews a set of tablets from it. The deeper idea behind this is that the most physical of earthly material could be lifted and elevated to such heights that the original words, which could only be inscribed on heavenly material the first time, could now be inscribed on earthly material. Usually the physical and the spiritual do not go together. But Moshe was able to overcome that dichotomy. Through his effort it became possible for material in this world to become a base where G–d’s word could be inscribed.
If he hadn’t done so — if we only had the first set of tablets — it would not have been possible to merge the physical and the spiritual. G–d’s word would have been one thing and our material world would have been another. Hashem did not want it that way, though. He wanted us to become partners with Him. Although He wanted to contribute the holy letters Himself He wanted human beings to contribute the material. In this way, the spiritual and the physical would be synthesized into one.
This shines light on one of the important underpinnings which makes the Torah outlook unique. Other religions usually to emphasize the absolute separation between the physical and the spiritual. According to them, it’s not possible to experience physical enjoyment and be holy at the same time. That’s why, for instance, their holiest men can never marry.
Torah is different. It teaches us how to elevate material objects. In fact, to refrain from the material can be a sin. That’s why a nazir, one who takes an oath to refrain from wine for a limited period of time, has to bring an offering after the time period elapses. The offering is asking G–d to forgive him for refraining from something which G–d gave human beings to use. G–d did not make wine for people to avoid using. If He created it it can be used in a holy, elevated way.
That’s the difference. Whereas other theologies might see wine as totally forbidden the Torah sees wine as a potential for holiness. Torah requires us to sanctify the mundane, which in this case means to enjoy wine, and then give that enjoyment to Hashem, so to speak. “Wine gladdens the heart of a man.” If a person feels a little low wine can cheer him up so that he can serve Hashem with joy. Wine has the ability to overpower your conscious mind. It’s more powerful than the strongest thing on this earth: the mind. Its higher purpose is to loosen the inhibitions so that the holy feelings beneath, which Hashem has implanted in each person’s heart, can come out.
Of course, if his intoxication does not translate into serving Hashem — to the contrary, it makes him forget about Hashem — then it’s definitely an abuse of this gift called wine. Wine for a spiritual high is holy, but for a physical high is profane. If a person gets intoxicated and becomes destructive, then he has no right to drink it.
The point is that just as something as physical as wine can be used for a holy purpose, so too everything in the physical world has potential for holy purposes. This is the unique Torah outlook as reflected in the fact that the second set of tablets were carved out of earthly material by human hands. It teaches that the spiritual and the earthly can be synthesized into one. Indeed, as long as heaven and earth remain unmerged we have not accomplished our mission here.
The purpose of this material world is to inscribe on it G–d’s words. There isn’t a lowliness in this world — there isn’t an action — which cannot be used to become a base for G–d’s Torah. The lesson for each of us is: If I transform myself into tablets and allow G–d’s word — G–d’s wisdom, G–d’s Torah — to be inscribed on me, then I become one with G–d.
Now, what would it have meant if the people had never sinned and consequently Moshe had never broken the first tablets? If the first tablets had been all there was there would be two different things: heaven and earth, and it would not have been possible to merge them. Rather the goal would have been to transform the physical world, to take the earthly and convert it into the heavenly.
Moshe took the first tablets from Hashem because he believed that the world below was ready to be transformed; it was ready to be divested of its material garb; it was ready to enter the era known as Techias HaMeisim, the “Resurrection of the Dead,” the ultimate utopic world when the physical world as we know it will be transformed into a spiritual world. Techias HaMeisim is a world where limitation, darkness and materialism will be abolished; it will all be transformed into everlasting spirituality. This would have been the situation if we would have never sinned with the Golden Calf, and when Moshe received the first tablets this was what he was envisioning. He thought it was his duty to come down to the world and divest it of its limiting material garb. He thought he could reform and transform it.
But when he came down and saw the Golden Calf he realized he had underestimated the downward magnetic pull of the material world. Hashem had given the forces of materialism unbelievable power. Here was a nation which just forty days prior stood at Mount Sinai and saw G–d. Moshe had thought there was no way a manifestation of G–d as powerful as the revelation at Sinai could ever be denied. It never even entered his mind that people privy to such experiential knowledge of His presence could rebel against G–d. Yet, the gift of free choice was so powerful that the people acted as if none of it happened. They abandoned the spiri­tual experience of standing at Sinai.
Moshe was able to derive a very positive lesson from this, however: that G–d did not give the power of free choice only for negative uses. In fact, if G–d had given humanity such total freedom of choice it must ultimately have been for the most positive of reasons. This thought is illustrated in a story related about our Sages.14
Rabbi Yochanon possessed an unsurpassed physical beauty. One day he was bathing in a river when the gang leader of a band of thieves saw him from afar. Mistaking Rabbi Yochanon for a woman he leaped from the top of a high cliff into the river below. The name of this gangster was Reish Lakish. Rabbi Yochanan was so impressed with his power and courage that he said, “If only you would use your strength for Torah!”
Reish Lakish responded, “If only you would use your beauty for women!”
Rabbi Yochanon responded, “I have a sister whose beauty is comparable to mine. If you use your strength for Torah I will give you her in marriage.” Reish Lakish took up the offer and became one of the most important Sages in our history.
Rabbi Yochanon had the right outlook. Others would have looked at this gangster and cringed with fear and disgust. There was no way anything good could have ever come out of him. Rabbi Yochanon, however, thought differently because he understand that if G–d gifted a man with such tremendous strength and courage it was ultimately for the purpose of Torah. If Reish Lakish’s abilities originally manifested themselves in the negative way it was only in order to demonstrate how unrestricted is the power of free choice. If you can use your free choice to be a gangster, then you can use it to be a holy person.
Did you ever ask yourself why Hashem didn’t design us to be born with the experience of a seventy-year old? Wouldn’t it have been better for us to be born with the knowledge, character and disposition to be righteous? Why instead were we born like “a wild donkey”? The reason is that a person’s true strength comes to fruition only after overcoming obstacles. Dawn is only truly appreciated when it comes at the end of a dark night. An individual’s greatness is only truly manifest when he comes from the lowest of origins.
The revelation at Sinai was so powerful that the people didn’t merely hear the voice of G–d but, as the Torah says, they “saw the voice of G–d.”15 That’s an expression which drives home how deeply palpable G–d’s presence was to them. Yet, forty days later G–d gave them the ability to choose the opposite: to reject His presence and declare about a golden calf, “This is your god, O Israel.” Moshe was naive when he first descended. He didn’t think the people could stoop so low. But then he discovered the truth: they were not ready to receive the luchos (the tablets). He eventually consoled himself, however, because the incident taught him about the power of free choice. It was a gift from G–d which could be used for good or bad. G–d invested the human being with the greatest power in the world. And if he had used it for bad he could use it for good as well.
Wrestling With G–d
This idea is portrayed by our Sages in the following way:16
The luchos, the tablets on which the Ten Commandments were written, were six tefachim in length [one tefach equals a handbreadth]. When Moshe went up into heaven to receive them, two tefachim were held by Hashem, two tefachim by Moshe, and two tefachim between them were unheld. At the very moment when Moshe and Hashem simultaneously held onto the tablets, the Jewish people were committing the sin of worshipping the Golden Calf. Hashem wanted to grab the tablets from Moshe. Moshe, however, did not let Him. They struggled. Moshe overpowered Hashem and grabbed them away. He brought them down to the people at Mount Sinai and broke them. Hashem told Moshe, “Thank you for breaking them.”
The imagery is daring: There was a power struggle between G–d and Moshe, which Moshe won! Moshe overpowered G–d! It’s very frightening just to hear our Sages use such imagery. But every statement by them is a carefully constructed, meaning-packed message. They are communicating profound truths in the garb of mundane, sometimes seemingly far-flung symbols or even risqué images.
The message conveyed in this piece is hard to grasp. What is this struggle between Moshe and G–d? And secondly, how can Moshe win the struggle? Of course, if Hashem didn’t want Moshe to take the luchos he could not have taken them. Why, then, did He let him?
The core of the message, however, is as follows: If I can break the luchos I can make the luchos.
At Sinai, the Jewish people wanted to test the extent of their free choice, to see just how far being created in Hashem ’s image went. They wondered: Would their free choice even make them able to make a Golden Calf just forty days after experiencing the revelation of Hashem? The answer was: Yes. Your free choice extends even that far.
What could ultimately be gained by allowing the people to build the Golden Calf? The answer is that if you have the ability to use your free choice to make a Golden Calf, then you have the power to undo the damage and build a Mishkan. No power in the world — not even Hashem Himself! — can take Torah away from the Jew who wants it. And this is the meaning behind the daring imagery of the Sages. If you want to measure your potential for strength, know that Moshe overpowered Hashem. He wrestled with Him and grabbed away the tablets with sheer willpower. Thus, you too can overcome all adversity. Grab onto your own luchos. That’s the lesson of this profound passage.
Love And Hate: Opposite Sides Of The Same Coin
The relationship between Hashem and the Jewish people is likened to the relationship between a husband and wife, and Mount Sinai was the wedding ceremony. The first instant of marriage possesses a potential unity greater than at any other time. The moment the man gives the woman the ring, their desire for each other is at its peak. The full potential of unity exists at no other moment like the giving of the ring.
Love and hate are opposite sides of the same coin, however. When deep love does not find expression in a positive way, it usually finds expression as hatred. One has to learn how to channel emotions in the right way. If the moment of great unity is not used positively, then it’s bound to be used in the opposite way. This is what happened with the Golden Calf.
The climax of love between Hashem and His people was the short moment when Moshe and Hashem held onto the tablets, as the Jews stood perched at the foot of Mount Sinai. That moment possessed the absolute potential for unity. However, the people had not yet learned how to use that potential positively. They, therefore, abused the power and made the Golden Calf.
VAYAKHEL/ PEKUDEI
Chapter 30 — The Women’s Participation In The Mishkan
We know that the Torah does not use extra words. In fact, many things we would think should be elaborated upon are not even mentioned. Take for instance the idea of the 39 forbidden labors of Shabbos. The Written Torah does not even list them. We only know them from the Oral Torah.
It’s very puzzling, therefore, to read detail after detail about the Mishkan (the Tabernacle), which itself was really only a temporary structure: it was only made for the journeys in the desert. The Torah, however, takes up five full parashios (chapters 25-40) on the subject. The first three — Terumah, Tetzave, and Ki Sissa — detail all the instructions Hashem gave Moshe about the Mishkan. The final two parashios — Vayakhel and Pekudei— recount how Moshe repeated those instructions to the Jewish people.
The Torah is eternal and its message is eternal. If the Torah spends so much ink about the building of the Mishkan, then it must have relevance for us today. And the truth is that we have to see ourselves as if we are the Children of Israel assembled together awaiting instructions from Moshe how to build the Mishkan. We, in our own way, must take responsibility to build a Mishkan today. These parashios hold the key to enable us to do that.
