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Preface

Having previously completed five books, which encompass the full scope of ideas presented at our Shalheves Seminar Weekends, we thought it apropos to put together a book which summarizes the central theme detailed in each of those previous books: self-esteem.

I Shall Not Want teaches that quality of life is not measured according to how many objects one owns, or even how many conveniences they supply, but rather according to the awareness one has that Hashem is his or her Shepherd. To Become One teaches how to value one’s role in the marriage relationship. Days Are Coming teaches how to appreciate the unique era in which we live. Darkness Before Dawn teaches how to appreciate suffering, and presents an illuminating, constructive understanding of the Holocaust. Choose Life! is most similar to this book. In fact, while I Shall Not Want and To Become One are companion volumes, and Days Are Coming and Darkness Before Dawn are companion volumes, Choose Life! and this book, Self-Esteem, are meant to compliment each other. Both teach how valuable one’s part is in the scheme of creation.

All the books have struck a responsive chord. A major Jewish periodical called To Become One “required reading for a couple about to be married and for many that already are married.” Darkness Before Dawn inspired a doctor to write: “I sincerely thank you from the bottom of my heart to have enlightened me in some of the most complex issues that have tormented me for a long time.”

Although we are pleased with the impact all the books have made, Choose Life! seems to have had the greatest impact. One person wrote: “I sent Choose Life! to a friend who has been dating a non-Jewish woman for almost ten years . . . He told me that before reading Choose Life! he thought he knew all the answers, but now he realizes that he ‘didn’t even know the questions’! It’s amazing that one book can move a person so far! Choose Life! is not the first ‘Jewish book’ I sent him, but it is the first one he read. In fact, he read it twice! And then asked for more copies to give to friends. Thank you for Choose Life! I hope that all who read it. . . do.”

One woman told us that her brother, a 30-year-old professional, had found he had cancer and was so depressed that he decided not to take the chemo-therapy that could save him. He had given up on life. After reading Choose Life!, however, she told us, he changed his entire outlook and he decided to undergo the therapy with renewed courage.

Perhaps most satisfying is a letter we received from a woman who sent Choose Life! to the famous political prisoner Jonathan Pollard. He wrote her: “I can’t even begin to tell you how deeply touched I was by your gift of Choose Life! I’ve already read about half the book and find it to be thoroughly delightful. I know this probably won’t surprise you, but the message has managed to give me a much needed psychological boost — and that’s saying a lot, believe me!”

In a way, a “psychological boost” is what our books, tapes, and seminars are all about. The psychology is simple: show a person that he is accomplishing great things no matter what predicament he is in. That is called self-esteem. All the different problems which people suffer today really extend from lack of self-esteem, lack of self-awareness. We do not know the greatness of the Jewish people; we do not know the greatness of what we do as individuals.

The “psychological boost” of these books, then, is not a placebo, or a medicine which produces a temporary euphoria. It is the truth. The essence of the Torah approach is that “a person is obligated to say that for me the entire world was created.” Helping people believe that truth is all we endeavor to do.

That is why we decided to write a book in the mold of Choose Life! One can never have enough self-esteem. While this book can be read independently of Choose Life!, it is designed to extend the formula for success which made Choose Life! an impact book.

Another underlying motive behind this book is to give the reader a little feel for what a Shalheves Seminar Weekend can be. Our seminars have helped all types of people — from the secular to the religious, from the most uncertain to the most self-assured, from the most simple to the most advanced. Analyzing the results of over 40 Seminars now, one medicine has been proven over and over again to bring about bonafide results: the Jew is an accomplisher no matter what circumstances he or she is in.

Part I of this book, in dialogue form, contains four main characters, each of whom represents a person from a totally different background. Each, with his or her own justifications, starts out wanting nothing to do with the seminar; each has no desire to sit down for a few days and reevaluate his or her goals in life. However, hashgacha pratis (Divine Providence), in this case brought about by the author, leads them to come nonetheless.

Although the characters in this book are fictional, the renewed enthusiasm for life they go home with is not. Those who have attended our past seminars can vouch for that. Turning off the outside world for a couple of days and concentrating on the central message of the seminar — What is the Torah viewpoint on life? — changes people.

In the time of the Bais HaMikdash (Temple), Jewish people were commanded to be oleh regel, to go up to Jerusalem on the Pilgrimage festivals, three times a year. Among the benefits was that Jews from all backgrounds, from all segments, came together with a common goal: to get away from their day-to-day activities so they could reinforce, reevaluate, relearn, and rejuvenate — in a word, to recharge their batteries.

The fact that we have no Bais HaMikdash today does not negate the concept. We can be oleh regel even today. And our experiences with the seminars have shown that those people who make it their business to attend not only feel raised spiritually, but physically as well. The best physical vacation is one with the proper spiritual frame of mind.

A seminar is a small taste of being oleh regel. Part I of this book tries to capture some of the substance and flavor of that experience.

Part II of this book is a more in-depth look at the theme of self-esteem. By focusing on two of the three pilgrimage festivals — Pesach and Shavuos, as well as the all-important intervening days of Sefirah — we have attempted to satisfy those with a need for intense Torah insight beyond that which can be conveyed in a dialogue. By immersing yourself in the second part — the meaning of yetzias Mitzraim, preparing to receive and receiving Torah — you will develop knowledge which will help you build your own Bais HaMikdash, your own Sanctuary.

Our Sages say: “Anyone who develops knowledge is counted to him as if the Bais HaMikdash was built in his days.” The secret of the Sanctuary is knowledge. With knowledge you can attain the goal of creation: becoming a dwelling place for the Shechinah, the Divine Presence. When you can make yourself a dwelling place, you can try to help others learn to do the same.

Moshiach’s job is not to make us into Sanctuaries. That is for us to do. His job will be to collect all of us — the individual little Sanctuaries — and build from that mixture the great, communal Sanctuary, the Third Temple, the Bayis HaShlishi. May these books and all our efforts play a part in that monumental process, speedily and in our days soon.

E.T.



Chapter 1 – OPENINGS

“People are depressed. They’re falling like flies. The economy is in shambles. Corruption, greed, indifference — no one cares; or everyone is powerless to affect any change. And you want me to believe that some ultra-Orthodox rabbi has all the answers?”

“Well, if not all the answers, at least some of them.”

“Listen, you’re my sister. We grew up together. And I’m happy you think you found something. But it’s not for me.”


“Is that what you honestly feel, that I found something?”


“Honestly?  No. Honestly, I think you’ve gone off the deep end. This is the twentieth century. Almost the 
twenty-first. Why are you going back to something from medieval times?”


“Do you really think we have progressed so much? Are people really better off today than before?”

“Yes. We have basic rights. You don’t have to worry that if the king wakes up on the wrong side of the bed, he will have you thrown in a dungeon. I know things are not perfect, but they’ve certainly improved.”

“But  people are still unhappy.”

“I won’t deny that.”


“Are you unhappy?”

“I won’t deny that either.”


“But according to society’s values, you should be the happiest person. You are sophisticated, liberated, intelligent, educated, in a good 
career, 
and not lacking for material things. Yet, you’re not happy.”


“I know what you’re going to say next. Because I’m not happy I therefore have to find G-d and become an ultra­Orthodox Jew.”

“I’m not going to tell you what you have to do, but I will tell you that your perceptions of it are distorted.”

“How?”


“For one thing, there is no such thing as 
an 
Orthodox Jew, and certainly not an ultra-Orthodox Jew.”


“What do you mean? If there isn’t, what do you call yourself?”


“I 
call myself a Jew who is trying her best to keep the Torah. If you must use a label, I 
am 
a Torah Jew. The 
word Orthodox was first used in the 1800s by Jews who wanted others to think they were progressive. So they labeled those who remained true to the Torah ‘orthodox.’ Today, the ideals of those self-proclaimed ‘progressive’ Jews seem archaic and outdated. Yet the label they placed on those who were loyal to Torah remained. Orthodox implies someone strict, narrow-minded, puritanical. Ultra-orthodox is down right prejudice the way most people use it. If I were black, would you be as free in classifying me with a label that insinuates something negative?”


“I didn’t realize it was insulting to you. I am sorry.”

“It’s insulting to me because I know it’s untrue. I’ve met so many brilliant, well-educated, warm-hearted 
‘ultra-Orthodox’  Jews that to hear someone lump all Torah Jews into a classification that insinuates narrow-mindedness pains me. And it pains me because I know that the real victim of this prejudice is the secular Jew who has only an outsider’s understanding. Labels like that make the obstacles for unity among our people greater. Trust me, you have no idea what these people are about. You have been fed — overtly or discreetly — distortions, half-truths, and outright lies about their beliefs and practices.”



“Again,  I’m sorry if I have insulted you or them.”

“Don’t feel sorry. Just come with me to this weekend seminar. As long as you are a little open-minded, it will be very informative.”

“Will there be others like me there?”

“Definitely. And I’ll be there. We can talk and make up some of the lost time.”

“How long is it?”

“It starts Thursday night and goes through Sunday.”

“If you weren’t my little sister, I wouldn’t think twice about it. But give me a day or so and I’ll let you know.”[image: image]


“I’m not a spiritual person. If you want to know the truth, all I think about is how to make money.”

“But there is more to life than money.”

“Yes, but if you were brought up like I was, watching your parents struggle all their lives yet still have to always borrow from the next month’s income, you would also be the same way. All this religious stuff is nice, but the bottom line is money.”

“You are so typical.”

“Yes, I am. Why do you think over a million Israelis like me live outside the land?”

“What about idealism?”


“If 
I had a million dollars, I could afford to be an idealist. And I’m not the kind that needs a billion dollars. If I made my million, I’d go back. I’m a believer. And that’s why I don’t need this seminar. What’s the rabbi going to tell me? There’s a G-d? I already know that. If I told you just some of the miracles I saw when I fought against the Arabs, you wouldn’t believe me. I don’t need someone to convince me there’s a G-d.”


“I know you’re a believer, but how much do you know?”

“Know?”

“Yes, you believe, but how much do you really know about your religion.”

“Israel is not like America. Even the non-religious in Israel learn about Jewish history and customs. It is second nature to us.”

“That’s the problem. At best it’s second nature. It was never undertaken with conviction, so it was never understood except superficially.”

“Believe me, I understand things more than a lot of people.”

“I know you have experienced a lot, but did you ever really sit down, study, and come to grips with your religion? Did you ever try to gain a deeper understanding on your own?”

“I told you: I’m not a spiritual person.”

“In other words, you don’t want to think.”


“I already think too much. Even the rabbis say: 
Yosif daas, yosif machov, ‘the more knowledge, the more pain.”’


“Maybe you’re not thinking right.”

“Listen, my friend, if I thought from now until I was 120 it would not help me make money. And without money, a person cannot live. Even rabbis need money.”

“I’m not telling you to quit your job. All I am suggesting is to give up one weekend. Just one. It may give you more than you think.”

“What do I need it for?”

‘“What do I need it for?’ All you Israelis have the same expression. Does everything revolve around you and your needs?”


“Who 
else should I do it for? You?” 

“Don’t 
do it for me. Do it for yourself.”

“But I don’t need it.”