The Women’s Role
Every man whose heart inspired him came; and everyone whose spirit of generosity moved him brought the portion of Hashem for the work of the Tent of Meeting, for all its labor and the garments of the holy. The men came along with the women (Shmos 35:21-22)
The Torah teaches us that women played an important role — an excessively important role — in the building of the Mishkan. As Rashi explains, they brought with them some of their most precious gold jewelry and presented it to Moshe as if to say, “I want to give it up for the sake of the Mishkan. I want to be part of this project by giving that which is most dear to me.”
The Torah goes on to emphasize that not only did the women donate their gold jewelry but “Every woman whose heart was filled with wisdom”17 volunteered her talents for the Mishkan project. And as the Sages tell us, “Women have an extra measure of natural wisdom” (binah yiseira).18 This is a wisdom which comes from within more than anywhere else. It’s a certain instinct, or sixth sense, which women have been blessed with over and above that which a man has. This natural wisdom, manifested in the form of a concrete talent, is what the women lent to the efforts to build the Mishkan. They did not send their servants to do the job; they volunteered to labor with their own hands in this project. They wanted to invest their own energy.
Above and beyond their gold and talents, however, the women made a contribution which to this day stands as the paradigm of dedication, sacrifice and a generous spirit.
The Washbasin
He made the Washbasin (Kiyor) of copper and its pedestal of copper, with the mirrors of the women who congregated at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting. (Shmos 38:8)
The daughters of Israel had in their possession copper mirrors which they would look into when they would beautify themselves — even those mirrors they did not withhold from bringing for the contribution toward the Mishkan. But Moshe rejected them because they were made for accomplishing the ends of the Evil Inclination.
The Holy One, Blessed Be He, said, “Accept them because these are the dearest to Me of all, for by means of them the women established many legions of offspring in Egypt.”
[The explanation is as follows:] When their husbands would be exhausted by racking labor imposed upon them by the Egyptians they would go and bring them food and drink and feed them. Then they would take the mirrors, and each one would view herself with her husband in the mirror, and entice him with words, saying, “I am handsomer than you.” By these means they would bring their husbands to desire, and would have relations with them, and conceive and give birth there, as it is said, “Under the apple tree I aroused you.”19
This is what is meant by that which is said, “with the mirrors of those who congregated.” The Washbasin was made of them, because it is made to make peace between a husband and wife, to give drink from the water in it to one whose husband warned her against secluding herself with another man, and she nonetheless secluded herself with him. (Rashi, ibid.)
The Jewish women used their mirrors to beautify themselves for their husbands and entice them. Moshe did not want to accept these copper mirrors as donations at first because he considered them objects used for purposes unbecoming the holiness of the Mishkan. Hashem told Moshe, however, that these mirrors were more dear to Him than all the other donations, including all the gold and silver, because the women had built the Jewish nation using them.
We have to appreciate this sacrifice. The men in Egypt were totally demoralized living under the crushing conditions of Egyptian slavery. They had no desire to have children and bring them up into that harsh life. I was a young boy during the Holocaust but a person very close to me attested that it was the same way the Germans first came into our country. All of us were living under the daily fear of being deported. As a result, women stopped going to the mikveh because they didn’t want to build a family under those conditions.
The women in Egypt did not let that stop them, though. They beautified themselves with their mirrors, went out to the fields where their husbands were, and tried to cheer them up for the purpose of drawing out their desire so that they could have children. The mirrors, therefore, were used for the highest of purposes and were part of an act of the most extreme sacrifice. That’s why Hashem told Moshe they were the most precious item.
The question is why were the mirrors used for the Washbasin (Kiyor)? Why not use them to make the walls of the Mishkan or the shulchan or the ark?
One of the functions of the Washbasin, Rashi explains, was to bring about peace between husband and wife through the waters of the Sota. A Sota is a woman who was warned by her husband not to be alone with a certain man, but who nevertheless was found alone with him. Although no act of intimacy was witnessed the fact that she was alone with this man was suspicious. She claims nothing happened, but now the husband suspects her of committing adultery. This, of course, totally undermines the harmony between this woman and her husband.
What does the Torah prescribe? She has to be given the waters of a Sota to drink (which included a parchment with Hashem’s name on it). If she really committed adultery a miracle happened and her insides exploded. If not, she would survive and as a consequence harmony would be restored between her and her husband.
Now, where was this drink that the suspected adulteress had to drink drawn from? From water taken from the Washbasin — the very Washbasin which was made of material that Jewish women used to create harmony between themselves and their husbands. In other words, the extreme sacrifice which the women in Egypt made became immortalized in the Washbasin and became the very instrument of harmony between Jewish husbands and wives for all generations.
With these lessons, therefore, the Torah teaches us the vital contribution the Jewish women had in constructing the Mishkan, the very center of the entire nation. In some ways, their contribution was even greater than the men’s. Their dedication and sacrifice serve as beacons of light shining the way for us today.
Chapter 31 - The Purpose Of Korbonos
Most people today tend to associate animal sacrifice (korbonos) with primitive, jungle peoples. Yet, one of the things we look forward to about Mashiach is that he will build the Bais HaMikdash and reinstate the sacrificial service. There will be communal offerings such as the daily offerings and the festival offerings. And there will be personal offerings such as the sin-offering or thanks-giving offering (to thank Hashem for the birth of the child, surviving a life-threatening illness, etc.).
Furthermore, we cannot say that sacrifice was part of our distant past because, to cite just one example, at the end of every prayer we ask G–d to “build the Temple speedily in our days so that we can bring the offerings as we used to.” How, then, do we understand the significance and relevance of sacrifices?
The Rambam Controversy
The commentators offer various explanations why we offer sacrifices. The Ramban (Nachmanides) explains that the word korbon, “sacrifice,” is related to the word korev, “to come close.” He says that the purpose of korbon is to bring us “close” to our Father in heaven.
The Rambam (Maimonides), in contrast, explains the idea of sacrifices in his Guide for the Perplexed in a completely different way. He says that their purpose was to serve as an intermediary stage in helping rid the Jewish people of their lingering paganistic perceptions of approaching G–d. In other words, the idea behind the Torah’s system of sacrifice was to “deprogram” them from a style of worship which mimicked the Gentiles.
Citing an example, the Rambam talks about the korbon Pesach, or paschal lamb offered on Passover. The Sages tell us that when the Jews left Egypt they worshipped idols just as the Egyptians. Now, one of the Egyptian deities was the sheep. When G–d took the Jewish people out of Egypt, therefore, He told them to slaughter a sheep, which in effect was a command to slaughter a major Egyptian deity. This helped them break with the Egyptian mode of worship.
If this explanation sounds unsatisfactory, perhaps it’s because we cannot understand why the ancients felt a need for sacrifices in the first place. It’s completely alien to the “modem” way of thinking. We have to admit, though, that whatever the attraction, ancient idol worship was a lust as strong as the lust for immorality. I was in Bangkok, Thailand twice in my life and they still literally worship idols. The people simply cannot detach themselves from this mode of living. It’s like a drug addiction. The Rambam explains that the way G–d began to break our addiction to worshipping idols was by allowing us to experience the rituals and sensations of idol worship in a kosher way — not toward any idol or heavenly body, but toward G–d.
Needless to say, this explanation got the Rambam into trouble. In effect, it reduced the entire sacrificial service to nothing more than a means to eliminate idol worship. Yet, the Torah itself testifies, for instance, that after Noah offered sacrifices G–d “smelled the pleasant aroma” and found it so acceptable that He swore that He would never destroy the human race with another flood again. Clearly, the Torah’s idea of sacrifice is not a temporary concession to human weakness, but a genuine expression of the human need to reach out to and worship G–d.
To understand the Rambam properly his words must be seen in the context of his magnum opus, the Mishnah Torah. The Mishnah Torah codified the enormously vast body of rabbinic teachings in the Talmud and other writings. Its focus was practical halacha. In codifying the halacha, however, the Rambam offered introductions and explanations where he thought appropriate. Concerning the issue of sacrifices he writes in the Mishnah Torah an explanation which completely contradicts his explanation in Guide for the Perplexed.
After explaining that the real reasons behind the commandments are beyond human capacity to comprehend, the Rambam writes (Hilchos Me’ila, Chapter 1) that in reality “the entire world stands in the merit of sacrifices.” Then he says that even though with the destruction of the Bais HaMikdash we no longer offer sacrifices nevertheless prayer serves as a substitute in their place. Clearly, then, the Rambam believes that sacrifices were more than just a means of extricating the Jews from pagan ways. They are a goal unto themselves. Indeed, the “entire world stands” in their merit.
What then did he mean by his explanation in the Guide for the Perplexed? The answer is that Guide was written for a particular audience, namely those Jews who had become familiar with Aristotelian philosophy and as a consequence were “perplexed” or “confused” about certain fundamentals concerning Judaism. The Rambam intended by the book to demonstrate that Judaism was true even according to the ancient Greek philosophers. To do this he quoted many of their teachings. This itself was controversial because the Greek philosophers were pagans and their personal lifestyle was the antithesis of Torah in many ways. Nevertheless, Aristotelian philosophy dominated the intellectual world in the Rambam’s day, so he felt it important to explain Judaism using the Greek philosophers own language and style of thinking.
A comparable situation exists today in explaining the Torah to non-observant Jews. If I was invited to speak to a totally secular audience of Jews I would speak in a language and style completely different than if I was speaking to learned and Torah observant Jews in Monsey, Lakewood, Brooklyn or Israel. This, of course, is not to say the truth should be compromised, but different audiences require different approaches, and it is not far-fetched to visualize saying something to make Torah understandable to a Reform audience which can be misconstrued as controversial in Torah circles.
In general the Rambam’s Guide for the Perplexed is faithful enough to the Jewish outlook to be cited in the Shulchan Aruch. Despite this there are certain controversial statements, as would be expected given his intended audience. It should be obvious, therefore, that where the Rambam seems to say something in the Guide which contradicts his own statement in the Mishnah Torah it is the Mishnah Torah which nevertheless expresses the viewpoint closest to his truest intentions. The Rambam’s true outlook about sacrifices is in his Mishnah Torah. His statement in the Guide was meant for people with a particular mindset who would resist the true explanation that “the entire world stands in the merit of sacrifices.”
A Means To An End
Even though in the final analysis the institution of sacrifice is, as the Rambam writes, a chok, meaning a “statute” that is beyond human reason to comprehend, the various commentators  felt  it  was  beneficial  to  supply  an explanation for those who were perplexed by the whole idea. The way I like to explain it is as follows. The pagans made sacrifice the ultimate goal. The worship became an end to itself. In Torah the sacrifice is a means to an end, not the end itself.
The end goal of Torah is to feel the presence of Hashem. “Build me a sanctuary so that I may dwell in them.” The entire goal of the Sanctuary (Mishkan and later the Bais HaMikdash) was to feel Hashem ’s presence dwelling among us. The reason why Hashem might not dwell with us, collectively or individually, is because of ego, arrogance. “I dwell in the humble of spirit.” As long as we exhibit arrogance and pride — ego — Hashem cannot dwell mus.