“Then do it for the G-d you said you believe in. He made you a Jew. A Jew can’t really fulfill who he is if he is ignorant. You make nice excuses like you’re not spiritual, but deep down you must be. We all must be. Otherwise, G-d wouldn’t have given us souls. Here’s the telephone number of the organization running the seminar and the directions to where it will be held. If you want to stay an ignorant Jew, that’s your choice. But this seminar is an opportunity to deepen yourself, your Jewish self. Maybe you’ll find that not everything revolves around what you feel you need at the moment.”[image: image]


“What is wrong with you? It was bad enough that we lost the business. But I said to myself, at least we still have our marriage. Then you started becoming very reclusive and even abusive. Still, I rationalized and said, at least we have our family. And now you can’t even talk to the kids without being critical. What has happened to you? And I don’t care if you yell at me or put me down. I am already numb to it. But what happened to you? How can you look yourself in the mirror? ... Fine, turn your back to me. . . Wait. Where are you going? Where are you going?”


“I 
don’t know.”



“What 
do you mean?”


“I just don’t know. But I have to get away, far away.”

“Don’t go.”

“Why should I stay? You just told me I’m not only a lousy provider but a lousy husband and father. And, you want to know something? You are right. You are absolutely right. I know it better than you.”

“But where are you going? Are you going to come back?”

“I don’t know.”

“Wait. Don’t go. We can work things out.”

“Not as they are. Not as I am.”

“But where will you go?”

“Anywhere.”

“At least tell me where you’re going.”

“I told you: I don’t know.”

“Don’t just leave like this. At least talk to one of your rabbis or friends.”

“There’s nothing to say.”

“That’s not true.”


“You tell me, then: What is there to say?” 

“There’s 
plenty to say.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. But it can’t be that 
Hashem 
gives a person no options. There is always something to do.”


“If there is, I don’t know what it is. I’m going.”

“Listen to me. Don’t go ...  Wait! Take this phone

number. My friend told me that her rabbi will be at this number tonight through the entire weekend giving a seminar. He’s known to help people. Maybe he has some good advice.”[image: image]



“But 
isn’t it a seminar for beginners?”



“Not 
only. Besides, these seminars 
are 
really for everyone. It’s just that different people experience them on different levels.”


“But I’ll feel so out of place.”

“Who says? And it may give you the uplift you need.”

“But I don’t want to go. That’s final.”

“Is it because —”

“Yes. That’s the reason.”


“But, 
honey, you can’t paralyze yourself just because other people have children.”


“Why should I torture myself more than I already am?”

“What about going for my sake? I need it.”

“Then you go.”

“But we do things as a couple. What good does it do me if I feel better but you still hurt? However you feel effects me greatly. Please, for my sake, let’s go.”


“No! Can’t you understand? Can’t I get through to you? I can’t stand to be around couples with children ... There, you made me say something I already regret. But what can I do? That’s the way I feel. I get stabs of pain when other people have 
simcha. 
It eats me up. Nobody knows how much it hurts me. Nobody!”



“But you can’t go on living like this. 
We  can’t go on living like this. Maybe this seminar will help.”


“Will it help us have children? Will I all of a sudden become pregnant?”

“Come on. You know that’s not the reason to attend.”

“What is the reason, then? To appease myself? To make me feel good when I really feel rotten?”

“Maybe you will gain an understanding that will put things in perspective.”

“Fine. And then what? Then, I’ll be happy?”

“Maybe.”


“I 
don’t want to be happy if I don’t have children. Why are other people entitled to that experience and I am not? I don’t want to be appeased.”


“I’m not telling you to go to be appeased.”

“Then why are you telling me to go?”

“For us. Don’t you think I want a child just as bad as you? I also get pangs when I see fathers with their children.”

“It’s different for a man.”


“Maybe, 
but, I hurt bad too. I need to get some perspective. I need to feel better about our situation. And I don’t want to go alone. I want you by my side.”


“If I knew it would help ...”


“Honey, 
I know how much you hurt. Believe me, I do. And don’t you think 
Hashem 
knows too? I don’t know why we have to suffer this way, but there must be a reason. Let’s go, and let’s go with an open mind. No expectations, just an open mind. Maybe we’ll hear something that will help. Maybe we are suffering  like this just so we would go to this weekend.”


“That sounds far-fetched.”

“I don’t know. Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t. I just have a gut feeling about this. I’ve been saying for the longest time that we have to get control of our emotional lives. This may be just the thing to help us get started. We probably stand to gain much more than we stand to lose. What do you say?”


“It’s 
not 
an 
easy decision for me.”

“For me either.”


“If 
it’s so important to you, let me sleep on it. I’ll see if I feel any differently in the morning.”



“Thanks. 
That’s all I ask.”


Chapter 2 — PERSPECTIVES

 The Levine sisters intentionally arrived at the hotel a few hours before the first class was scheduled to start. Ever since Gail had informed her older sister Elaine that she planned to extend her stay in Israel and take up full-time studies at an all-female seminary for newly observant Jews it was as if a wedge had been placed between them. Outspoken and sure of herself, Elaine never did quite understand her quiet, more tentative sibling. But now that her little sister had become Orthodox — and she had to constantly remind herself not to use that label in front of her — she feared the rift between them would widen until nothing was left of the relationship.

 As they strolled about the hotel grounds and talked, the first thing Elaine noticed about her younger sister was an inner confidence she had never exuded before. It was not an arrogant confidence — Elaine was convinced that Gail was incapable of arrogance — but a serene assurity of herself. She was happy and saddened by this insight, feeling happy that her sister had found something but saddened that that “something” was a “something” she felt she could never relate to.

 “Gail,” Elaine remarked, “I’m happy you have found so much meaning in your new lifestyle, but I hope you don’t expect me to change for you. I have come here primarily to spend some much needed time with my sister, not to hear some man expound the wonders of a Patriarchal society.”

 “There you go again,” Gail replied. “Why does every other word of yours have to contain a negative insinuation about my beliefs?”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Patriarchal. You know as well as I that feminists use it in a derogatory sense. How come you fight for equality and elimination of prejudice, but when it comes to Judaism — your people’s own belief system — you do not hesitate to use belittling adjectives or condescending tones?”

 “Listen, sis, you have me walking on eggshells since our last phone conversation. I’m afraid to express myself. If you want me to have a good weekend I have to be me. I can’t be afraid to say what’s on my mind.”

 “I don’t care if you speak your mind. All I ask is that you’re a little more aware about certain terms which express insensitivity to the people and things I have come to identify with.”

 “That’s fair. If I say something offensive, I want you to inform me. But, at the same time, I have to speak my mind. I don’t want to have to worry about exposing a belief system for what it is.”

 “Are you afraid that you may shake the roots of my beliefs?”

 “Frankly, yes.”

 “Well, I’ve been soul-searching quite a lot and feel confident about the things I know. That doesn’t mean I know everything, but if there’s something I don’t know, I’m sure there are teachers who will be able to give good answers. So, don’t worry about me.”

 “If that’s the way you feel, then answer me this: How can an intelligent, young woman like yourself get involved with a male-dominated religion? And notice, I did not use the word Patriarchal.”

 “Thank you for your sensitivity. To answer your question, Elaine, you don’t realize how central and exalted a role the Jewish woman plays in Torah circles. In fact, it far surpasses anything the secular world offers.”

 “How can you say that?”

 “The secular world only sees things in terms of economics or power-politics. If a woman is not earning equal salaries or wielding as much political power as a man, she is oppressed. But oppression is not primarily a result of external forces like money or voting power. There are many well-to-do, independent women who are unhappy with themselves because of some internal subjugation or because they sense that the external recognition which society gives them is little more than skin deep. And, on the other hand, there are many women in Torah observant homes who spend the majority of their day raising children and tending to the house who are happy and fulfilled because they have genuine self-esteem, and because they are genuinely esteemed by their family, their community, their people.”

 “And there are many unhappy housewives.”

 “But happiness is not ultimately dependent on economics and politics. I know this will probably sound naive to you, but there is a spiritual way of looking at things which is totally foreign to the way we were brought up. In the Torah way, each human being is an individual who plays a totally unique role in the Divine Plan of creation, whether poor or rich, man or woman, intellect or simpleton. I don’t know if I can quickly convey to you the understanding I have acquired over the past couple of years, but the woman’s role is no less than a man’s. It’s just different. But when you get past certain externals, which the secular world claims are inferior, the role of the Jewish women is far more than anything the secular world offers.”1

 “I can’t see how you could say that. However, the truth is that some of my friends and colleagues are searching for spiritual alternatives. It seems to be the up and coming trend. If you believe that beneath the surface there is ultimate equality, I am willing to accept that you’re sincere. Furthermore, I will admit to you one other thing. If you think I am not aware that there are spiteful, deluded, and even anti-semitic feminists you are wrong. But let me change the subject and ask you a different question.”

 Just then, walking from the other direction, a man came into view. Head down, he seemed consumed in thought. “That’s the rabbi who will give the main classes,” Gail whispered to Elaine. “This is the perfect time to introduce ourselves. If you have a real tough question, now is the time to ask. And don’t hold back. Be yourself, but just remember to be sensitive.”

 Elaine did not really feel a great need to ask the rabbi a question, but if she was going to ask one, she immediately told herself, she was going to “be herself.” First, however, Gail spoke up.

 “Rabbi, my name is Gail. Do you remember I spoke to you a few weeks ago in Israel?”

 “Yes. And this must be your sister you were telling me about. Glad to meet you.”

 “Same here,” Elaine said.

 “Rabbi,” Gail declared, “my sister has a lot of questions.”

 “Then she has come to the right seminar.”

 “Go ahead, Elaine, ask the rabbi your questions.”

 “Rabbi,” Elaine responded, “my sister Gail is a little overanxious for me. I’m really here to visit her, not for my own sake. My real questions are not theological, but about her well-being. And to be honest, I’m a little worried about her. I’m worried about the kind of lifestyle she’s gotten herself involved in.”

 “What exactly worries you?”

 “We were brought up in a very liberal home where intellect and independence were encouraged. In fact, as I grew up and began to develop intellectually I came to question some of my parents’ values, which even though they were what they would call liberal, were for me too traditional. In any event, now my younger sister has seemingly gone the other way. She has become very traditional in her outlook. A lot more than I ever dreamed she would be. And that worries me. You see, intellectually, I couldn’t disagree with the Ortho — I mean with traditional Judaism more. I am an independent thinker. And even putting aside issues of the woman’s role in Judaism, I cannot understand how some of the morals of traditional Judaism hold water any longer. This is the modern world. We’re not living in the middle ages.”

 “Can you be more specific?”

 “Take the institution of marriage, for instance. What right does your Torah have to forbid certain marital relationships? If two people take pleasure from each other, what could be wrong with it?”

 “The most straight-forward answer, which I realize you may have difficulty with, is that G-d forbade it. Of course, one has to first agree that there is a G-d and that the Torah is the source of His will for us. Once we agree on that, though, the first question is not what does my rational mind think is right or wrong, but what does the Torah say.”2

 “Then if one does not accept the first premise — that there is a G-d — there is nothing wrong with it,” Elaine contended.

 “One’s not believing in G-d does not make Him all of a sudden disappear,” the rabbi replied. “G-d’s existence is an objective truth, independent of a person’s subjective beliefs.”

 “That’s what you say. I say otherwise. You have to accept that my way of looking at things is every bit as legitimate as yours.”

 “Whether I accept it or not is irrelevant. It does not make G-d’s existence any less real, and if He forbade certain things, then doing those things is wrong no matter what you or I think.”

 “But, the way I look at it,” Elaine said, “a person can possess two desires: to do right and to engage in a certain activity. If the activity desired does not conflict with the more dominant desire to do right, then you will engage in the activity: if it does conflict, you will not engage. But if you cannot comprehend why the desired activity is not wrong, you will do it. I do not wish to do wrong. If I do not consider an activity which I wish to engage in wrong I will engage in it. In order for me to consider it wrong, though, I must know why, understand why, recognize why. Only then will I be able to refrain.”

 “In so doing you are making your mind the final arbitrator of right and wrong.”

 “What’s wrong with that? If I can’t trust my mind, what can I trust?”

 “Your mind is just a tool of your will. If deep inside you will something, your mind is going to back you up no matter how wrong you may be. The classic example is the Nazis. Hatred of Jews was so ingrained in the German-European psyche that it was second nature. All Hitler did was give people the intellectual backing to express their will. That is why if you were to ask a Nazi if his treatment of the Jews was immoral he would have answered you with a straight face, ‘No.’ His intellect would have already backed up his will. Jews were vermin. They were parasites. They had a plan to control the world. He and Hitler were doing humanity a great service by killing Jews and establishing the Aryan race as the world’s masters.”

 “You cannot use the Nazis as an example of the weakness of the intellect.”

 “On the contrary, in general, the German people were considered one of the most intellectually advanced peoples in world history, possessing the most worldrenowned universities. And did you know that over a third of the concentration camp commandants held doctorates from universities? The point is that if a person — any person — wants to engage in murder or a forbidden relationship, that person will tend to develop a philosophy to accommodate his or her wants no matter how intellectually gifted he or she is. The rational mind is a tool of the will. It’s just as easily a puppet for the baser human passions as a discerner of truth. Therefore, it alone cannot be relied upon to judge between right and wrong.”

 “But the Jewish religion can’t be true. It has been used by men to oppress women.”

 “That’s not true.”

 “It is. You can’t deny that in the typical European shtetl, women were expected to stay in the house, work excruciatingly hard, and remain ignorant. If that’s not oppression, I don’t know what is.”

 “First, if women were oppressed, it is because Jews were oppressed. Men had to withstand the grind of poverty and persecution no less than women. Within the average Jewish home, though, there was respect, dignity, and honor for everyone, especially the women. When Shabbos arrived, even the poorest household became transformed into a palace of tranquility, and the woman, the Torah teaches, is the epitome of Shabbos. She is the aishes chayil, ‘woman of valor,’ the Shabbos Queen, who radiates tranquility and inner strength. The Talmud tells us that in the merit of righteous women, the Jewish people were saved from Egypt.3 Similarly, we are taught, that in the future we will merit redemption because of righteous women. The Jewish people have withstood the past 2,000 years in exile explicitly because of women who fortified the Jewish home, and every knowledgeable Jew knows that.”

 “How come Jewish women were uneducated?” 

 “That is a myth created by secularists. Jewish women had to be educated in all the details of Torah law that were relevant to them if they were to run a fully Torahobservant home. And that is an extremely vast array of laws and particulars. If Jewish women today would only know a fraction of the information our great-great grandmothers knew, we would not be in as dire straits as we are. And even beyond the myriad detailed laws they had to know, those Jewish women possessed a fear of G-d which so profound it permeated their household. It is no exaggeration to say that the Jewish mother has been the true foundation for the great Torah figures throughout the ages.”

 “But that’s the problem. Why do we need fear of G-d? We have science. We have technology. We have knowledge. Why do I need G-d if I have my own mind?”

 “That’s the narrow-mindedness of the secular outlook: You didn’t gain anything by tossing out G-d. All you did was make the human mind your god. And over and over again, man-made ideology has produced nothing but systems which oppress others. No one can get around the fact that something defines reality for them. While Torah Jews trust in the G-d of Torah — the Creator of ‘reality’ who is benevolent, all-knowing, and a true shepherd to His people — a secularist puts ultimate trust in the human mind, this ever-moldable instrument which can be manipulated very cunningly and relatively easily.”

 “But according to what you are saying,” Elaine responded, “a person should never think. The mind is useless.”

 “G-d forbid. The mind is a wonderful and vital tool.”

 “But you say it is something not to be trusted.”

 “Yes, when it stands alone without any divine guide-posts or when a person is slave to his material or egocentric desires — to his own will. However, when the person wars with his selfish desires in pursuit of adhering to the Divine Will, then the mind becomes a vital instrument for discerning truth and applying it to particular life circumstances.

 “All I’m saying is that the human mind alone is limited, and history has proven over and over again how flawed it is. Therefore, probably the most rational thing a person can do is seek out the Divine Will and hone his or her mind to be attuned to it.”

 “I can’t accept what you are saying. I have to do things if they make sense to me. And I will only refrain from doing things if they do not make sense to me. It is backwards thinking to rely on the argument of a Divine Will.”

 “It’s not backwards. It’s the most progressive idea. Relying on the human mind is the pre-Sinai way of morality. Prior to the revelation on Mount Sinai, morality was defined by human reason; it was called the seven commandments of Noah. When G-d gave the Torah on Mount Sinai, though, the seven commandments of Noah became antiquated.”

 “What are these seven commandments of Noah?”

 “They are seven principle laws which appeal to the rational mind, such as do not steal, do not murder, do not be an adulterer, etc. From the time of Noah, and continuing through today, non-Jews have been, and still are responsible to observe the seven universal commandments because they are dictated by logic. However, that’s what makes a Jew’s observance of ‘do not steal,’ for instance, different from a non-Jews.”

 “A Jew’s commandment not to steal is different from a non-Jews?”

 “Yes. Ask a righteous gentile why he should not steal and he will tell you that if there would be no respect for others’ property, there would be no law and order. Society would break down. Therefore, society must have laws to deter thievery and punish those who do steal. In other words, the prohibition against stealing, like all the other seven commandments, has a philosophy to it. And the philosophy dictates the law.

 “Any religion based on the seven commandments of Noah is a valid religion,” the rabbi continued. “And more gentiles should be fervent adherents to such religions. However, when a law is a law because it conforms to human understanding it is, by definition, limited to human understanding. A Jew, on the other hand, is part of a people who stood at Mount Sinai, where G-d revealed a good and bad — a moral and immoral — that is ultimately beyond the human rational mind. To a Sinai Jew, the law dictates the philosophy. And since it is a divine law, the underlying philosophical reasons must be the ultimate philosophical reasons. On the other hand, since Torah law is divine, those reasons are not necessarily apprehendable to every finite human mind.

 “Therefore, a Jew does not steal because G-d told him not to steal, not because it makes sense to have laws against thievery. If, for some reason, his mind comes up with a rationale permitting him to steal he must still not steal because the Torah tells him not to.4 For instance, if a Jew takes the money of another but intends to return it immediately, he is nevertheless transgressing the commandment of do not steal. Or, say a pauper takes ten dollars from a millionaire. He is a crook. He must have faith that G-d knows he needs money and that if the money is due him he will get it through legitimate channels.”

 “But the millionaire does not need it?” Elaine asked.

 “That doesn’t matter. The person has an obligation to himself and to G-d — not just society — not to steal. G-d will even things out in the end. A Jew must adhere to the Divine Will because it is divine, not because it happens to also make sense most of the time. And that is a higher form of morality than trusting in morals created and defined by the human mind.”

 “But what if the Divine Will is irrational?”

 “If it is truly divine it is not irrational. It may seem to you, at times, to be beyond the rational, human perspective, but that does not make it irrational. G-d’s reasons are supra-rational, not irrational. And that is why we believe that following the Torah because it is G-d’s will is higher than following it because it conforms to what one thinks is right and good.”

 “It’s just too hard for me to accept.”

 “I realize this may be the hardest point for you to accept, and I respect your right to be skeptical. However, at the same time, I hope you’re not skeptical for the sake of skepticism. I hope you are a seeker of truth. You have an entire weekend to explore these issues in greater depth. My suggestion to you is that you temporarily suspend your skepticism in order to see the other perspective in a new light. It may surprise you how much sense it makes.”

 “Rabbi,” Elaine said with a seriousness previously unrevealed, “I am not here to see the light. And I am not here to have an open mind about religion. I am here because I am worried about my little sister. And that is the only reason I am here. Maybe she has found something she thinks makes her happy, but in essence, I know she is running away from herself.”

 “Elaine!” Gail said shocked.

 “Gail, let me have my say. You know I can’t be me without speaking my mind. Gail, there is a new world of opportunities for women. It is far from perfect, but why would a woman in this day and age want to cloister herself in a Patriarchal, repressive religion?”

 “Elaine, let me tell you something. You’re so wrong about this. First, I’m not forbidden by Torah law from pursuing the career opportunities for women you think are so important, if I so choose to do. Second, I’m not running away from myself. In my searching I’ve found something you, our parents and their friends, and our peers all took for granted. If anything, you and they are the ones running away from yourselves by immersing in careers or secular philosophies that can’t touch the selfdiscovery, truth, and fulfillment which comes along with Torah.”

 “But religion is the opiate of the masses, Gail.”

 “Nowadays, humanism, secularism, materialism, and the like are the opiates of the masses.”

 “You only say that because religion is an easy, convenient way of feeling secure in an insecure world.”

 “And you only say that because secularism, or whatever it is you represent, is an easy, convenient way of casting off the responsibility of being the chosen people, of living the Torah.”

 “If I may interject,” the rabbi said, “I think both of you make good points: Gail from your perspective and Elaine from yours. I admit I side with you in this argument,” the rabbi said addressing Gail, “but you can’t expect your older sister to think otherwise at this juncture. She has not had the experiences you have. And,” he said addressing Elaine, “if you truly have your younger sister’s best interests in mind, then you would be better off trying to understand her perspective rather than criticizing it and expecting her to drop it overnight.”

 “But I feel a responsibility toward her and I believe she has gotten involved with the wrong people,” Elaine said. “She is running away from herself.”

 “And what self is that?” the rabbi asked.

 “The self that is a modern woman who can think independently.”

 “What about her Jewish self? Is she running away from that?”

 “Perhaps not, but I don’t think it’s as important.”

 “Then, what about her human self, the self that is unique to every human being, be that person a man or woman, Jew or non-Jew,” the rabbi asked. “Is she running away from that?”

 “I guess it depends how you define that self.”

 “Can you agree, then, that the unique aspect of being human is the knowledge that one exists, that one has the ability to wonder why he or she exists? After all, a table does not know why it exists. An animal does not know why it exists. Nothing but the human being asks the question: Why do I exist?”

 “I won’t necessarily disagree with that,” Elaine said, “but that’s why we have science, which has given us access to knowledge about ourselves and our place in the universe like never before. There has been an explosion of knowledge in the last century. Let Gail become a scientist if she wants to discover the secrets of the universe.”

 “I understand your point,” the rabbi responded. “The moon, the stars, the farthest reaches of space; the body, the organs, the mircorganisms — humanity, as a whole, has explored outer space and inner space to the point that it has amassed incredible amounts of knowledge about virtually everything. Nevertheless, I contend one subject remains the most unknown, least researched. In fact, this one subject is not only the least known, but the least desired to be known. Human nature is even repulsed by the thought of researching it.”

 “What? Religion?”

 “No. A person’s own self. The most painful activity for a person to do is to turn all the great microscopes and telescopes inward toward himself or herself to examine who he or she is and why he or she exists. That is the bankruptcy of even the idealists today. Politicians, humanitarians, ecologists, even people who fight for animal rights and put on their car, ‘I brake for animals,’ care and worry about everything in the world, but when it comes to that little ‘me,’ everything is ignored. They willingly overindulge in every good cause ever invented just to appease their conscience which knows they should be using that effort to know themselves, to uncover who they are and how they should be fulfilling the ‘why’ of the universe.