Picture what it was like to bring a sacrifice in the days of the Bais HaMikdash. In the old days a person’s assets were measured in the number of sheep, cattle, goats, etc. he owned. A person with much livestock would tend to feel pretty good about himself. Visualize him looking at his vast flocks with a sense of self-worth and glib satisfaction. All of a sudden, he reminds himself that G–d tells him that they do not really belong to him. He cannot do what he wants with them. He has to bring the first-born of his flocks to the Sanctuary. Then he has to give an animal tithe (maaser behaimah). Then every year he has to bring to Jerusalem a korbon Pesach; prior to Rosh HaShannah he has to bring more sacrifices; three times a year there is a festival sacrifice to bring. And he has to bring from the “best of [his] flock.“
Consider the following as well. Rockerfeller, I imagine, never had to clean up after his animals. He had numerous horse stables but he probably never had to touch a single horse if he didn’t want to. That was the job of his servants. Yet, a wealthy Jew in the times of the Bais HaMikdash would not fulfill his obligations if he did so through a servant or agent. The air was hot, the animals smelled, and the road was long and bumpy — but this wealthy man had to personally accompany his animals up to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. The Bais HaMikdash itself was congested. Yet this wealthy man had to walk with his animals right into the heart of it.
Furthermore, consider the embarrassment. If he was unmindful and committed certain sins he had to bring an animal for each sin. Now, even though for a sin-offering a poor man only had to bring a dove, and an extremely poor person only had to bring a flour-offering (mincha) — a little pie — a rich man had to bring an ox. Picture the embarrassment of this wealthy man. A real pauper could hide his little pie under his shirt. The wealthy man, though, walked through the gate with twenty or thirty fat oxen. He could not avoid the public eye.
We see how the entire sacrificial system worked to break the haughty. The goal was not the animal itself. The goal had nothing to do with the pagan concept of sacrifice. To pagans animal sacrifice was a way of giving food to a certain zodiac, or angel, or divine power. The bigger the offering the better. In the Torah system the idea was to break the ego. It was an ego-busting system. The pauper, who had the smallest ego, needed only to bring a “humble” pie. The average poor person needed only a dove. But the rich needed an ox to break his ego.
Why is the Bais HaMikdash the dwelling place of Hashem ’s presence? Because there is a lot of blood being offered up; a lot of money is being offered; a lot of ego is being busted. The rule is that the world does not tolerate a vacuum. The world has to have substance. While there is only one true substance — Elokus, G–dliness — G–d endowed human beings with the power to push Him away. The arrogant human ego can replace itself as the substance in place of the substance of Hashem.
“I and you,” G–d says, “cannot dwell in the same spot. Wherever you enter I disappear.“ Everything in this world is either G–dliness or human ego. There is no inbetween. Our job is to fill the world G–dliness. If we think this ox or possession belongs to us, then there is no G–dliness in it. How do we prove that all our possessions really belong to Hashem? We take the best of them and sacrifice them on the altar.
This is my explanation. Sacrifices were means to a goal: self-nullification. Of course, the Rambam’s teaching in the Mishnah Torah holds true. The sacrificial system is ultimately a chok, a statute beyond human comprehension. We were obligated to take part in it because G–d commanded us, not merely for the psychological benefits we can grasp with our puny human minds.
The Humbled Spirit
There is another dimension to the idea of sacrifice. The Rambam writes: “The main vehicles in coming close to G–d when performing a sacrifice are leaning (smichah) and confession (vidui).” Imagine a person who sinned. He brings a sin-offering. It may cost him the equivalent of say $1,000. He makes the journey to the Bais HaMikdash. The climactic event of his sacrificial act, the Rambam tells us, is when he leans his hands on the head of the ox and confesses his sin.
What was he confessing? In effect he was saying, “Hashem, I sinned. I forget about my soul, my innate divinity. I did an animalistic act. I was just like this animal. In truth, since I committed this animalistic act with this body I should by all rights give this body back to you. I should be sacrificed. But you have given me the right to give this animal as a sacrifice in my place so I may continue to live and serve you.“20
The climax of the sacrifice is putting your hands on the head of this animal and acknowledging, “It is in place of me. Hashem, in His great kindness, accepted the animal in place of my body.” When we offer a sacrifice we are actually offering ourselves. We are busting our ego. We will not sin so fast again.
Smichah and vidui were not the final component of the sacrificial act. Afterward, the kohanim (priests) had to eat the sacrifice. This accomplished the final atonement for the owner of the ox. Here briefly is how it worked.
The typical sin-offering was offered as the result of a physical sin. You wanted to eat kosher meat, for instance, but later found out that the meat was not kosher. Though non-intentional you still have to bring a sin-offering because your body enjoyed a forbidden pleasure. That pleasure has to be given back to Hashem, so to speak. Sometimes, however, the sin was not so much a bad action but a bad thought, which likewise required an offering. Unlike the sin-offering for a sinful act, the meat of the sacrifice for a sinful thought was not eaten by kohanim. Rather it was completely burned on the altar. (This was call a korbon “olah. “)
We see from this that when the forbidden pleasure was physically enjoyed by the body the sacrifice had to be enjoyed by someone else. That “someone” was the kohen, who had training to do everything leshaim shemayim, i.e. for the sake of heaven. His eating affected the final atonement.
The lesson is that every pleasure has to be justified: Are we enjoying it as a means to serving G–d or as an end unto itself. When we enjoy something in a forbidden way we are stealing from G–d. He did not give us the enjoyment to rob Him, but to elevate ourselves and bring us closer to Him. We, however, took this physical enjoyment for our own ends. As atonement, therefore, we have to give it back to G–d in a positive way, through the kohen. Atonement is our way of paying back a debt to G-d.
For a similar reason we have to make blessings before any food we eat. This is to condition ourselves to make sure all our pleasures are used to attain closeness to Hashem. Likewise, we put mezzuzos on the doors of our home to remind us that our homes are sanctuaries to come close to G–d, not to escape from Him. We are supposed to put tzitzis (strings) on our four-cornered garments to remind us that our clothes are not for status or comfort, but to help us serve G–d.
All pleasures in this world need to be justified. If you build a tennis court or swimming pool in your backyard make sure you are doing it not merely for escape, self-edification, or even fun. The need to relax or stay physically healthy are important prerequisites for serving G–d. Without the proper attitude, however, they are reduced to exhibitions of self-glorification, they become a form of idol worship.
Animal sacrifices, in the Torah perspective, are means to a goal: coming “closer” to G–d. As long as the sacrifice is a means to the goal it is justified. Once it becomes an end-goal it becomes idolatry.
Historical Lessons
Study of the history of the Bais HaMikdash brings to light a puzzling quandary: People who were the farthest thing from Torah-committed Jews were nevertheless fanatically attached to the service in the Bais HaMikdash. In the first Bais HaMikdash we find that King Menasheh, a fanatical idol worshiper, erected a huge idol in the Bais HaMikdash. He did not choose an isolated mountain or pagan temple, but the Bais HaMikdash. A couple of centuries before its destruction Zechariah the prophet was murdered in the very courtyards of the Bais HaMikdash. He was not killed by common criminals, but by people who felt themselves holy enough to occupy the holiest site in the land.
In the second Bais HaMikdash era we find that the office of Kohen Gadol (High Priest) was purchased for money by people who were ignorant and/or totally unworthy of the position. Finally, during the siege of Jerusalem fanatical Jewish zealots called Baryonim burned the city’s last supplies in a suicidal effort to force the people to fight the Romans. The Sages of that time, by contrast, felt it was better for the people to surrender the city and survive rather than commit suicide.
We see from all the above that the greatest sinners were outwardly zealous people who claimed to be doing the greatest service to G–d and country. Even during the very act of committing their greatest sins they nevertheless claimed to be serving Hashem and defending the institution of the Bais HaMikdash. How do we understand this puzzling recurring phenomenon?
The answer is as we have been saying all along: If you do not understand the Torah perspective, then you can view the Bais HaMikdash as an end unto itself. If, on the other hand, you view the Bais HaMikdash as a means of expressing self-nullification before G–d then even the Holy of Holies is not necessarily absolute. To the contrary, if it becomes a stultified substitute for true religion it is an impediment.
In actuality, it is the very great holiness of the Bais HaMikdash which enabled it to become the center for very great chillul Hashem, “desecration of G---d’s name.” If you are not careful when you play with electricity then the higher the voltage the more serious the outcome. If you are not careful with a ten-volt battery you may get a little shock. If you are not careful with a million watts of power, however, it will kill you on the spot.
When one is in the precincts of the Bais HaMikdash every step has to be carefully measured. The slightest infraction can bring on a person misa b’dei shamayim, a death sentence at the hands of heaven. There is a sanctity to the Bais HaMikdash beyond anything imaginable. If a person does not perform his acts there for the proper reasons his sacrifice is transformed from the greatest act of self-nullification into the greatest act of desecration. Instead of sacrificing himself on the altar of Hashem he used the altar of Hashem to elevate himself and say, “Look how great I am. I have become holy.”
The yetzer hara is a very sly and subtle foe. He can lead us to believe we are performing the highest and holiest acts when in reality we are performing the lowest and most destructive acts. In the very act of humbling ourselves we may in fact exhibit the greatest amount of ego.
Years ago I once helped an anorexic young woman. Anorexia is an illness whereby a person literally starves himself or herself to death. I helped the woman by showing her that her anorexia was a form of self-punishment rooted not in her desire to punish herself for lack of ego but because she had too much ego.
“Underneath,” I told her, “you have a great desire to destroy yourself because you want to punish your parents. You are bitterly angry at them. If you had a machine gun and no conscience you would kill them. Since you will not or cannot hurt them you know that the way to punish them is to punish yourself and die. This is really ego-centric. Some ego-centrics are open exhibitionists. Others find subtle ways to express their ego. To feed your ego-centricity you are starving yourself.”
Of course, I am not necessarily saying this is the only motivation behind every case of anorexia. And certainly some people are not angry at their parents, but at society, themselves, etc. Nevertheless, in her case she was able to see how her ego played a part in her disease and was thereafter able to overcome it.
My point is that the idea of ego-centricity can take many convoluted forms, including the form of “sacred” self-sacrifice. In ancient times there was a form of idol worship called Molech. The worship of Molech entailed passing your child through a fire. (There are differences of opinion whether the child was actually killed or merely singed.) There were and are all types of religions which demand all kinds of extreme sacrifice. What is unique about the Jewish approach?
The answer is when a person wants to make a self-sacrifice it cannot be on his terms but on G–d’s terms. The Bais HaMikdash was that place where G–d’s terms how to produce a healthy, proper self-nullification was clearly spelled out. This did not mean, of course, that everyone who brought a sacrifice in the Bais HaMikdash was able to do it as a genuine act of sacrifice to G–d. It was possible, as we said, to tum the sacrifice into an act of ego-centricity and self-centeredness. That in effect was idol worship. The Bais HaMikdash, in turn, fed their ego rather than helped them nullify it.
“How dare you, Zechariah, come and speak to us about
our Bais HaMikdash, telling us that it is going to be destroyed!” the zealots in the Bais HaMikdash said to the prophet. They did not want to hear that perhaps they had totally lost sight of the meaning of the avodah (Temple service). Zechariah was a threat to their ego.
Similarly, in the second Bais HaMikdash wealthy Jews would buy the position of Kohen Gadol. This was an ego trip of the highest rank. When the Romans besieged Jerusalem the Baryonim, invoking Jewish pride and nationalism over the dictates of the Sages, said they would rather die than give up the Bais HaMikdash. They turned the entire idea on its head. Rather than a means for Jews to bring Hashem into the world through self-nullification it was to them a means to express their pride, albeit their Jewish pride.
In Conclusion
The act of sacrifice is called in the Torah “a pleasing aroma to G–d.” The idea behind the sacrificial service was to serve as a means for self-sacrifice. There are two ways to look at self-sacrifice, though. One is as Rashi explains. The idea behind G–d’s pleasure [the “pleasing aroma”] was, “I ordered, I decreed, and My request was fulfilled.” G–d does not need the meat of the offering. What He really desires is obedience to the Divine Will. That is the pleasing aroma according to Rashi.
The Ramban, however, writes that “according the way of truth [i.e. kabbalistic teachings] the ’pleasing aroma’ is meant literally.” As a chok (“a statute” which transcends human logic), the sacrifice itself, not merely obedience to the Divine Will, gives G–d pleasure, so to speak. In other words, if a person truly reaches the state where he is sacrificing himself, then he is literally giving Hashem the pleasure of a “pleasing aroma.” This is the highest expression of worshipping Hashem.
APPENDICES
APPENDIX A — Scientific Findings On Afterlife And Past Lives
About a century ago, an international conference was held in Vienna, Austria, to address the question: Is there life after death? Upon hearing of the conference topic, a famous rabbi laughed.
“What do you find so funny?”
“Are they so sure there is life before death?”
Is there really life before death?
“Yes, of course,” you answer. “We are alive.”
But who is the “we”? Who are you? Who am I? Am I my body, my feelings, my memory? Take a heart transplant patient. When he says “me,” who is he referring to? Whose heart is pounding with excitement? Who is doing the feeling? Some scientists have even conjectured about the possibility of brain transplants. Who would be doing the thinking in such a transplant? We can picture a man with Mr. Jones’ heart, Mr. Smith’s brain, Mr. Jefferson’s kidney, Mr. Washington’s skin, Mr. Franklin’s blood, etc. — all in addition to his body.
Who, then, is the “me”?
As much as modern civilization has advanced, it has not answered that question. In so doing, it has only strengthened it. The essence and substance of who we are is as tantalizingly elusive as ever before.
The Plane And The Pilot
Of course, the Torah is not elusive when it comes to identifying the essence and substance of the human being:
“And G–d ... breathed into his [Adam’s] nostrils an eternal soul [literally, the breath of life].” (Genesis 2:7)
The body is a vehicle for the soul. It’s like an airplane. An airplane doesn’t fly for its own sake, but to transport people from one location to another. So, too, the body. The soul “boards” it at birth, and “disembarks” it at death. It is the soul which is the essential substance of a human being, and the body which is merely the vehicle.
Despite the ancient, virtually universal belief in the existence of a soul-spirit and its immortality, the intellectual environment of the 19th and 20th centuries became increasingly dogmatic in the belief that life after death was unscientific and naive. Indeed, the very topic of an afterlife became a taboo of the modern, scientific age. A century of skepticism succeeded in creating an intellectual establishment progressivley close-minded to the possibility of a life beyond.
Torah Jews do not need science to prove or disprove the axioms set forth in the Torah. Nevertheless, the vast societal changes which have taken place in the last century have tom the majority of Jews away from their Torah roots. Even many of those who are loyal to Torah beliefs today can become vulnerable to the influences of the society at large. That’s why it’s comforting to know that despite a century of skepticism cracks in scientific wall of denial over the existence of an afterlife always existed and even started becoming more pronounced in the latter half of this century.
Then, in 1975, Raymond Moody Jr., MD, Ph.D., authored a phenomenally popular and influential book entitled Life After Life. In it he relayed numerous cases of people who had “died” and been resuscitated. Many had been clinically dead for as long as two minutes, five minutes, even ten minutes and more. Surprisingly, these people did not experience a black nothingness, but rather a very rich, vivid procession of sensations involving many senses. From a strict medical standpoint, they should have seen or felt nothing. Yet, not only could they see and feel, but they experienced sensations that were larger than life, including floating above their bodies and watching the impassioned efforts of others to revive them, traveling through a type of tunnel, and encounters with deceased relatives, beings of light or with an all-encompassing warm, restorative light.
Studying the cases, Dr. Moody isolated several recurring themes. Although no two NDEs (people who has a “Near Death Experience”) were identical, at the core were a slew of common experiences. The fact that so many different people, unbeknownst to each other, related very similar experiences suggested that the phenomenon was authentic. His work and the more scientifically rigorous work of subsequent others showed that there was indeed an unchanging “core” near-death experience which remained more or less constant across gender, race, culture, and even history.21
Life After Life was a breakthrough. Millions of people read it. Its success helped launch teams of researchers around the globe to take up serious study of the phenomenon. And the evidence continues to mount today. There is now a plethora of books on the subject of near-death experiences available to the public. Be that as it may, such studies comprise only one component of the investigation into the possibility of life after life, and at that only the most popular and recent kind.
Serious scientific attempts into substantiating the existence of survival beyond bodily death actually began over a century ago. In the last quarter of the nineteenth century a “remarkable group of distinguished scientists and scholars” took an active interest in applying the scientific method to the study of various phenomena deemed not normal. Henri Bergson and William James are just two of the more wellknown names included in the group that formed or supported the Society For Psychical Research. James himself wrote, “Were I asked to point to a scientific journal where hardheadedness and never-sleeping suspicion of sources of error might be seen in their full bloom, I think I should have to fall back on the Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research.”22 For over a century now such researchers have conducted studies, and though much of it is still disputed an undeniable breakthrough has occurred in at least one area: the authenticity of extrasensory perception.
Dr. H. J. Eysenck, Professor of Psychology at the University of London, summed it up this way: “Unless there is a gigantic conspiracy involving some thirty university departments all over the world and several hundred highly respected scientists in various fields, many of them originally hostile to claims of the psychical researchers, the only conclusion the unbiased observer can come to must be that there does exist a small number of people who obtain knowledge existing in other people’s minds or in the outer world by means as yet unknown to science.”23 That very cautious assessment nevertheless amounts to the unavoidable conclusion that extrasensory perception or telepathy is a fact. And if so, then, according to Dr. Ian Stevenson, a classic tenet of twentieth century Western Science and Medicine is seriously challenged — namely, the almost dogmatic belief that “human personality consists of nothing but the expressions of the molecules and cells of which our physical bodies are built.”24 The existence of extrasensory perception demonstrates that we have abilities impossible to explain by purely materialistic, mechanistic explanations. If nothing else, then, it shows that we must be more than our physical bodies.25 And if we are more than our physical bodies, then we have in our hands a rational basis for the belief that something can survive bodily death. The bottom line, as one researcher put it, is: “The phenomena of telepathy ... are not an alternative to survival after death, but a virtual guarantee of it.”26
Evidence demonstrating the validity of some type of extra-bodily existence (and hence survival of some aspect of personality beyond death) also comes from research into the phenomenon called out-of-body experiences. Dr. Moody, for instance, records in his books many such cases, including the report of a patient who, during a near-death experience, purportedly floated above her body and then outside the hospital walls where she reported seeing a shoe sitting on the ledge of the multi-story building. Although impossible to detect normally, the shoe was later found to be at the exact spot on the ledge the patient described. Other respected researchers like Dr. Kenneth Ring also have in their files many out-of-body reports.27
To satisfy the scientific community’s need for verification, Dr. Michael Sabom conducted experiments involving NDE patients who claimed to have out-of-body experiences. After hearing detailed accounts of the procedures performed on them, which they ostensibly witnessed from outside their bodies, he interviewed the medical  team involved, talked to the family members, and checked the medical records in order to compare the details. His findings were impressive. Not only did even medically ignorant NDE patients give significantly more accurate accounts of the efforts to save their lives than the control group (cardiac patients who did not have NDEs but were asked to describe their ordeals), but the NDE patients could do things like accurately describe the readings on machines not in their “line of sight even if their eyes had been open.”28 Out-of-body experiences, then, add another dimension to the argument for the existence of a soul or afterlife.
Yet, another avenue of research, surprisingly, comes from studies conducted to measure the effectiveness of prayer. Dr. Larry Dossey, an MD who was previously skeptical to the idea, reviewed 131 experiments which he considered tight studies designed to examine whether some intentional mental act (prayer) could influence a living system. What initially caught his attention was a San Francisco study conducted by a cardiologist on nearly 400 patients, some of whom had been randomly prayed for. Characteristic of all well-done scientific studies it was double-blind, meaning that the patients, doctors, and nurses did not know who was being prayed for and who was not. The results were eye-opening. Individuals in the group who were prayed for were significantly better off (for instance, five times less likely to need antibiotics) than those who were not prayed for. That San Francisco study interested Dr. Dossey enough to pursue the question on his own. Reviewing the 131 studies, which form the basis of his book Healing Words, he found impressive results in more than half of those studies. Over and over again people who were prayed for were relieved of high blood pressure, had wounds heal faster, etc. significantly more so than those who were not prayed for. Even the effects of prayer on non-human lifeforms such as bacteria, fungi, seeds, and grains were shown to have a scientifically verifiable positive effect!
Dr. Dossey’s conclusion was that “the evidence is simply overwhelming that prayer” works regardless of time or distance. Moreover, he draws the inference that “these studies constitute empirical, indirect evidence for the existence of something we in the West have always called a soul ... [They suggest] that there’s some aspect of the psyche that’s nonlocal in space and time — immortal, eternal, and omnipresent.”
Many Lives, Many Masters
If the Torah’s basic teachings about an afterlife are abundant and in general well-known, the same cannot be said about the Torah’s teachings concerning the concept of gilgul, or reincarnation. Although it is mentioned openly and in numerous places in the Zohar and Kabbalah, it is not explicitly enunciated in the Written Torah. Many, if not the vast majority of secular Jews are totally unaware that the doctrine has acceptance in Jewish sources. There are even many observant Jews who are ignorant or have difficulty with the topic.
And it’s not hard to fathom why: the general society tends to looks down upon it. The popularity of secular books on reincarnation in the past couple of decades have not generally helped lend credibility to the subject. Reincarnation is often immediately associated with hokey movie stars, crystal ball gazers, and officianados of the occult. That’s why when a highly educated and previously skeptical psychiatrist came out with a book detailing his experience which led him to believe in the existence of past lives it captured the imagination of many educated people.
Almost instantly, Many Lives, Many Masters, by Dr. Brian Weiss, became an international bestseller, and it’s one of the few books whose popularity continues to grow, not wane. It’s not only read by hippies and New Agers. Like its author, the highly educated and the skeptical have found it compelling reading. It’s worth summarizing the book in order to drive home how powerful and apparently authentic his experience was.
Graduate of Columbia University and Yale Medical School, former Chairman of Psychiatry at the Mount Sinai Medical Center in Miami, Florida, Dr. Brian Weiss described in his book how his scientific training and rationalistic mind predisposed him to rejecting, outright, claims of reincarnation. Then, a patient of his, changed his life and outlook forever. Unexpectedly and unprovoked, while in hypnotic trance, she slipped into detailed descriptions of numerous past lives.