 “That is why your sister is not running away from herself,” the rabbi concluded. “She has exhibited the independence of spirit to rise above the popular intellectual or idealist trends of her generation — which, despite their glitter and sheer quantity, do not satisfactorily tackle the most essential question: why we are here. Your sister has gone straight to the heart of the question, though. She was able to look past an exterior that may have turned her off when she was younger, because she wants the truth. She wants to know: Why? Most other people may be running away from themselves, but your sister is not.”

 “Granted,” Elaine replied, “people run away from themselves. But who says you have the answers? Who says there is an answer? What if there is no answer to why we are here?”

 “Those are legitimate questions. If they are sincere, and you are an honest person, I am confident you will find answers to them one day.”

 “Not in religion. Not in ultra-Orthodox Judaism.”

 “How can you be so sure? Did you ever research Torah as your sister has?”

 “No. I don’t see what I can possibly gain from it.”

 “But it may be that your very self lies behind this door which you have locked, thrown away the key, and concluded, without ever opening it, is empty. Remember, no matter how intelligent a person is, there is a tendency to run away from oneself, to run away from the very thing which is closest to the heart.”

 “I know enough to know it can’t possibly be true.”

 “Did you ever learn from primary sources, from people who uphold the Torah? And I’m not talking about what you heard from outsiders, read in the New York Times, or learned in a world religion class. I’m talking about you — yourself. Did you ever try to live amongst Torah observant Jews and sincerely try to learn their ways? Did you ever try to do that for two years? Two months? Two weeks? Did you even ever talk heartto-heart with one really knowledgeable Torah Jew?”

 “I can’t say I have, but it’s not important to me. It’s not really part of the self I identify with.”

 “But you’re Jewish, right?”

 “Yes.”

 “Don’t you think it deserves consideration along with the fact that you are a woman, an American, a human being born in the twentieth century? Don’t you think it at least deserves that you have a somewhat open mind about it?”

 “No. I do not think I am capable of having an open mind about it.”

 “I accept your honesty. And I respect it. But, can you at least understand why your sister thinks it deserves consideration and time?” The rabbi paused and then added, “For whatever reason you have decided to come visit her this weekend, you’re here now. Try to take advantage of this situation. If you cannot have an open mind for your own sake, at least be open enough to be able to gain a greater understanding of what your sister is about.”

 “Let her be open about my viewpoint.”

 “She was. You grew up in the same house together; went to the same school, read the same books, watched the same television programs. She can already see the world somewhat as you see the world. Now you have an opportunity for the first time to begin to see the world as she has come to see the world.

 “I am not here to tell you what to do,” the rabbi concluded. “However, you have an entire weekend with your sister, who has made great changes in the past couple of years. You cannot come to understand her if you do not put yourself, at least a little bit, in her feet. And this weekend is a crash course in what she has been doing for more than two years. She is not going to abandon you or your family. You will have all the time you need to talk to her. Now you have a unique opportunity to learn about something very important to her. Therefore, if for no other reason, I hope you stay.

 “In any event, I have to excuse myself,” the rabbi said, “because I still have much to prepare. I would be more than pleased to take up this conversation after the seminar begins. Meanwhile, enjoy your time together.”
Chapter 3 — THINKING AND BEING

 It was a last minute decision for Danny. Every time he found himself leaning toward attending the seminar, the same words recurred in his head, “What do I need it for?” He would then feel relieved because he leaned toward not attending, until his friend’s words echoed: “All you Israelis have the same expression. Does everything revolve around you and your needs?” Consequently, he would find himself reentertaining the idea of attending. “But what will I get out of it?” he would think. “There you go again — I, I, I; does everything revolve around that capital ‘I’?”

 He arrived just before sundown, but did not feel good. Instead, he felt compelled to be there, even though it was nothing more than his own conscience which com pelled him. “Forget it,” he said brushing off his negative thoughts. “I’m here. I might as well have a good time.” But he was not really there yet.

 Danny slept in his hotel room through the first class before lingering down to the lobby outside where that class was just finishing. Suddenly, he heard someone excitedly call his name, “Danny? Is that you?”

 “Moshe,” Danny responded with glee. Moshe was one of Danny’s most frequent business contacts.

 “Danny, what in the world are you doing here?”

 “The same thing you are.”

 “Yes, but I’m surprised. I thought you would be the last person to come here.”

 “I’m Jewish too. Besides, now that you’re here I know it was the right decision for me to come. I’m so glad you’re here, Moshe,” Danny repeated. “I want to bounce a business idea off you.”

 “After Shabbos.”

 “After Shabbos? Since you’ve become religious there’s no talking to you.”

 “That’s not true.”

 “I’m just kidding,” Danny said.

 “Listen, Danny, the first lecture just ended. How come I didn’t see you there?”

 “I was in my room, resting.”

 “You missed a good lecture.”

 “What was it about?”

 “Self-esteem.”

 “In that case, I don’t feel too bad. I know we Israelis are not perfect, but if there is one thing we’re not lacking it’s self-esteem.”

 At that moment, Moshe saw the rabbi step out of the lecture hall into the lobby. “Rabbi,” he called.

 “Ah, Moshe,” the rabbi said as he walked over to join them. “I was so happy to see you in the audience.”

 “And I was happy to be there.”

 “Is your wife here?”

 “Yes. She went to check on the baby. She should be back down here in the lobby to meet me soon.”

 “And who is your friend?”

 “This is Danny. He’s come for the weekend, too.”

 “Glad to meet you, Danny. Did I see you in the audience?” the rabbi asked.

 “I couldn’t make it to the first class,” Danny admitted. “But, I heard it was on self-esteem, and, believe me rabbi, that is something I don’t need any more of.”

 The rabbi paused. “I’m afraid you may be under a mistaken impression,” the rabbi said. “A Jew may have high self-esteem in one area, such as business, sports, or something, however, that does not mean he has Jewish self-esteem.”

 “You have a point, rabbi. The truth is, though, I know what it means to be a Jew. I fought in a war for the Jewish people.”

 “And are you still fighting for the Jewish people?”

 “I fought in one war. I hope I never have to fight in another.”

 “I’m not talking about risking your life on the battlefield. The Sages tell the story of the man who cried out in the streets to soldiers returning from war: ‘You have returned from one battle to fight another, much more difficult battle — the battle against yourself, against your inclinations.’5 In other words, a Jew has to fight every day for himself and his people. The battle that goes on in the privacy of your heart is in many ways more significant than the battle with tanks and guns out in the field. Our physical enemies are only manifestations of our true enemies — the spiritual ones. If we do not conquer those, we become our own worst enemies. And only we can defeat ourselves.”

 “There is a lot of truth to what you say, rabbi. However, you do not have to worry about me. I have seen miracles with my own eyes. I believe in Hashem completely — maybe not the way you religious people do, but I believe in Him.”

 “And how do religious people believe in Hashem differently from you?”

 “They keep all the mitzvot.”

 “And you do not?”

 “Not really. And trust me, rabbi, my friends have tried to convince me, but it is not for me.”

 “Is it not for you because you do not believe Hashem gave the Jewish people 613 mitzvot?”

 “No. That’s not why. I don’t keep the mitzvot because I don’t want to give up the good things in life.”

 The rabbi paused. “Danny, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

 “No. Go ahead.”

 “When you’re hungry, what do you do?”

 ”I feed myself.”

 “Do you feed your self or your stomach?”

 ”What do you mean?”

 “Is your body your self, or is your self something more?”

 “By ‘something more,’ do you mean a soul?”

 ”Yes.”

 “Rabbi, I may be a soul, but I’m also a body. And I don’t want to deny that I’m a body.”

 “I don’t want you to deny it, either, but I want to make sure we agree on something. The real you is your soul. Your body has been lent to you by Hashem. It’s like a rented car. If you go on vacation for a month and rent a car, after the month do you cry when you have to give back the car? You got good use out of the car while you needed it and then gave it back to Avis or Hertz.

 “We have taken a trip down to this earth and have rented a vehicle for 70 or 80 years. When the time comes to give it back, we give it back. We just have to make sure that we did not damage it. There are no insurance policies. We are responsible for any damage.

 “Hashem promises us that if we take good care of the body, 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 ourselves. However, now we are only ‘renting’ them. We should not grow so attached to them that our essential identification is with them. Therefore, Danny, I ask you again: Are you really your stomach or your soul?”

 “If you put it that way, rabbi, of course I’m primarily a soul.”

 “Then, I cannot understand why you think that by keeping mitzvot you will give up on the good things in life. If anything, it is the reverse. If you do not keep Torah and mitzvot, you do not know how to really enjoy life.”

 “How can you say that?”

 “Because there is more to life than filling your stomach. There is nothing more fulfilling than filling your soul. If you spend your day stuffing your stomach or immersing yourself exclusively in the pursuit of material objects, you are neglecting your soul. It is becoming malnourished. And if, as you admitted, a person is primarily his soul, how can you be happy not feeding your soul with the spiritual food it craves?”

 “I admit I am not a spiritual person.”

 “If so, how can you even enjoy the physical? If your soul is not experiencing the enjoyment of eating, then what is? Your stomach? An animal’s stomach also gives it a certain amount of satisfaction when filled. But you are a human being. And a Jew on top of that. You cannot possibly be fully experiencing the pleasures of this world without a healthy, well-fed soul.”

 “I’m happy as I am,” Danny said. “If it would be easy to develop into a spiritual person I might do it. But I do not have the tools to be a spiritual person.”

 “Can you think?”

 ”Of course.”

 “Then you have all the tools you need. Thought is the window of the soul.”

 “My problem, rabbi, is that I already think too much. You know what the rabbis say: yosif daas, yosif machov, ‘the more knowledge, the more pain.’6 It pays to be dumb. Shallow people are always happy. Overly intellectual people are unhappy. That is why I say I think too much.”

 “It wasn’t just any rabbi who said that,” the rabbi responded, “but Shlomo HaMelech, the wisest of all men. And, Danny, if the wisest of all men said that, you can assume there is something more to his words, because acquisition and increase of knowledge is the essence of the Torah approach.”

 “Then what did he mean?”

 “He was referring to a specific type of person, a person who prides himself exclusively on his intellect, or a person who does nothing more than intellectualize all day. A person is not his intellect. The intellect is meant to serve the person. It is a tool. A person has to live, which means he has to be happy in this physical life, and use his intellect to affect changes in his physical life. That is the completed person. A person who makes the intellect the goal, however, experiences pain to the degree he increases his intellect.

 “A balanced person, on the other hand, who partakes of the physical as well as the intellectual, does not experience pain as his knowledge increases. Quite the contrary, it increases his ability to take pleasure in life. And that is why Hashem gave us a lifestyle of Torah and mitzvot, which perfectly balance the intellectual part of a person with the physical part. Without Torah or without mitzvot how can one derive the maximum happiness even in his physical life?”

 “But, rabbi, you cannot deny that the Torah forbids a person the pleasures of this world. It tells you all these things you can’t do.”

 “For every pleasure the Torah tells us to refrain from, there is a counterpart pleasure which it allows and encourages us to partake of. And it directs us how to engage in that counterpart pleasure so we come to possess it, not it possess us.”