Although the skeptic in Dr. Weiss doubted the actual accounts, he was able to heal this patient through helping her recount past-life experiences which paralleled the severe phobias she was experiencing. If, for instance, she had a fear of choking, then she found that her fear of choking in her present life vanished when under trance she relived the experience of drowning in a past life.
Dr. Weiss was impressed but still not a believer. Then, while in a lucid “in-between state” which followed the recollection of a death experience in a previous life, this patient claimed that she was in contact with his deceased father, whose name, she said, was Avrom. This sent a chill down the doctor’s spine. The patient was a simple, non-Jewish woman who had no normal access to this information. Yet, not only did she know his deceased father’s Hebrew name but pronounced it correctly, not merely in the anglicized way it’s always pronounced. Moreover, Dr. Weiss’ father was not generally called by his Hebrew name at all. “How could she possibly know my father’s name?” Dr. Weiss mused.
In the same conversation the patient then told Dr. Weiss about his son who died because his heart “was backward like a chicken’s.” That really sent shivers down the doctor’s back. Ten years before in an entirely different part of the country he had lost a 23-day old infant son to a one-in-ten-million heart defect where the veins were rooted into the back of the heart! Some of his best friends didn’t even know that. The patient, however, claimed to be in contact with this son while under deep trance. She then recounted other very detailed information which could not have possibly have been known through normal channels.
Dr. Weiss could not deny the validity of her experience after that. If she could genuinely pick up private information about his life in a trance state, then that same trance state probably produced actual memories of her past lives. Her subconscious mind wasn’t just conjuring up fantasies. It was in contact with a higher reality.
And yet despite his conviction in the validity of this experience, it took Dr. Weiss several years to make the decision to write the book. He knew that such a book would put his entire reputation in jeopardy. (And in fact it did: he was dismissed from a prestigious teaching position about the time his second book on the subject was published.) Despite his fears, he felt his experience was too important to keep locked up, so he wrote Many Lives, Many Masters which quickly became a phenomenal bestseller around the world.
Dr. Ian Stevenson
Despite the air of authenticity to Dr. Weiss’ experience, it does not necessarily meet the requirements of a lab-tested scientific study. According to Dr. Weiss and others, therefore, the most impressive truly scientific evidence for reincarnation is in the cases reported by “a very cautious and conservative researcher,” Dr. Ian Stevenson, Professor and Chairman Emeritus of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Virginia.
The work of Dr. Stevenson possesses the most compelling evidence, at least from a purely scientific perspective, because he conducted it with strict scientific procedures and under the most meticulous scientific controls possible. Spanning both the Far East, where reincarnation is often an accepted belief, and the West, where it is usually not, Dr. Stevenson meticulously gathered information on some 2,000 cases “suggestive of reincarnation,” all involving children. His decision to focus on children is notable from a scientific standpoint because children are much less culturally indoctrinated than adults. When interviewed skillfully they are less prone to express their experiences in ways which conform to cultural expectations. Plus they are more easily found out if they are indeed making it up.
For a typical case, Dr. Stevenson would begin his research by traveling to India, or wherever the reported case might be, and conduct a thorough first hand investigation through questioning all the parties involved, including the child. Then he would travel to the town where the child claimed to have lived, locate a family by the name given, and corroborate any or all of the other details. Incredibly, more often than not Dr. Stevenson finds that numerous details are indeed accurate. Yet, even after he has collected all the information and verified numerous claims he does not stop. He then agonizingly analyzes the case point by point to see if any other possibility (for example: fraud, contact between the two families, etc.) than reincarnation can be used to satisfactorily explain the information. Some cases are stronger than others, and he notes those distinctions in his text.
To illustrate, one of his young subjects was Swarnlata Mishra. When she was only three and a half years old her father took her on a trip 170 miles from her home. All of a sudden, fifty-seven miles from their destination, she asked the driver of the truck to turn down a road to “my house.” Over the next couple of years, Swarnlata told of other details of her previous life. Dr. Stevenson found out about the girl, conducted an interview and collected forty-nine statements made by Swarnlata related to her purported past life. Then he traveled about to corroborate them.
All but three were corroborated, including details of colors and layout of the house she had supposedly lived in in her past life (and which she had never seen in this life); furthermore, she correctly identified relatives from the past life who were still alive and who were sitting commingled in a group of about forty others; and she correctly identified her son in the previous life despite the overt attempt of her other son in that lifetime to lie about who the person was. And, as for the three details which were apparently incorrect they nevertheless had explanations.29
The strongest evidence, though, according to Dr. Stevenson, are cases involving what he refers to as “physical patterns.” Examples include deformities or birthmarks in the present life in the exact places where bullets or bladed weapons reportedly pierced the person in the previous life. Dr. Stevenson has collected more than 200 such cases. For numerous of them he has actually secured medical documents, such as hospital records or autopsy reports, which show that the individual in question in the previous life was killed by the bullet or blade in the place where the present day birthmark is found.
A strong example of such a physical pattern is the case of Ravi Shankar. Already between the age of two and three, Ravi first asked his mother and older sister to supply him with the same toys he had when he was supposedly a person named Munna. It turns out that a six-year-old boy, Munna the son of Jageshwar, was brutally murdered several months before Ravi Shankar was born. He had been lured into an orchard by the murderers, who then slit his throat. The perpetrators were brought to trial, confessed to the murder, but then released due to lack of witnesses. (Ravi reportedly passed them in the street one day and despite not being told whom they were expressed his extreme fear.)
When Ravi Shankar was thirteen, Dr. Stevenson conducted an interview with him which resulted in a list of twenty-six items he then subsequently sought to corroborate. All twenty-six were corroborated. Some were particularly noteworthy, like Ravi’s description of a toy pistol which Munna loved. Most people in Munna’s area were poor and toys were considered luxuries. Few children had them. Yet, Munna not only had toys but a favorite toy pistol, exactly as Ravi had told Dr. Stevenson.
Yet, of all the particulars of this case the most incredible is the congenital birthmark Ravi Shankar was born with. Dr. Stevenson writes:
“Under the ridge of the chin, some more to the right side than the left, I observed a linear mark crossing the neck in a traverse direction. It ran about two inches long and about 1/8 to 1/ 4 inch wide. It was darker in pigment than the surrounding tissue and had the stippled quality of a scar. It looked much like the healed scar of an old knife wound ...“
Thus, Ravi Shankar was born with an unusual scar-like birthmark below his chin which was visible to the naked eye! (His parents said that the birthmark had been longer and lower down across the neck when Ravi was born.) Extrasensory perception or even spirit possession might explain at least some aspects of some of Dr. Stevenson’s other cases. But, Dr. Stevenson states, such explanations do not as satisfactorily explain the case of Ravi Shankar, which not only “requires some survivalist explanation” (i.e. that the spirit survives death) but “decisively favors reincarnation.” And, as we said, Ravi Shankar is only one of more than 200 such cases of birthmarks Dr. Stevenson has researched.
If there is such a thing as scientific proof for reincarnation, therefore, it’s in the work of Dr. Ian Stevenson. What is his conclusion? He states: “A rational man can, if he wants now, believe in reincarnation on the basis of religious doctrine or cultural tradition.” Moreover, regarding his personal feelings on the matter, he states in his 20 Cases Suggestive Of Reincarnation: “... I argue that some of the cases do much more than suggest reincarnation; they seem to me to furnish considerable evidence for it.”
APPENDIX B — Body And Soul
The Sages teach: “At forty, a man gains wisdom.”30 Why at forty? Can’t a person become wise and educated at a much earlier age? The answer is that at forty the powers of the human body begin to wane. A person’s orientation toward the physical, therefore, begins to diminish. The fantasy that he is going to conquer the world, or that he is going to be famous, or that he is going to acquire certain possessions are recognized as such: fantasies. (Or in the rare cases where these fantasies are more or less realized he begins to wonder if they were really everything he had made them out to be.) He now knows that he is on the other side of life, going downward.
If he’s a reflective person — and even if he’s not to a degree — this fact cannot help but impinge upon his consciousness. Suddenly, all those philosophical ideas he heard in his youth, which he thought were so irrelevant at the time, start creeping forward into his mind. He was intelligent when he was twenty and thirty, but he was too preoccupied with the pursuit of his fantasies, whatever they were, to really pay attention. He brushed statements about the meaning of life under the table.
At forty, though, the undeniable waning of his physical powers changes his entire mental framework. He starts thinking about what he has really accomplished in life, what is really important to him, what will happen to him when he leaves the world. He is not necessarily more intelligent, but he is open to wisdom in ways he was not capable of being open to before. That’s why only first, “At forty, a man gains wisdom.”
It is not always pleasant, but awareness of entry into midlife is always sobering. And if one stares the sobering truth squarely in the eyes he may be able to turn crisis into bliss; he may be able to grow in the second half of life in ways he never dreamed possible beforehand.
“The length of our years are seventy; and if we are strong, eighty ...” (Psalms 90:10)
Look at your watch. See the seconds tick away. Those seconds will never return. Time’s incessant march will leave in its wake only death: the death of a past that will never come again.
A materialistic person does not live for seventy or eighty years — he dies for seventy or eighty years.
At the same time, each of us has a soul. And that soul originates from — and at some level will always remain connected to — the realm of the G-dly, a realm above materialism, above time, above these seventy or eighty years of death. The divine soul is our connection to eternal life, to perpetual birth.
Our Sages tell us that this life is a corridor to the next life.31 Just as emergence from the womb constitutes corporeal birth, detachment from the body is the birth of the soul. Just as the seven, eight, or nine months in the womb are the period of gestation preceding earthly birth, so, too, the seventy, eighty, or ninety years on earth are the gestation period preceding heavenly birth.
Life is a womb for the soul. Like a womb its value is not what it is but rather what it brings into existence. If it brings into existence the seed of eternity, if it nourishes and nurtures the impregnated egg of the G-dly, then it is truly life. If, on the other hand, it exists for itself and is hollowed of anything other than the walls of its own temporary existence, then it cannot really be called life. It is only a vestibule of death. A tomb for dust and ashes.
How do you view your life? There is probably no single more important question you can ask yourself because the way you answer it will perforce have the greatest possible repercussions. Are your seventy or eighty years an end unto themselves? Or are they a gestation period for a future birth? Are they a path to the grave or a doorway to infinity?
This is a scary question to think about but it is a basic question each of us must ask. Am I congruent to the needs of my soul — my higher, divine self or am I a prisoner to the call of my body? Who am I? Whether you are observant or not these are questions everyone has to seriously think about once in a while at least. Life, in every sense of the word, may hinge upon it.
Let’s therefore reflect a little about what the soul is so that we may learn to better identify and thereby incorporate it into our lives.
The lnexpressable, Eternal Soul
Physicists study two basic phenomena: space and time. Space is the material, physical world. All objects of the physical world occupy space; they exist within the basic dimensions of height, width, and breadth.
Time is the continuum of moments within which we live. Although less tangible than space, it too is something the mind can grasp. The common denominator between space and time is that they have a beginning, middle, and end.
How would we define something which has no beginning, middle, or end? The answer is that we cannot. There is no definition we can grasp which will explain it. The best we can do is explain what it is not. Timelessness is the absence of time. We cannot conceive of it in terms of a presence, but only an absence of that which we can grasp, namely time. We do have a term, eternity, but that is merely a label, not a definition we can conceive.
The only real way we can explain the statement that G-d is one is to say that it means He is not two. We cannot really grasp what it means to say He is one. We can only explain it by saying what He is not. He is not two. There are not two G-ds. The truth is, though, that there is obviously much more implied in the statement that G-d is one than the definition that He is not two. I just do not know if we can express it.
Even to say that G-d “was, is, and will always be” is an insufficient explanation. The concepts “was,” “is,” and “will” do not exist in a timeless framework. We simply cannot express it.
Beraishis Vs. “Blowing”
In the story of how the world came to be we find two creations: one reflecting the idea of time (as well as space) and the other reflecting the idea of eternity. The first is symbolized by the word beraishis, “In the beginning.” “In the beginning” implies G-d created a beginning. Something happened that brought the universe into existence. Beforehand it did not exist.32 Time therefore was the first creation.
Not only time, but space — everything of the material world — too was created with the word beraishis. The Ramban writes explicitly that all the raw material of the physical creation was created on that first day.33 Thus, after the word beraishis was said the ensuing six days accomplished nothing more than bringing to fruition the raw material which was created the first day.34 The physical world required a period of development, consequently. It didn’t just pop into being (other than the chaotic, raw material of the first utterance, beraishis).
The first creation, therefore, included time and space: the two central elements of the physical world.
After that first creation (which took place on the 25th of Elul), however, came a second one. This second creation is what occurred six days later, the day of Rosh HaShannah. The Torah says, “And He blew into him an everlasting soul.”35 Through that act of blowing, G-d actually instilled a part of Himself into the physical man.36 This was the second creation (“creation” in the sense that it introduced something entirely new into the world). This creation did not need an unfolding of events. It was performed in one instant.
The nature of the physical is to unfold and develop. A human body begins as a tiny sperm, develops into an embryo, then into a fetus, then an infant, then a child, and finally an adult. That which is physical develops. The soul is not that way. The soul is whole. It is given instantaneously. That’s why the physical world came about through speech (the Ten Sayings) while the soul was simply “blown” into man. Let me elaborate.
The Sages tell us that there were ten levels of constriction, ten utterances, through which the world was created.37 An utterance is like an electricity transformer. An electrical generator produces millions of kilowatts of electricity. A transformer reduces the voltage so that you can plug your appliance into a socket. Of course, one transformer is not enough to give your vacuum cleaner the proper amount of electricity. A second transformer, a third transformer, and so on are needed until the energy flowing through the line is safe for household use.
The original statement beraishis was infused with such high degrees of “G-dliness” that it needed to be transformed into levels usable for His creations. There were ten such “transformers,” which are represented by the words, “And G-d said....” Each one further reduced and transformed the original utterance. The tenth utterance was the one containing the least potent voltage of “G-dliness.”
That tenth saying, paradoxically, was the creation of man. Man possesses the greatest reduction of “G-dliness”
— he is composed of the darkest matter — in the sense that he has the potential to deny G-d. By contrast, “And G-d said, Let there be light ... ” was the second utterance (the Talmud considers the first word beraishis as an utterance). Thus light is the greatest symbol of G-d. Torah is called light. It is light that lets one “see the light.” Light is the most ethereal of physical substances, the closest thing to G-d the natural world possesses.
Nevertheless, despite being a product of the tenth, most physical utterance. man was given by G-d the potential to become the highest element of creation, in fact to transcend creation: we were given the divine image, the everlasting soul that was “blown” into us. Note that the verse does not say, “And G-d said, I will blow the everlasting soul into man.” It is simply, “And G-d blew....” He “blew” into man a part of Himself.
Who am I? How was I made? My physical part was made with the tenth utterance. My spiritual part was not made with any utterance. It was simply “blown” into me. An utterance is something intended for a listener. Speech is a reduction of thought. Even the most articulate person can never convey every nuance of his entire thought. The act of blowing, however, represented an unrestricted transference of G-d’s being into a part of creation, man.
Thus, we are in reality two creations in one: a body and a soul. The body came to be with the utterance, beraishis. The soul came to reside inside us with the act of blowing (represented by the words, “ ... and He blew....”). The body is bound by space and time. It came into the world through the utterance beraishis. The soul is unbounded. The body is a creation of G-d. The soul is a portion of G-d.
Is it possible to comprehend the statement that G-d deposited an actual part of Himself into us? I don’t believe so. Still, we can try to explain it.
Imagine our heads were computers and I had a disk containing a beautiful, complex program I wanted to show you. I could show you the program by bringing it up on the monitor screen and let you read it piecemeal, page by page. Or I could just put the disk into the slot in your head. In such a transference, the receiver receives my entire thought. G-d gave us two ways to comprehend His existence: The first way through beraishis, the physical creation in which we can discern piecemeal exactly how G-d came to be in the unfolding of the world. The second way is instantaneous, through connecting with the part of G-d which He simply put into us in one shot.
My body is a product of beraishis. My soul, on the other hand, is a unified whole. It can’t be broken into parts. I can’t even explain it. Just because the “disk” was slid into my head doesn’t mean I can grasp it like my rational mind grasps the divinity of creation. Yet because it’s there I can intuit its presence to a degree even my rational mind can’t grasp.
My physical self is limited. But my soul is unlimited; it is a disk with an infinite amount of information. True, in this world it is impossible to fully develop the information. We are too limited. But the seed of eternity already resides within us. And we have been given the mechanism of cultivating that seed: the Torah. Our purpose here, now, is one of process; we are trying to remove the limits imposed by creation; we are peeling back the layers within which hide the essential core.
According to the Sages, a fetus is taught the entire Torah in the womb by an angel. Then, at birth, the angel touches the child on the lip, which causes him to forget all he had learned.38 The obvious question is: If the fetus forgets it all, what was the purpose of teaching him in the first place? The answer is that some impression remains forever; the Torah is still there, but it is lost to consciousness. And from that impression the maturing adult can reconstruct what he had learned. Reconstructing an impression is a much more promising endeavor than learning it for the first time. We don’t forget the essence of the eternal soul. It’s always there. We just have to bring it from our subconscious into our consciousness through the process of learning Torah, through a process which must take place within time.
There are two creations, then. One is beraishis, a creation within time and space. The other — the creation created on Rosh HaShannah — is true eternity; it is above time and space.
Who Am I?
Imagine a human being who wants to venture into space. He needs a spaceship. The function of the spaceship is to protect the astronaut by reproducing the environment of his place of origin. Conversely, imagine a creature who could only survive in space. To survive on earth he would need an “earthship.” He needs his sustenance, his original environment plus protection from our environment, built into his “earthship.”
So, too, the world. There are actually two worlds: heaven and earth. The two are connected however — in the human being. A person is made of a body, which eventually dies, and a soul, which is eternal. Our body is the “citizen of earth,” while our soul is the “citizen of space.” The human being is a combination of these two “citizenships.”
And the number one question in life is: to which are you committed — the body or the soul? To which citizenship do you ascribe? And you can only be a citizen of one or the other. Yes, with your protective covering you can venture into both — a physically oriented person can experience spirituality, and a spiritually oriented person can experience physicality — but at the heart where are you at home? And life is a never-ending challenge to not only believe in our hearts that we are citizens of heaven temporarily stationed on earth, but to actualize that feeling in our everyday lives, in every nuance of our everyday lives, through our everyday actions.
That is the ideal. Of course life continually gets in the way. It challenges us at every turn to identify with the pull of the body. You want to learn Torah or read more books like this, but the newspaper is much more convenient and less taxing. You want to save your money to give more to needy causes, but you have an urge to spend it on relative trivialities. You want to identify with the divine image, the hidden light, the truly infinite part of yourself which is above time and space. But you find yourself as if magnetically drawn to the shadow part, that finite part of yourself which exists only within time and space.
That is the dichotomy inherent in every human being. We all have an enormous identity crisis. We do not know who we are. Are we physical or spiritual? We feel yearnings for both simultaneously. And it is a uniquely human conflict. Animals do not have identity crises. Physical matter is not conflicted over its true nature. We are different. By our very natures we are confused. Our body in many ways has been given the upper hand in this struggle.
At the same time, we also have a soul which can become a tangible part of our lives if we live a life which caters to its needs, if we identify ourselves as a citizen of its laws. That is never easy. The desires of the body and the desires of the soul are often contradictory. What one likes the other does not like, and vice-versa. Yet, that is the ongoing conflict each of us feels within. In fact, if we do not feel that conflict something may really be wrong. We may be so numb to our soul’s desires that we cease to feel them.
Nevertheless, the real you — the you you were put here to identify with — is your soul. Our great life mission is to voluntarily identify ourselves with our soul. That, in fact, underlies the unique service we perform on Rosh HaShannah: the “blowing” of shofar. By blowing the shofar we are demonstrating our true identity. We are declaring that we are not first and foremost products of beraishis. We are products of G-d’s “blowing” into us an everlasting soul. Just as He blew a soul into us ( on the original Rosh HaShannah), we blow the shofar to show that we define ourselves as souls.
There are two ways we can look at ourselves, then. The first is as a physical person who will live hopefully to eighty or longer. However, can such a person really appreciate each moment of life? After all, in the context of a full lifetime is the present moment an accomplishment? Before our days are over we fail so often and in so many ways. And even when we succeed, can we honestly say that we have reached the full potential an eighty or ninety year lifetime is meant to produce?
On the other hand, when we view ourselves as everlasting souls, then we are fully accomplished this moment. G-d does not exist within time. Every moment is an eternity unto itself. Each breath we take is infinitely precious and valuable. Consequently, a person should never despair. Every split second of life, no matter how successful or unsuccessful, is a part of eternity itself. Only in a physical sense can we fail. But in a “soul” sense we can never fail because the soul is not dependent upon action. It is part of eternity; its very being is a success.
The more despair, the greater the proof that we have not settled our identity crisis. We may tell ourselves we are souls, but do we really believe it if we let life’s continually changing fortunes destabilize, depress, or overwhelm us? Failure, suffering — and ultimately death — are eventualities each of us must confront. But those stark realities only exist in terms of beraishis, in terms of the physical creation. Our uniqueness is the deposit of G-d in us. If we live up to that, we need never despair.
Isn’t that a beautiful message? Why is it, then, that we forget it? Why do we let life’s predicaments get to us?
Let me explain the reason with an analogy. Suppose G-d proposed to you two ways of resolving all your financial dilemmas. The mortgage, the car loan, the tuition, your children’s wedding expenses, etc. — will all be solved. But, you have a choice of which way to solve your financial problems. The first is that G-d will deposit in a Swiss bank account in your name $100 million. And you have full access to it whenever you want. It is yours. The second way is that He will give you one penny. However, that penny will double itself continually. One, two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, etc. — endlessly. Now, which way would you pick? The $100 million or the penny? The answer is obvious: we would all pick the penny. It looks smaller, but it’s really worth more.