 “But I know Jewish people who say that the more unhappy and unfulfilling one’s life is, the greater the person is. One rabbi told me that. He even quoted the statement: ‘Do not say that you do not eat ham because it is disgusting. Rather say it is not disgusting and if it were possible to eat it you would, but what can you do, seeing that the Creator of heaven and earth told you not to eat it.’7 In other words, this rabbi told me, the Torah deprives one of the pleasures of this world so that one may serve Hashem for purely spiritual motivations.”

 “That is not true. The person who told you that may have misunderstood the idea himself. That quote was only meant to emphasize the importance of purity of motive. It does not exhort us to make our lives miserable. On the contrary, the Torah forewarns: ‘The bad tidings (foretold and enumerated in the verses previous] will have come upon you because you did not serve Hashem with happiness and a good heart.’8 The Torah compels us over and over again to serve Hashem with our body — and to take pleasure in it. We have a commandment to be satisfied and rejoice every step of the way as we serve Hashem with our physical existence, with our heart, with our emotions.

 “That is why, unlike many Eastern religions where the goal is to develop one’s spiritual side while killing one’s physical side, the Torah equates spiritual accomplishment with full-fledged participation in the physical world. You have to marry, raise a family, become part of a community in a Torah-like way — only then have you become a true servant of Hashem. The Torah does not let us get away from the physical pleasures.

 “If you need further proof,” the rabbi said, “take Shabbos. Shabbos is sanctified on a cup of wine — and the real mitzvah is done with wine, not just grape juice (even though it is acceptable). Strong, intoxicating wine overpowers the intellect and impairs rationality. That is the way we begin sanctifying the holiest of days. And then we eat, sing, and interact with our family for the next 24 hours. It’s all very physical. If that’s the way we act on the holy Shabbos, then it should be clear that holiness is dependent upon the needs of the body, not conflicting with them. The ideal Jew is one whose body fully participates with his intellect, with his spiritual self.

 “Therefore, Danny, if you say to me that you do not keep the mitzvot because you do not want to give up on the good things in life, I ask you: How can you experience the good things in life if you do not have the Torah and mitzvot as your guide?”

 “But, rabbi, one does not need the Torah to enjoy life.”

“One does not need the Torah, perhaps, to have a satisfying temporary experience. However, the Torah teaches one how to make that experience lasting and meaningful. None of the material things of this world bring lasting pleasure unless they are filtered through the Torah.”

 “But what about when you buy that car you were saving for?”

 “How long does that type of happiness last? The answer is: until you discover another thing you crave. Soon the acquisitive instinct becomes an addiction and you are more unhappy than ever. As I said, Torah teaches you how to possess the physical world, not be possessed by it. That is why I can’t understand how you can say you can be happy without it.”

 “But, rabbi, I know wealthy non-religious people who are happy.”

 “They may seem happy on the outside, but you do not know what goes on on the inside. Besides, even if they exhibit a certain external happiness, who says they are well-off as human beings. A cow is also happy when it is led out to pasture. So, too, some people are little more than cows led out to pasture with all their wealth. Their happiness is not very deep or tested. Granted even external happiness has its advantages, but it is the inner, spiritual happiness not dependent on external circumstances which is ultimately important. And you cannot have that inner contentment without access to the goals of Torah.”9

 “I don’t know,” Danny said. “All I know is that if G-d would make me wealthy, I would be happy even without Torah.”

 “How do you know for sure? I know wealthy people who are unhappy. And I know poor people who are happy. Material comfort and ease is ultimately independent of a person’s ability to experience happiness.”

 “But it helps.”

 “Sometimes. And sometimes it hurts. You know, the Scandinavian countries have one of the highest suicide rates in the world. The irony is that to many people they represent society at the peak of human progress: blond-haired, blue-eyed, Nords known for their non-aggressive natures and progressive political system where the wealth is shared equally. And the truth is that the wealth in those countries is distributed relatively evenly. No one is too rich or too poor. However, they have an unusually high suicide rate.”

 “Why would that be?”

 “In my opinion, the problem in Scandinavia is that the externals of status and material gain, which often work to make people without any other source of self-esteem feel good about themselves, do not exist. While in the more Westernized countries, materialism serves as a kind of opiate which clouds over one’s fears of lack of internal self-worth, the Scandinavians often have to face themselves in the naked, raw, sober light of truth. Since they do not know how to generate a true sense of self, many of them — usually the thinkers among them — come to feel life is worthless and commit suicide. The bottom line, Danny, is that it is not material comfort which brings lasting happiness.”

 “Then what does? Torah? Are you going to tell me that there are no Orthodox people who are unhappy?”

 “There may be Orthodox people who are unhappy but that is because they do not possess Torah as deeply as they should. You see, it is not enough to observe the Torah superficially or to believe in its principles out of habit. True happiness depends on a healthy, active, thinking mind — a mind that endeavors to understand, as much as possible, the deeper meanings of the Torah and mitzvot. People who are unhappy are unhappy because they do not think; they do not know how to think, how to utilize their ability to think. Let me explain what I mean.

 “We can tell that a flower is alive because it gives off a nice scent. If it wilts and smells foul it is dead or dying. How do we know if a human being is alive?”

 “What do you mean? He eats; he breathes.”

 “An animal also eats and breathes. My question to you is deeper: How do we know that the thing which makes a human being unique is alive and well?”

 Danny thought a moment and then ventured, “A human being uses tools?”

 “Many animals also use twigs and objects as tools.”

“A human can smile?”

 “A monkey also smiles.”

“I give up, then.”

 “A human being can think.”

 “But, rabbi,” Danny said, “a monkey can also think.”

 “Not like a human being. In fact, there is something so unique about human thought that, in comparison to it, it is as if the animals do not think at all.”

 “What’s that?”

 “The ability to override one’s instincts because of one’s thought processes. The truth is, Danny, that most people do not think. They think for the same goals an animal thinks — to survive, to acquire better material things — but they do not think in the unique way a human being thinks — to overcome their instincts. And if a human being is not thinking in the unique way a human being thinks, that human being cannot be happy. Can a fish be happy if it cannot swim? Can a bird be happy if it cannot fly? Can a cow be happy if it cannot eat? So, too, a human being cannot be happy if he cannot — or does not — use the thing that makes him unique: his ability to really think.”

 The rabbi paused and then decided to elaborate further. “If I had to categorize human beings,” he said, “I would say there are three types: Those who do not think. Those who think they think. And those who really think. Most people do not think. Many think they think. And only a few really think.

 “Picture a heavy smoker who is told by his doctor that if he does not quit smoking soon he will die. How will the three different types of human beings react? The first type would rather die than think. He says to himself, ‘You only live once, so you have to experience as much pleasure as possible. If smoking is one of my pleasures, what good is life if I cannot smoke?’ Consequently, he will not quit smoking. And we know many people like that who continue smoking despite the knowledge that it will kill them. People would rather die than think about what they are doing to themselves.

 “Then there is a more serious person. If his doctor tells him he has to quit smoking, he will come home and dec1are, ‘That’s it. I am throwing out my cigarettes. I am quitting smoking.’

 “However, he wakes up the next morning and the first thing he feels is a strong craving for a good cigarette. He begins an inner dialogue with himself. ‘I’m totally committed to stopping smoking. My life is more important than smoking. However,’ he adds, ‘will one little cigarette really ki11 me?’ Without pause he answers, ‘Nah,’ and smokes the cigarette, swearing it is his last.

 “A few hours later he gets another craving and the same dialogue courses through his head. By the end of the day, he has smoked three cigarettes. Nevertheless, it does not bother him because he reasons that he really fought his habit. And he did. He was thinking about what he was doing, or so it seemed, and that gave him the strength to smoke only three cigarettes.

 “The problem is that the following day he will smoke six cigarettes. And the day after that he will smoke twelve. And so on until, before he knows it, he is chain-smoking again. ‘What can I do?’ he says throwing his hands up in defeat. ‘Whatever will be, will be. I can’t help it.’

 “This second person is one who thinks he thinks. For a while it appeared as if he was really thinking. The truth is, though, that he never really was. He only thought he was thinking. When he asked himself, ‘Is one little cigarette going to make a difference?’ his habitual self was manipulating his thinking mind. He asked himself questions he knew the answers to. He did not dare ask, ‘If I have even one cigarette, will I be able to really break my habit?’ Had he asked that question, his rational mind would have told him not to have even the one cigarette.

 “A person who only thinks he thinks manipulates his mind. He limits his thinking to parameters that fit his life habits. The real thinker is one who wants to be honest to the point where it hurts. ‘I don’t care what I want, what I think I need, what I am craving for,’ he says. ‘I only want to know the absolute truth.’ That is a real thinker. He is not afraid of facing himself. He wants to know even where he is wrong.

 “Really thinking means we do not let our desires interpret reality for us. Rather, we want to know the truth — the objective truth — and we want to change ourselves to align with that objective truth no matter how much it hurts.

 “That is why, Danny, the real reason people are unhappy is that they do not utilize their most unique human gift: the capacity to think — to really think to the point that one can override his habits despite the difficulty and pain. No matter how much people try to bring happiness into their lives, as long as their true self is missing they will be unhappy. Who are you? You are a thinker. If you do not think — really think — you cannot be happy.

 The rabbi paused a moment and then continued: “If you do not want to think, you are running away from yourself. And if you run away from yourself, there is no ‘you.’ Your being may experience temporary pleasure or satisfaction, but there is no ‘you’ to make that experience meaningful and lasting. Whatever else you have — be it career, money, marriage, children, etc. — you are unhappy because those things are not you.

 “The less one thinks, the less one has genuine self-esteem. One who runs away from himself on a day-today basis really is nothing. That is the cause of low self-esteem. The truth is that I would say there is no such thing as low self-esteem. If there is no self, there is no esteem. And the sad fact is, Danny, that most of us do not want to know ourselves honestly. We do not want to have to deal with the pains of following through on the thinking we know to be true. But if you avoid yourself, you cannot be happy, in the end.”

 “But, rabbi, there must be many psychologies and philosophies other than Torah which stress the importance of thinking.”

 “Compared to Torah they are nothing.”

“How can you say that?”

 “I am aware that the modern world prides itself on its knowledge, which they would have us believe is continually evolving, advancing, progressing. And it would seem to be so because, for instance, there are many doctors and professionals who concoct theories and write articles every day. Knowledge is piling up. However, as broadminded as they would like you to believe they are, all their theories are built on certain assumptions produced within the framework of their rational human minds. The theories are regularly churned out, but they are a recycling of the same assumptions published in last month’s journal. All those thinking man-hours have limited worth because they exist within a closed system containing numerous man-made limitations and partial truths.

 “One who creates new thought-worlds, though, on the axioms of Torah is starting with 100 percent unadulterated truth because Torah originated from Sinai, from a source higher than the human being. Even if a manmade theory starts from 99 percent truth, there is a greater distance between it and Torah than between it and a man-made theory based on one percent truth. Torah from Sinai is the only objective source of absolute truth in this world. Any truth can ultimately be traced back to Sinai. Anything not from Torah is almost certain to be laced with impurities that sully the overall mixture and invalidate it as a reliable source of truth.”

 “That’s what you say, rabbi. But other people say differently. How can we test it?”

 “Time is the real test. A rocket aimed for the moon which is one degree off target in the first few seconds after take-off will miss the moon by tens of thousands of miles if no corrective action is taken. So, too, the difference between a Torah truth and the best man-made truth is not automatically seen right at the beginning. It can only best be observed over time.