However, let’s add a twist. Suppose your house is under foreclosure, they are coming to repossess your car, you owe money to many impatient people, etc. Which would you choose now? The $100 million or the penny? The $100 million, most people would admit. Why? Because the penny needs time to develop into a substantial sum and you need the money NOW! You won’t see the profits of the penny for a while. So, you say to yourself, “I’ll be satisfied with the large sum of money up front.”
Of course, you just gave up eternal wealth for a mere $100 million.
Let me break the news to you. We forego the constantly multiplying penny regularly in our lives, but for much less than 100 million dollars, or even a thousand dollars. In fact, that was Adam’s sin (the sin he perpetrated on Rosh HaShannah). G-d put him in the Garden of Eden with two trees at its center: the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. The former tree bestowed eternal life. The latter tree bestowed knowledge — $100 million worth of knowledge, but a limited knowledge nonetheless. The value of the Tree of Life was beyond rationality. It was beyond knowledge. It was eternal. The knowledge represented by the Tree of Knowledge was a temptation of the moment. It was incredibly desirable, but ultimately limited.
Adam of course chose to eat from the latter and as a result he brought upon himself and his descendants death, the limitation of life. Adam chose the $100 million cash over the ever-multiplying penny.39 He chose the physical creation, beraishis, over the eternal one, “... and He blew.”
The first responsibility each of us has is to identify who we are. We are each an everlasting soul. And we must never forget this. One way to remember this fact is to meditate on it regularly ... everyday. And we have many teachings designed for just such meditation. For instance, every morning we say Elokai neshama:
“My G-d, the soul that You put in me is pure. You created it, You formed it, You blew it into me, and You preserve it within me ”
Meditate on that for a few minutes each morning and your day will be different. And I am not talking about kabbalistic meditation. I am talking about simply thinking about the words: “My G-d, the soul that you put in me is pure.” G-d, You put it into me not through words, but in one action. It is not something I need to develop. It already exists within me whole. It is the full “disk.”
“You created it [the soul], You formed it, and You blew it into me....” One who breathes into another person gives into him something of his own essence. You blew a part of Yourself into me. You are in me.
“And you preserve it within me.” That means that at this very moment, as you read these words, G-d is watching over the soul that is within you. It’s not natural for a soul to exist in a body. Spiritual things gravitate toward spiritual things, and physical things toward physical things. The fact that your soul stays within you requires a special act of “guarding over” on G-d’s part. If He thought it was not important He would simply stop preserving it and let it fly out of your body. But He does not withdraw His guard, because it is very important to Him that your soul be in you now. And He does that for the trillions of split seconds which comprise your life. Every trillionth of a second is an entire creation, an entire eternity. It is a gift. It is G-d Himself in us.
Meditate on this daily. It is fundamental, not only for belief but for a healthy state of mind, for your basic wellbeing. You can never feel devastated when you make this belief a real part of you.
The Purpose And Value Of Bodily Life
“I believe with perfect faith that the dead will be brought back to life when the Creator wills it, and His memory will be elevated for ever and ever.” (The 13th Principle of Faith, Siddur)
The belief that “... the dead will be brought back to life” does not address the idea that our souls live on forever, which is obviously assumed, but that our bodies will be brought back to life in order to live on forever, too. This is a radical concept.
The Eastern religions, by contrast, for instance, are known to emphasize how the essential person is only his soul, and clearly not his body. Thus, they define a holy person as one who meditates all day, fasts as much as he can, avoids intimate relationships, denies and defies all bodily pleasures (for example, by lying on a bed of nails), etc. For them the ultimate goal is achieved when a person totally dissociates himself from and rejects his body. For Torah, it is just the opposite. The ultimate will be when the body is reunited with the soul!
And the Torah’s ideal begs the question: What is gained by saying our bodies will one day be brought back to life? What value, really, is there in physical life? The average person weighs seven or eight pounds at birth and about 180 pounds at death. He lives, works, makes money, spends it, eats a lot of food in between, pollutes the world, creates other little polluters, etc., and in the end all he physically has to show for his lifetime of activity is a net gain of somewhere in the neighborhood of 172 pounds. Is it worth it? And if you calculate all the tons of food he had to eat in order to end up with only 172 pounds of net gain, it appears even less worth it!
What’s the problem with saying that I am a soul — and nothing more? Do I care if I will get back my body or not? Many people do not even like their bodies. At best, the body is like a shiny new car. It’s nice for what it is, for how it serves us, but I’m not my car. So, too, my body. I have nothing against the body. I would not mind getting it back. It’s a fringe benefit to have a body. But why, according to the Torah, does it seem to be much more than that — so much so that it is the concluding Principle of Faith?
The answer is that the entire goal of our physical life is to be the instrument through which this physical, finite world is converted or transformed — recycled, if you will — into an eternal world. We are the recyclers of the physical world. Thus the Torah calls a human being “a tree of the field.” Why specifically a tree? A tree is rooted in the ground and draws nourishment from the ground. It then transforms and transports the nourishment to the branches where it eventually blossoms into beautiful fruits. The tree is a transformer.
So, too, a human being.
“Man is a tree” rooted in this world — he turns physicality into spirituality; he transforms the essential nutrients of the physical realm into spiritual energy which is then transmitted to the highest realms where it takes seed and ultimately blossoms into the stuff of eternity. (And thus, Paradise is called the “Garden” of Eden — eternity is a garden which is nourished by activity originally performed in this finite world.) We are the transformers. It is specifically through our physical life that we draw out the spiritual nourishment and transform it.
Matter is neither created nor destroyed; it only changes form. That is a law of physics. It has truth in Torah as well. G–d created matter. Since He created it, none of it will go to waste. It will all be transformed, one way or another, into eternity. Thus, not merely will the 180 pound body of a deserving person be resurrected, but every piece of bread, drink of water, etc. which that person consumed will also be resurrected. If he ate a piece of meat from a cow slaughtered properly that cow is transformed into something fit to come back to life in the resurrected world as part of that person’s resurrected body’s life force. Nothing physical gets lost — as long as it was utilized in the prescribed way.
How do we know what the prescribed way is? Torah. Torah is not a series of ritualistic practices whose goal is to preserve the identity of one ethnic group. Torah is a profound manual instructing us how to convert the energy of physical matter into eternal spirituality. Torah tells you which animals you may eat and how to go about slaughtering them. It tells you what, when, and how to take all the raw material of the world and transform it into fulfillments of G-d’s will — for example, how to take mundane wool and tum it into tzitzis;40 how to take a house and turn it into a sanctuary; how to take a dinner table and turn it into an alter; how to take time and transform it into Shabbos; etc.
That explains why rather than ascent of the soul from the body, holiness in the Torah outlook emphasizes descent of the soul into the body. The ultimate achievement is to successfully integrate the soul into the body. It is true that sometimes on the road toward that achievement a person may need to de-emphasize and even deny his bodily needs, at least temporarily. However, that is not what G-d wants.41 The Torah frowns upon asceticism; it commands a person to be involved in every part of life. The first commandment is to “be fruitful and multiply,” which means that a person must marry, raise a family, own a home, and have an income. We are husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, laborers, professionals, and business people, as well as spiritual seekers and scholars. And then there are all the holidays — the holy days. Shabbos, the holiest of them all, is very physical. It is sanctified Friday night on a cup of wine — strong, intoxicating wine is the ideal. Then we eat, sing, and interact with our family until the following nightfall. It’s all very physical. And the more physical, the better. Just as metal, the heaviest of physical substances, is the best conductor of electricity, so, too, is the very bodily nature of our selves the best conductor of spiritual energy.
If we constantly live with the awareness that our physical self will be revived one day then our life here will be an entirely different life because we will realize that everything has its recycling potential. Take money, for instance. We are often so irresponsible with it. We complain that we have no money, but when we get it we spend it recklessly. What’s the “sin” there? No penny comes into our hands without some higher purpose intended for it. If it was given to us it must have some ultimate value. And if we use it properly it will not be just another penny; it will have eternal value.
We will have to give an accounting for every second of life we lived, for every breath that we breathed, for every drop of water we drank, every morsel we ate, and every penny which came our way. What did we do with it? How did we utilize it? Everything receives its tikkun, its destiny (literally, its repair or restoration), through us. We are the physical world’s recyclers.
Armed with this knowledge a person can feel that every second is an accomplishment — even in the most seemingly unproductive situations. For example, usually an incapacitated person in a hospital feels totally worthless. However, that person can be the greatest producer in this recycling center called life. Picture a little child sick in the hospital and a hundred people are saying extra prayers for him, as well as giving charity, and making promises to G-d, etc. so that the child should recover. The child is a locomotive. He’s “pulling” countless others behind him, elevating their otherwise mundane endeavors. He thereby has a share in every action they do, a share in every physical thing they transform — all the doctors, nurses, hospital janitors; even the truck drivers who deliver his food; even those who prepared his food, and those who stocked the food in the supermarket, and those who farmed the food from the ground, etc. — all of their work becomes transformed into life in the eternal world. There is an unseen connection between everything. Each of us is connected to each other in unseen ways. We have no idea what we are elevating through even our simple physical existence.
The real you — your destined self— is your soul. Your body has been lent to you by G-d. It is like a rented car. If you go on vacation for a month and rent a car, do you cry when you have to give the car back at the end of the month? You derived good use from the car while you needed it and then gave it back.
We have taken a trip down to this earth and have rented a vehicle for seventy or eighty years. When the time comes to give it back, we give it back. G–d promises that if we use the body wisely, He will give it back to us in the eternal world. In that world, our physical bodies will be reconstituted in such a way that even they will be spiritual. Then we will be able to talk about them as we talk about our true selves. However, now we are only “renting” them. We should not grow so attached to them that our essential identification is with them.
We are hosts to a part of G-d within us. That is our soul. We have the opportunity to forgo our natural identification with the body in order to identify with the desires of the soul. When we do so, the soul — which was only something “leased” to us at the beginning — becomes ours permanently. It becomes us; we become it. That’s the ultimate reward.
The Garden Of Eden
And Hashem/ G-d planted a garden east in Eden; and there He put the man whom He formed. (Genesis 2:8)
Our Sages often refer to heaven as “The Garden of Eden.” This is instructive because the Garden of Eden was originally created as a physical place. The lesson is that heaven, the Garden of Eden, was initially not meant to just be the place of other-wordly reward. It was “planted” on this earth and had Adam not sinned the entire world would have become a Garden of Eden. And indeed that is the goal of present history: to return to the point where Adam sinned and from there, like the four rivers which went out of the Garden, spread it to the entire world.
We make the mistake, therefore, when we think dualistically, i.e. that there are two absolutely unconnected worlds: olam hazeh, “this world,” and olam habah, the “World To Come" (i.e. the Afterlife). There is really only one world. It’s just that this world has not yet evolved into the Garden of Eden it is destined to become.
We are also mistaken, therefore, when we think, simply, that people worthy of heavenly reward leave one world and go into the next like a person who leaves one apartment to go into another. When the Sabbath comes, do you move into another dwelling? Do you switch locations? No, you take the Sabbath on in the same house or apartment you lived in during the week. Yet, if it is a properly run Jewish home that same dwelling is transformed. It has taken on the aura of Sabbath. The garbage — both physical and spiritual — is thrown out. (Hopefully both types are taken out during the week as well.) The best tablecloth is out. The best utensils are out. Everything is white. You did not move away. You did not change the air. Rather, you took the domain where you lived a whole week and turned it into a Sabbath.
This world is like a weekday leading into the everlasting Sabbath. One day it is going to become the next world, olam habah. The way you train yourself to experience this life is the way you will experience the afterlife ... except there the experience will be much more pure and heightened.
Sometimes people give up on life. They say, “I can’t be happy in this life. I hope that in the next world I’ll have a better life.” They rationalize that as long as they’re suffering here they’re going to be worthy to get olam habah, the world to come.
That’s mistaken thinking.
You can’t really develop olam habah if you don’t have olam hazeh. While there’s no avoiding pain, and it’s natural to not like it, nevertheless painful life situations have their own worth. Indeed, knowing that what you’re going through here somehow holds a key to enhance your olam habah can electrify your ability to enjoy and experience life now. Suffering must not be an excuse for stagnation and despair. If you do nothing in olam hazeh, what will you have in olam habah? Therefore, a person must find strength to do whatever he or she can do even in the midst of hardship.
How can a person be happy amidst suffering? The answer is by realizing that every second of this life contains within it the seed of olam habah. The truth is that a little accomplished amidst hardship is usually more than a lot accomplished during times of ease.
Today, there are numerous books written by respected scientists and researchers documenting the phenomenon of near death experiences. Polls show that, shockingly, something like seven or eight million people in the United States alone have reported afterlife visions during a period when they were clinically dead. One typical component of those experiences is called the life review. Just before a person dies his entire life passes before him and he reviews it. If you did kindness you reexperience that kindness. Nothing is ommitted. You see every little detail.
Dr. Raymond Moody reports the story of a woman who experienced a life review. She related how she relived the very powerful experience of the time she found a little girl lost in a department store. The girl was crying and the woman set her up on a counter and talked to her until her mother arrived. “It was those kinds of things,” she said, “the little things you do while not even thinking — that come up most importantly in the review.”
That memory of one moment of this life was the stuff of her afterlife. And it’s true for every moment in life. Each moment will give you the pleasure of eternity forever — provided that you live it properly.
Az yimalai s’chok pinu, “Then our mouths will be filled with laughter.”
Olam haba will be like an experience of permanant laughter. We will laugh and laugh and laugh and never stop laughing. What’s so good about laughing continuously forever? Usually we laugh because we’re surprised with good news. Imagine, for instance, that you won the lottery. You jump for joy and let everyone know how happy you are. After the moment passes, though, your euphoria also passes. You may remember the happiness, but not like when you first hear the news.
What happens, though, if the moment after you get the news that you won the lottery, you get surprising new news which is no less fantastic than the previous? (For instance, that you won a second lottery.) That will produce a new laughter. And imagine that a minute later there is again a new surprise for you. Again you laugh. And after that, another. And so on. The pleasure you felt when the original news first struck you is renewed over and over again like wave after wave coming against the shore.
That’s the difference between this life and the next. Attaining one’s goals is the source of happiness.42 However, after the initial exuberance of attaining that goal the excitement fades; the surprise is gone. You perhaps enjoy the memory, but do not reexperience it over and over again. In the world to come, though, you will discover a new surprise every second. There will not be one second that does not contain a new surprise for you. And that will keep you laughing and laughing forever.
The question is: What could possibly be the news which keeps you so excited? The answer is: every inch of your life in this world. The Sages teach: Olamecha tireh b’chayecha, “Your world, you will see in your life.”43 This world is not really the world. Olamecha, “your world,” is olam habah, the world to come. What does olam habah consist of, though? Chayecha, “your life” in this world, olam hazeh. Olamecha tireh b’chayecha: those things which you accomplished here in your pre-olam habah life (chayecha) are the very things you will live off of in your future life (olamecha).
If we live our life as it should be lived, our conduct of today will directly affect our life in the world to come — and it will do so to such an extent that there is going to be endless happiness. Those worthy and pleasurable moments we experienced in this life are the pleasure we experience in the life of the world to come — except that we will discover deeper and entirely new surprises about each good moment forever and ever. And that is why you have to enjoy life now.
In this sense, then, there really is only one world: this world. However, this world is going to one day become the next world, the world to come, the Garden of Eden. If you want the afterlife to be a Garden of Eden experience, then you have to learn how every situation in this life presents itself with opportunities to possesses elements of a Garden of Eden-like experience. Every experience in this life — including difficult times — is the nuclear power source for the pleasure you will reap in the life to come. Knowing that, a person can learn to radiate an inner tranquillity and contentment at all times — even during difficult times.
Our happiness depends on being absolutely convinced that every moment has its gem — even moments (or lifetimes) of pain and suffering. I speak to depressed people often and almost invariably their depression boils to just that: they have no present — or, to put it more accurately, they don’t believe they have a present. They are either dwelling excessively on the past or fantasizing excessively about the future. Living in the past or living in the future produces a feeling of spiritual and emotional empitness about the present. A person who prefers to hide in the tomb of the past or the womb of the future rather than facing the present ready to be born is a depressed person.
Our world is plagued with depressed people because we do not teach the value of a moment. We do not teach it because we do not believe in it. And we do not believe it because we ourselves do not live it — we do not live in the moment. The present exists, but at the moment we are probably somewhere far, far away. Rabbi Yisroel Salanter once said that it’s possible to live eighty years and yet hardly have lived a year. How true.
Everyone’s life has been specially arranged so that billions of moments, each with its unique response, have been laid out to be experienced and decided upon. Yet, it’s up to us to discover the value of every moment. And no one else can make that discovery for you. It remains an undiscovered gem if you don’t take responsibility for uncovering it.
Each of us has to constantly ask: What is NOW giving me? Every moment of life is a jewel. If you don’t seek to discover the meaning and mission of this moment, what are you doing? Now is the moment to take action, because if you do not utilize NOW when will you have the moment again? It will never come back.
A certain holy Jew used to wake up every morning and say to himself, “Good morning and welcome twenty-first of Iyar (or whatever date on the calendar it was). What a great day! We have been waiting since the beginning of creation for you. We waited for you so long, and yet now time is so short. I will only be with you for the next twenty-four hours. After that, I will never see you again. Therefore, let me get started. I promise that I will live with you every second.”
This is the attitude we need to optimize our time.
On the other hand, it must be pointed out that even an entire lifetime of wasted moments can be recaptured. Every element of our past can be turned around for good. The idea is to make a choice of such deep and far ranging quality that it returns one to one’s original status as a soul, as an entity made in the divine image.
The wonderful thing about writing on a computer with a word processor is that you don’t have to fear mistakes. Before computers, if you made a mistake you had to use white-out and possibly even retype the entire paper. Today, you simply go back to the point of the mistake, correct it, and the word processor reorganizes the entire page for you. The same is true with our spiritual mistakes. The past is never completely lost as long as we are alive. In a single, emotionally-packed, deeply-felt moment anyone can “return” to his original status as a citizen of the soul. And when we do, we correct all our past failings. Like entering a correction into a document on the computer, one moment of “return” can send ripples of change through all the other moments of our life already passed.
It may not be easy. But the truth is that such a change can happen in a moment. The real you is the soul-you and that soul-you hungers for truth. People get depressed because they fail to identify themselves with their eternal souls. To “return” means to become once again the real you — the soul-you which can only tolerate so much lethargy and self-deception. When you failed in the past, that was not you. The real you is the “you” you discover in a moment of naked, sober truth. Such a moment is almost sure to be painful, yet when you uncover — rediscover — your real self you find a part of yourself you can love eternal, and there is no greater pleasure than that.
APPENDIX C — Regression Therapy

In one of Dr. Weiss’ books he relates some incredible stories about the effectiveness of regression therapy for handling a wide variety of problems — and not all emotional.

One woman, a therapist herself, came to Dr. Weiss with a chronic upper back and neck problem, as well as a fear of heights. Under hypnosis, she suddenly began describing a past life when she was a male warrior in the Middle Ages captured by the enemy. Hands tied behind her back and blindfolded, she vividly reexperienced the moment when she was led to the top of a castle and lanced in the back with a long, sharp spear. She viscerally recalled and felt the point of the spear entering her back, which caused her to topple over the side all the way down into a moat where she died. Traumatic as it was, a couple of days later her back problem, which she had tried unsuccessfully to heal for years, became cured! Her fear of heights vanished as well.

Another patient of Dr. Weiss’ had a problem with obesity. She was a good forty pounds overweight and although she had tried different diets and gimmicks she had always gained back whatever weight was initially lost. Under hypnosis she recalled two previous lifetimes. In one she had died of starvation. In a second, more recent one, she vividly recalled seeing herself as a victim of Nazi experiments in a concentration camp. She was disgusted at her emaciated, acid-burned, bone-protruding body, and felt relief at leaving that tormented human tissue. After that session, she went on a diet, lost the weight, and kept it off.

In addition to Dr. Weiss, professionals across the United States, and indeed worldwide, report having used regression therapy to achieve similar spectacular results. I myself met a former therapist, now a baal teshuva with a family living in Eretz Yisroel, who became observant because of his experience with a patient who spontaneously began detailing a past life. He even gave the tape of this session. The patient, a French-speaking woman (like the therapist), suddenly broke into fluent English while detailing memories of a life in England sometime in the nineteenth century. This therapist did not know what to do because he didn’t speak English. He tried desperately to communicate with her but to no avail; it was as if she had forgotten her French. This experience shook him up so much that he began serious study of his heritage and eventually became a fully committed Jew.

Is there anything halachically wrong with using hypnosis to access a past life? The Torah does in fact mention a prohibition forbidding a person to seek communication with the dead. Can’t, then, reliving a past life be construed as seeking communication with the dead?

Regarding normative Jewish law hypnotism is generally permitted. Therefore, since it would be permissible to use hypnosis to regress a person to an early traumatic childhood event of the present life there would be no essential difference using it to raise a problem-causing memory extending back to a previous life. In other words, it’s not like communicating with dead spirits; it’s more like recalling a repressed memory.

Most people do not have memories of past lives. Doesn’t that disprove reincarnation? No. It could be that that person is here for the first time. What is more likely, however, is that the memory is not accessible for one reason or another. As Dr. Weiss says, “You don’t get what you want; you get what you need.” And not everyone may need to access memory of a past life.

Are all past life regression experiences one has under hypnosis true?

“I don’t think so,” Dr. Weiss admits. “And sometimes it’s very difficult to tell between fact and fantasy — between memory and imagination. Sometimes there are mixtures of fact and fantasy. And that’s ok. If I told you to go back and remember your kindergarten classroom and you got the teacher correctly and the way the desks looked and the big map on the wall, but you said the walls were yellow rather than green — that does not invalidate the whole memory. It is just a memory distortion.”

In conclusion, we have always had mekubalim (mystics) who can look into your eyes, into your soul, and tell you about a past life and what you have to do to correct it in this life. There’s nothing new about the phenomenon. What’s new is that popularization of this idea in the general society. And as I said, the purpose of this proliferation, as I see it, is to prepare the world for Mashiach. Let us then prepare for his arrival, may it come speedily.
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