 “Just less than a century ago many Jews felt so strongly that Communism was a superior way of life that they readily abandoned all Torah observance. And they were so sure of themselves that some even turned in their own parents to the authorities for secretly observing Torah! Yet Communism lasted little more than 70 years.

 “Today, there are other philosophies and systems to replace Communism. And many Jews are duped into thinking they have real value. However, only Torah has remained a rock-solid source for values throughout more than 3,300 years, including the last 2,000 years of exile in many different foreign lands, under many different civilizations. It has weathered the storm of external impoverishment and persecution, and outlasted the accusations of ‘progressives’ whose own values have gone with the wind in less than a generation. And it will continue to do so. It has withstood the test of time. Only an ignorant person or a fool would discard it for the latest ‘ism.”’

 Giving and Taking

 As the rabbi finished his sentence, Moshe’s wife, a couple of her friends, and a few others joined them. As people gathered, Danny, who had been lost in thought, blurted out. “Rabbi, I’m not going to argue with you on this last point. You are probably right. There is nothing like Torah. But if you would ask me, the problem with the world is not that people do not think enough. It is that they are selfish and self-centered. If people would learn to not be so out for themselves, the world would be a better place.”

 “I agree with you, Danny, but even giving to others is totally dependent upon a person’s thoughts. If one does not always ask himself when confronted with a choice: Am I making my choice based on my need to take or my need to give? he is almost certainly not giving.”

 “Why?”

 “Because appearances are deceiving. Many times, from the outside, an act looks like taking, when in reality it is an act of giving. Conversely, many other times the acts of a person look like giving when the act is really one of taking. Giving or taking is ultimately dependent upon the underlying motivation.

 “Imagine, for instance, a person living in a community harassed by thieves and muggers. One night he gets up at midnight and stalks the streets until dawn, keeping the community safe. He does so the next night and the next. He continues night after night like this for the next 30 years, rain or snow, weekday or Shabbos. And the community does not find out until he passes away. What a tremendous self-sacrificing giver this person is. We can imagine how the community will eulogize him. They will not have enough words to praise him with.

 “Some time later, however, news gets around that the man was actually hired to walk the streets and paid a king’s ransom for doing so. Suddenly, all his self-sacrifice is soured. All the praise and appellations heaped upon him at his eulogy are seen in a different light.”

 “Is that fair, rabbi?” Danny asked. “Think how much he did for the community. Who cares if he had ulterior motives. Look at how much he gave the community.”

 “You’re right. Yet, the truth is that his act of giving was tainted once it became known that he did it for money. Maybe he wasn’t doing it to give to others, but to take for himself. However, if he would not have taken any money, his giving nature would have been clear to all. Yet, once he did so for money, no matter how great the act, his status as a giver came into question.

 “Now, the reverse is also true. Taking can be an act of giving if the ultimate purpose in one’s taking is in order to be able to give more and give better. Think, for instance, about a doctor. People become doctors for one of two reasons: to help others or to make money. The latter use sick people in order to make money. The former heal sick people in order to help them and only takes money in order to sustain themselves and their families so that they can continue helping others. They take only in order to give.

 “How does one gauge the true underlying motive?” the rabbi asked rhetorically. “It’s not easy. Usually the after-effect increases over time according to the motivation. In other words, when one is motivated to do something for one reason and then does it, he will develop his underlying motive even stronger. For instance, if one wants to become a doctor for the sake of helping others, but in order to be a doctor one has to pay one’s expenses — including Medical School loans, overhead expenses, malpractice insurance, etc. — then the more one practices being a doctor the greater a giver one will become. Every time he works with a sick person he exercises his giving muscle.

 “However, if one becomes a doctor because he really wants to make a lot of money or gain status, then the more he practices healing others the less patience and care he will exhibit with his patients. That is why many times you find great doctors who can make all the difference in the world with a few nice words — a pleasant, ‘Hello. How are you today?’ — but will never say them. Instead the doctor acts as if he is doing you a great favor by allowing you to be in his presence for a minute. He did not become a doctor to help others, but to help himself.

 “How should a person decide what line of work to go into? The goal of work is not to make money. The goal of work is to benefit others.10 All things being equal, if one has a choice between a job earning $1,000 a week sitting in front of a computer and speculating on the stock market versus a job earning $1,000 a week keeping the streets safe from crime while others sleep, the latter job is preferable. The result is that, in this case, if the person with the choice between becoming a computer stock market speculator or night watchman chooses to be the night watchman, his lifelong work is truly one of giving to others.”

 “So,” Moshe asked, “even though he is receiving a salary, he does deserve all those praises heaped upon him.”

 “Yes. If he chose this job because his deep motivation was to help people, he is a giver. Earning money by no means automatically disqualifies one from being a giver. The original reason we got into this conversation, though,” the rabbi added, “is that I wanted to explain to you how whether one is a thinker or not makes all the difference in the world, even regarding acts of charity. Appearances are deceiving. Givers can be takers. Takers can be givers. The difference is the underlying motivation one clarifies for oneself in one’s mind. And if one does not analyze his motivations, and straighten them out, he seriously hampers his ability to be a giver.

 “What am I living for? What do I really want to accomplish? The minute you stop thinking, you risk drifting away from the motivation to give — the motivation which determines the true value of everything you do. And that, Danny, is why in my opinion the real problem with the world is that people do not think. Many think they think. But they do not utilize their power of thought to override their materialistic instincts which bid them to be a taker. They use their intellect to make money or receive honor — to become more efficient takers — but they do not use it to refine their inner selves, to override their instinct to be takers.”

 “Even according to what you are saying, rabbi, what does the Torah have to do with it? I can think without Torah.”

 “You can think you think, and perhaps now and then you can really think, but only Torah has the power to make a person a thinker every single moment of his life. While demanding that we eat, marry, interact with others and generally take part in a physical life, the Torah forces us every single day — every single moment — to think about our stake in the material world. I wish to eat whatever I want, but the Torah tells me to only eat kosher. I want to hoard money and possessions, but the Torah commands me to give and give and give to others. Fifty ... one hundred ... two hundred and more times every day, we are asked to give up a part of our stake in the material world. When combined with a thoughtful, active mind, nothing like the Torah has the power to fully uproot from the human heart the natural desire to take — to be self-centered and egotistical.”

 Ego Versus Self-Esteem

 “Now I think I am really confused, rabbi,” Danny said. “Earlier, you told me that ego is good, that I have to have self-esteem. Now you tell me ego is not good. Which is it?”

 “When I say ego,” the rabbi explained, “I mean something entirely different from self-esteem. Self-esteem and egotism are not separated by a thin line. They are two altogether different categories. Egotism revolves around ‘getting what I want.’ I must possess anything of value anyone else has. Everyone must bend to my will because I know everything better than everyone else. That is egotistical.

 “Self-esteem, by contrast, is not dependent upon getting what one wants. Self-esteem is the recognition of one’s place in the universe; it is the appreciation of knowing what one already has, of what one already is. One is a creation in the hands of Hashem. What more does one need? By contrast, the egotistical person is unhappy unless he gets what he wants. The person with self-esteem accepts himself as he is and is always active in the process of unfolding deeper layers of his self.

 “The real problem with the egotistical person is that he cannot think as a human being is meant to think — he cannot override his instinctual desires. Even if he harnesses his physical desires, if he thinks his mind is the center of the universe, he will not be able to think objectively. He will think that everything he does is fine, and nobody else will be able to tell him otherwise.

 “Torah trains you to think independently of your physical desires as well as your egotistical needs. It is the training program of a Jew. It does not suffocate anything that needs to be expressed; it just teaches one how to refocus his desires for good. And the same is true with the ego. Torah does not squelch your ego — your true self — but bids you to continually see yourself in relation to the Self of Selfs, Hashem. If you do, you feel good about yourself yet remain humble over your accomplishments.

 “By limiting lust and ego, Torah redirects these potentials for the ultimate good. It gives you the opportunity to break away from the selfish pulls of your being so that your mind can reflect freely and lucidly about the really important things in life. Remember, thinking equals living. It is not enough to just be thinking you are thinking. You have to think till it hurts. You have to face yourself and change.”

 Living Outside Reality

 Someone in the crowd spoke up: “Is one ever allowed to stop thinking, rabbi?”

 “Not really. We are responsible to think about each act each moment. That is what it means to be continuously thinking in Torah day and night. And it is as true for Jewish women as for Jewish men.11 At any given moment, a person is required to be thinking Torah-like, meaning that one has to constantly push aside the powerful undertow of personal desires, peer pressure, and societal influences to get to the truth.”

 “What about just relaxing, reading a novel or something?”

 “Any time we give up our personality to diversions like a novel, magazine, newspaper, video, movie, etc. we are committing a kind of suicide. Of course, that does not mean to say one is not allowed to have a vacation from oneself every now and then to recharge one’s batteries. If you know you are overstressed, take the vacation. It is no different than a person who knows he is tired and needs a nap. However, when reading light, meaningless fantasies becomes a regular escape from reality, then one is committing a slow, long, painless spiritual suicide.” “Where does it say that one should not make it a habit to engage in such things?”

 “The Mishnah teaches: ‘One who reads sifrei chitzonim, — literally, outside books — has no portion in the world to come.’12 Some interpret sifrei chitzonim to mean heretical books. However, the Maharal explains that sifrei chitzonim are not books which are forbidden by halachah (such as heretical or pornographic books). Rather, he explains, it refers to books whose entire purpose is for no other reason than to kill time. Sifrei chitzonim, outside books, are books which take one ‘outside’ of reality. They give one an excuse not to think. The people who read them religiously are among those who have no portion in the world to come.”

 “That seems like a cruel punishment.”

 “It has nothing to do with punishment. The verse says: ‘For it [Torah] is our life and the length of our days,’ to which the rabbis explain: it is ‘our life’ in this world and our ‘length of days’ in the world to come.13 You have to live here: ‘For Torah is our life’ here. But the Torah we make our life now becomes ‘the length of our days,’ the everlasting life. In other words, this life is the foundation of the next life. The 80 or 90 years which comprise this life are nothing compared to eternity. However, Hashem created the world in such a way that they are the determining factor as to how we live our lives in the world to come. What you make of yourself in this life is what you will be in the life to come.

 “Therefore, people who accustom themselves to perpetually stepping outside reality lose their portion in the world to come not because they are punished for their waste of time, but because if they waste all their time in this life, there is no substance on which to subsist in the next life. It is not a punishment, but a natural result of not thinking, of not using the essence of one’s being to live this life. Thinking is life. If we do not grab every little opportunity to affect this short life, we are negatively affecting our everlasting life.”

 Every Inch of Life, an Ongoing Bliss in Avodas Hashem

“Rabbi, this last point you make is interesting to me,” Danny said. “You say there is no everlasting life if one does not have a present life. Can you elaborate on that?”

 “Yes. We make the mistake and think there are two worlds: olam hazeh, this world, and olam habah, the world to come. And we think that those people who are fortunate, will be able to leave one world and go into the next like a person who leaves one apartment to go into another. That is a mistake.

 “When Shabbos comes, do you move into another dwelling? Do you switch locations? No. You take on Shabbos in the same house or apartment you live 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 Shabbos. The garbage is thrown out, physical and spiritual. (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 Shabbos.

 “This world is like a weekday leading into the everlasting Shabbos. One day it is going to become the next world, olam habah. Thus, there is no other world. We only know of one world: this world. However, this world is in the process of becoming the world to come. Therefore, what you make of your life in this world is exactly what will become your life in the world to come.

 “In Tehillim it says: az yimalai s’chok pinu, ‘then [when Moshiach will come] our mouths will be filled with laughter.’ We will laugh and laugh and laugh and never stop laughing. The Vilna Gaon asks: What is so good about laughing continuously forever? Usually we laugh when we are surprised with good news. For instance, if you hear that you won the lottery, the first thing you do is jump for joy and let everyone know how happy you are. However, if you keep jumping like that for the next month, people will think you are strange. And they would be right. You do not want to keep laughing. You may enjoy it a month later, but hopefully with a more calm, level head. To keep laughing is not normal.

 “What happens, though, if the moment after you get the news you won the lottery, you get surprising new news which is no less fantastic than the previous? That requires a new laughter. And say 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. It is not abnormal to keep laughing if you continually receive a new piece of good news.

 “The Vilna Gaon explains that that is the difference between this life and the next. Attaining one’s goals is the source of happiness.14 However, after the initial exuberance, the excitement fades; the surprise is gone. You perhaps enjoy the memory, but do not reexperience it over and over again. He explains, though, that in the world to come 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 — while you stay normal. “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 teache: Olamecha tireh b’chayecha, ‘your world, you will see in your life.’15 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. No matter what you are going through, you must realize that, beneath the surface at least, you are gaining enormously with every second of your life now.

 “Sometimes people give up on life. They say, ‘I cannot be happy in this life. I hope that in the next world I will have a better life.’ They are making a grave mistake. They are avoiding the responsibility of living — of enjoying life — now. They rationalize that as long as they are suffering they are going to get olam habah, the world to come. That is wrong thinking. You cannot really develop olam habah if you do not have olam hazeh. Knowing what you are gaining in olam habah in this life should electrify your ability to enjoy and experience this life, even if you are suffering. Suffering must not result in stagnation and despair. If you do nothing in olam hazeh you will have nothing to do in olam habah. And that is hell. Therefore, a person must find strength to do whatever he can do even in the midst of hardship.”

 “But how can a person be happy amidst suffering?”

“By realizing that every second of your life here 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. If you understood that every object and experience in this life is the source for your pleasure in the life to come then you would radiate tranquility and contentment even in difficult times. The problem is we don’t take our lives seriously enough. We don’t appreciate how this life is going to turn into the eternal life. Look at your hands. These very hands are going to be the very hands you have in eternity.”

 “Rabbi, are you referring to techias hameisim?” someone asked.

“Yes.”

 “What’s that?” another person inquired.

 “Techias hameisim is the epoch of eternity which will only begin after history, as we know it, comes to a climax following the arrival of Moshiach. For those who are worthy, the body will be reconstituted from the dust, and their soul will reenter it. The Rambam included the axiom of the Revival of the Dead in his 13 principles of belief of Judaism. The question is: Why is it so important that it if one does not believe in it he does not believe in Judaism? After all, one can understand why belief in G-d, Divine Providence, reward and punishment, and other similar principles are unalterable tenets of the faith. However, what difference does it make whether or not one believes that eventually after death one’s body will be reconstituted and the soul will be placed back inside it?

 “This is especially hard to understand when we consider the fact that a person is not his or her body. A body is like a suit. Once your suit wears out, do you care what happens to it? It served you well while it lasted, but it is not you. Once the soul leaves the body and goes to wherever it goes, who cares what happens to the body? Furthermore, who says everyone wants to have his same body returned to him? Many people do not like the way they look. What is so great and elemental about believing in the resurrection of the dead?

 “However, the answer is that it teaches us how important every part of our life is, even our physical life. We have to say: ‘Hashem, You gave me this body and this set of life’s physical circumstances. One day all of it is going to become part of eternity. Now it happens to be material, but one day it will become spiritual, a permanent part of olam habah.’ When you can say that with conviction you will have a new respect for yourself — for every aspect of your present life circumstance, including the physical ones.”

 “Every physical thing?”

“Yes.”

 “What about our possessions?”

“Yes.”

 “Even money?”

 “Certainly. Hashem puts a great amount of responsibility into our hands when He grants us money. It is a potentially holy thing which can be used for tzedakah (charity) and other mitzvos. Consequently, you have to think hard about the money you spend. And, again, here is where thinking is so important. You have to know when to donate it and what is the right cause to donate it to. If Hashem gives you the money, you must watch every penny, not to be cheap, but because every penny has a specific use it was given to you for.”

 “Every penny?”

 “Yes. Every penny is from heaven. If you use it properly you will benefit from your money not only in this world but in the eternal world. Your money will itself become part of eternity. And that knowledge should give you the pleasure you need to feel here. Let me illustrate what I mean with a personal incident.

 “I once needed to travel upstate to give a lecture. My gas-tank was half-full, but to be on the safe side I wanted to fill it. Gas then cost 95 cents a gallon on the highway and approximately $1.15 elsewhere. I pulled into a station in town and was about to fill up when I reminded myself that I could get the gas cheaper on the highway. I argued with myself that it was not worth the extra 20 cents per gallon to delay filling the tank. However, when I saw the sign reading $1.15 per gallon I could not bring myself to do it and pulled out of the station. I drove to the next station and saw that the price was $1.12, but still I could not spend the money.

 “I told myself, ‘Aren’t you foolish wasting ten minutes going in and out of these gas stations to save $2.00 on a half-tank of gas?’ At the same time, I said to myself: ‘$2.00 is $2.00. You have a responsibility with the money Hashem gives you.’

 “I decided to embark on the highway without filling up. After a couple of exits, to my surprise, I saw a station selling gas at 83 cents a gallon. ‘See,’ I told my daughter who was traveling with me, ‘Hashem rewarded me. It’s even cheaper than I usually pay on the highway.’ “I filled up the tank — $12.46 worth — took out a $20.00 bill and entered the little convenience store to pay. As I walked in I received a very cold, anti-semitic gaze from an upstate gentile behind the cash register. A couple of his friends were there too and it was not very difficult to read their minds. Trying not to feel intimidated, I handed him the $20.00. He gave me the change, which I did not even count, and I walked out.

 “As I headed back to my car, I counted the change and saw that he had given me $7.00 more than I was entitled. Instead of charging me $12.46, he charged me $5.46. In a split second the following conversation went through my mind.

 “According to strict halachah, the money is mine. Furthermore, I do not have to worry about causing a desecration of Hashem’s name. Later, when they discover the mistake, they will not conclude that I knowingly walked off with the money, because people often put their change in their pockets right away without counting. Even more so, I do not owe these anti-semites anything. I could see them mocking me through their thin veneers. Good for them, I thought. They deserve it. The money is mine. Here I wanted to save $2.00 and not only did I save it but I made $7.00! I was rewarded immediately for acting responsibly with my money.

 “Then, also in a split second, I reminded myself of the words of Moshe Chaim Luzzatto in his Mesillas Yesharim: Although the monetary mistake [in this instance would be] permitted to keep, you corrupt yourself if you take that money. You accustom yourself to receive money which you did not work for. Therefore, midas hachassidus, the trait of going beyond the straight-forward halachah, dictates that it is proper to not use the money. As the words of the Mesillas Yesharim came to mind, immediately a third flash struck me as well. Maybe I could make a kiddush Hashem, a sanctification of G-d’s name.

 “I reentered the store and again received the same unfriendly looks which seemed to say, ‘That Jew is back. What does he want now?’ I approached the cash register and said, ‘You gave me too much change. I told you $12.46, but you gave me $7.00 too much.’

 “His face turned red. He had probably been thinking, ‘If you shake hands with a Jew, you have to count your fingers to make sure he did not steal one.’ And now here I was returning the money. I could see he was shocked.

 ‘“I’m sorry,’ he said as he fumbled with the money I returned to him. Nervously, yet with genuine gratitude, he thanked me not once but twice.

 “I returned to the car and told the story to my daughter. ‘Picture what happened here,’ I said. ‘I was able to perform the great mitzvah of kiddush Hashem without costing a penny. What did I do to merit that mitzvah? An hour-and-a-half ago, I went out of my way to save $2.00. Mitzvah goreress mitzvah, one good deed brings about another good deed. If I would have taken the easy way out and spent the $2.00 before getting on the highway I never would have stopped in that gas station.’

“Money is not something to be frivolous about. It is a tool to help you function in Hashem’s world properly. And every penny has its purpose. The ‘little’ opportunity to save $2.00 can lead to reward in this world and the world-to-come. And the same is true for everything else of a physical nature. Our hands, our bodies, our money, our house, our spouse, our children, even our time — everything physical is a gift with potential to be converted into eternity.

 “What is living?” the rabbi continued. “When are we considered alive? When we utilize the present and cash it into an experience that will embody the life of the world to come. And every moment can be cashed in. But we have to live this present moment. If it is 9:32, we have to live in 9:32. If we miss the opportunity of 9:32, we are not living — we are merely existing on the planet.

 “Let me amplify this with a story. An 18-year-old young man learning in a yeshiva in England came down with cancer. He became so sick that his doctors told him that even chemotherapy would not work; they advised the family to take him home from the hospital in order to live out his last days amongst love ones.

 “The family did not give up, however. They brought him to America and found a medical center not far from my home. In fact, they ended staying at my son-in-law’s house. The doctors told them that they had an experimental therapy which, although very painful, might extend his life by a couple of months. The doctors insisted, though, that they would only go ahead with the therapy if the patient signed a paper taking full responsibility for the procedure.

 “The parents, in turn, asked a great Torah authority whether their son was allowed to or even obligated to take on this therapy. He concluded that, in their particular case, the only one who could make the final decision was the son himself.

 “Shortly afterward, the father called me up and told me his son wanted to speak with me. The boy asked his parents to step out of the room for a short while in order to speak to me alone.

 ‘“I know I am going to die soon,’ he told me, ‘And I have no complaints against Hashem, even though I don’t understand why this situation came upon me. I am not afraid. The thing that bothers me most is that my family will be pained. However, if this is what Hashem wants I am willing to accept it wholeheartedly.

 ‘“Nevertheless,’ he continued, ‘I have been told about this therapy which may extend my life an extra month or so, and that the decision to take it or not is completely up to me. I don’t know why I should take it, though. What am I accomplishing by living an extra month? I am already helpless, lying here connected to all these tubes; I can’t concentrate more than five minutes at a time. My family will lose a son, but wouldn’t it be inflicting more agony on them by seeing me in this state for an extra month? What should I do?’

 “First I told him that I hoped he didn’t expect me to make the decision for him. He concurred. Then I told him the only thing I could perhaps do was to educate him how much living an extra month was worth. If he understood how much it was worth, then he could make a better, more informed decision.

 “‘Okay,’ he said.

 ‘“In the entire Torah, I asked him, ‘which of the commandments would you say is the greatest?’ He ventured a couple of guesses, but I told him, ‘The greatest commandment is the commandment to be alive, as the Torah says: live by them,16 i.e., live by the commandments but do not die because of them. Life is the greatest commandment because the commandment to live by them tells us we must transgress the Torah if a situation arises where keeping a commandment puts our life in danger. If you are on a deserted island and you can only survive by eating pork, not only are you permitted to eat it but you are obligated to do so.’

 “I then went on and related to him a discussion in Torah law which, although hypothetical, sheds light on this issue.17 ‘Imagine an old person in a vegetative state on his death bed, and doctors guarantee the family they can extend his life one extra moment, but the procedure requires that every Jew in the world transgress all the commandments — excluding murder, adultery, and idolatry, which are the three exceptions to the commandment to live by them. I know it is completely hypothetical,’ I told him, ‘but imagine such a case, and we get confirmation that the doctors’ claim is legitimate; instead of dying at 100 years of age, by all Jews transgressing 610 commandments the old person in the vegetative state will die at 100 plus one moment. What does Torah law dictate in such a circumstance?

 ‘“The answer is that not only would it be permitted to transgress in that case, but one must transgress to add on that extra moment. You must eat pork on Yom Kippur that falls on a Shabbos if that will save a Jew’s life — any Jew, even one in a vegetative state whose entire life was spent in that state.

 ‘“This Torah law,’ I told him, ‘is revealing to us how much a moment of life is worth. G-d is telling us that even though He created the world so that we could keep all the commandments in the Torah, a moment of life — even in a vegetative state — is more important. It is hard to understand because we do not realize what life is. We do not realize how much Hashem has invested in us being alive. But it must be so if Hashem requires us to transgress His mitzvos in order to stay alive.

 ‘“Take a deep breath,’ I told this young man. ‘David wrote: Every soul (neshama) thanks Hashem. By vowelizing the second word differently, the verse can be read: Every breath (neshima) thanks Hashem. Every breath of air is an extra second of life, and a second of our life gives Hashem unfathomable things.

 ‘“Think about it. A second of our life gives Hashem unimaginable things. We don’t necessarily comprehend what Hashem gets by our living, but we know He must get something great if He is willing to have virtually His entire Torah transgressed to gain a moment of life. A single breath with this awareness is the song of life, even if that life may be experiencing unbearable pain or existing in a vegetative state.

 ‘“You ask me,’ I told him, ‘what can you accomplish by extending your life an extra month? I ask you: Do you realize how much Hashem is willing to sacrifice so that you should live one extra moment? I am not telling you what to do,’ I concluded, ‘but deciding to take on the extra therapy is a declaration to the world that life, in any form, is the most precious gift. You would be showing us how a person about to lose life is willing to pay the highest price possible for more life. After all, you would not be doing it for yourself, because you are not afraid to die; and you would not be doing it for your family, because they only suffer more by seeing you in this state. You would be doing it only because Hashem told you, through the Torah, what a moment of life is worth to Him. It is a declaration to Him that a few more breaths to thank Him is your real purpose for living.

 “I finally told the boy, ‘Unfortunately, many of us are simply existing; we complain about all the things wrong in our lives. We are insensitive. We don’t really know what life is. We don’t appreciate the value of a moment. However, since you have no other choice but to face reality, and fight for every moment of life, you can teach us about life. And, if you do that, I envy you — you are our teacher.

 “In the end, he made the decision to take the therapy. A few days later, his father came to me excitedly and asked, ‘What did you tell him? What did you tell him? He is always smiling. The doctors can’t get over how well he takes the therapy. They ask me if I know why. I told them that he’s been like this ever since he talked with you. Rabbi, what did you tell him? Did you hypnotize him or something?’ I assured the father that I did nothing more than teach him the Torah outlook on the value of a moment of life.

 “Now, this boy was very sick, as I said, but to the doctors’ surprise, during that extra month, he became well enough to take leave of the hospital for a couple of weeks. He ended up staying at my son-in-law’s house. I visited him there, and he explained to me that sometimes when he got severe pains he could not concentrate enough to remember what I had told him. He took out a tape recorder and asked me to repeat everything. He also wanted to include, on the tape, answers to some new questions which had since cropped up in his mind.

 “One question was that even the most evil of evil people do not suffer in Gehinnom, the Jewish concept of hell, more than the equivalent of twelve months. Yet, he was already into the thirteenth month of his illness. My answer to him was that in Gehinnom you are cleansing your soul; here, in this life, you are expanding your soul, you are making your soul more of what it is. This life is a time of producing; in the afterlife you reap, but you do not sow new seeds. That is why we say that a moment of life here is worth more than the entire existence in the afterlife. When he heard this, a huge smile came across his face.

 “After a couple of weeks, he had to return to the hospital. He listened to the recording constantly. The doctors and nurses couldn’t understand how he was always so happy. They didn’t realize it, but his secret was that he was truly living every moment. He lived an extra three and a half months and on the Sabbath before Passover he left this world, but even then it was with a smile on his face.

 “True happiness results from the awareness of converting every moment into a fulfillment of the ultimate purpose. This young man converted breath after breath of this life into eternal life! And that is really the goal of Torah — to teach us how to bring eternity into our otherwise temporary lives.

 “Yet, even Torah observant people can lose sight of the goal. When we analyze and ask ourselves: Are we living in the present? we will probably answer: No. The present exists, but at the moment we are probably somewhere far away. We tend to recycle the past over and over again. That is one of the things which depresses people. Of course, others fight off the need to obsess about the past, but instead generate imaginary scenarios about the good things awaiting them in the future. Their expectation that things will be so good makes them happy in the present. However, it is not the present which makes them happy.”

 “Are you saying we have to never think about the past or plan for the future?”

 “Of course not. Often, one must remember the past or calculate the future in order to know what to do at this present moment. The point is not to become preoccupied with the past or future as a means of escaping the present. Every inch in life is a totally new creation. That moment will give you the pleasure of eternity forever — provided you actually live that moment.

 “Each of us has to constantly ask ourselves: What is NOW giving me? If Hashem gives us 80 years, over two billion seconds, every second can be a moment to experience the pleasure of accomplishment. If I am putting into this given moment something of substance — if I am living — this moment will be with me forever. It will never be lost. From the minute I die, I will experience this moment’s pleasure forever. However, if at this moment I am living in the past or fantasizing about the future, this moment is empty. Rabbi Yisroel Salanter remarked that it is possible to be alive 80 years and hardly live a year. When a person dies, even an elderly person, he may not have more than a couple of years of actual living to experience.”

 “But, rabbi, a person has to do things like sleep. How can you be expected to accomplish anything when you sleep?”

 “Even that can be transformed into eternity — again, depending on your thoughts. If you are mindless about the things you do, like going to sleep, then every night you are sleeping away eight hours of potential life. If, however, you realize that life is the opportunity to serve Hashem a new way every new moment, and in order to serve Hashem well your body needs rest — if you are thinking thoughts like those when you go to sleep, then your sleep is a great mitzvah. If you do not know why you are alive, though, then you do not know why you sleep. Consequently, your sleep is a waste. The Torah has laws about going to sleep which prod a person into remembering that sleep has a purpose. And a person needs that prodding because the fact is that most people do not know how to go to sleep. It sounds funny, but it is true. Most people do not even know how to go to sleep.

 “No activity is devoid of the choice to gain eternity. However, if you do not think, or do not know what you are choosing, or do not know that you have a choice at all! then you are letting life slip past you. Therefore, think. Nothing is more important than thinking about the moment presently before you. Nothing. Think and repeat to yourself over and over and over again the absolute importance of living every moment.

 “One of the tzaddikim used to wake up every morning and say to himself, ‘shalom aleichem the twenty-first of Iyar (or whatever date on the calendar it was). What a great day! We have been waiting thousands of years for you. You were in Hashem’s original plan of creation. We waited for you so long, and yet time is short. I will only be with you for the next 24 hours. After that, I will never see you again. Therefore, let me get started. I promise that I will live with you every second.’

 “Imagine you were honored to receive Eliyahu HaNovi and he was going to answer all your life’s big questions. You could not have a greater excitement of anticipation, waiting for the day you can host him. When the day comes, will you sleep late, excuse yourself for a coffee break, read the comics, or watch television? The truth is that every day we live and breath on this earth is greater than experiencing the revelation of Eliyahu HaNovi. Eliyahu comes in order to teach one how to utilize life. But one has to utilize life. One has to invest thought into the present moment.”

 “Rabbi, what is the punishment of someone who does not properly invest his or her thought in the present moment?” another person asked.

 “The moment I invest in me at this moment will stay with me forever. Whatever I accomplish now will be my portion in the world to come. Conversely, whatever I leave out now, will be lacking there. The fires of Gehinnom will include the burning pain of disappointment over not properly utilizing the opportunity you had to live life.

 “Of course, the pleasure of the world to come is beyond anything a human being can comprehend. ‘One second of pleasure in the world to come is better than the entire life in this world.’ If we could collect all the pleasures which all humanity ever experienced from day one of creation till the present and combine it into one pleasure, it will still not be comparable to the pleasure of one second in the world to come! However, to produce that one second of pleasure, you have to utilize the one second of the present in this world.”

 The Jewel

 “Is there a Torah teaching which capsulizes what you have been saying?”

 “There are several. Probably the best known of them is that accredited to Hillel, who said: ‘If I am not going to be me, who will be? And being for myself, what does that make me? If not now, when?’18 Let me explain it clearly.

 “Every moment has its gem. And everyone’s life has been specially arranged since the time of creation so that billions of moments, each with its unique response, have been laid out for him or her. Yet, it is up to the individual to discover the value of every moment. Therefore, the first question one must ask oneself is: ‘If I will not be me, who will be?’ Nobody else can be me. No one else can make me.

 “Every Jew has a jewel in himself and the entire reason he came down to this world was to discover that jewel. And that jewel can only be discovered by that Jew. If Moshe could come down from heaven, he could not take his place and polish his jewel.

 “Hillel continues: ‘And when I am for myself,’ i.e. only for myself — when I have developed myself and polished my gem but do not utilize it for the advancement of others — ‘what am I,’ i.e. what worth is there to my gem? If a person does not have a self in order to share it with and relate to others, what good is that self?

 “Thus, according to Hillel, the first step is to know who you are.19 You have to first build your self-worth and know that you are a portion of G-d; you are made in the Divine Image. Then, after you develop your unique self, you have to use it to build others. Once you realize who you are, you realize that every fellow Jew is the same because his soul and yours are from the same G-d. That is called ‘Loving your neighbor as yourself.’ You have to love your real self, your soul-self. Then you can love your fellow.

 “Hillel concludes: ‘And if not now, when?’ He means: not only is every Jew a jewel, but every moment of the Jew’s life is a jewel, as we said. Therefore, if you do not accomplish your mission in this moment, ‘when’ will you? I.e. now is the moment to accomplish, because if you do not utilize NOW, when will you have the moment again? It will never come back. If now is not the time to gain your self, your olam habah self, when is?”

 Teshuva

 “Rabbi,” Danny said, “I know you are trying to make us feel good, but you have made me feel very bad. If what you are saying is true, then I have missed so many moments in my life I am beginning to feel very depressed just thinking about it.”

 “There is no reason to get depressed. Every moment of a past lifetime, even a lifetime of failure — spiritual, soul-failure — can be turned around for good because of the principle of teshuva, which means returning — returning to one’s original status as a creature made in the image of G-d.

 “One of the wonderful things about writing on a computer with a word processor is that you do not 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.

 “That is teshuva. In a moment I can return to my original status as a creature made in Hashem’s image. And when I do, I can correct all my past failings up to the present. One moment’s teshuva can send ripples of change through all the other moments already passed.”

 “But it is so hard.”

 “I’m not saying it’s easy. But what is the alternative? To remain immersed in the physical with a materialistic outlook? That is much harder in the long term because 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 soul. There is nothing so great or special about the physical self. Even animals have a physical self. Sooner or later you have to return to the real you or you will never be truly happy.

 “Teshuva means to ‘return’ to the real you — the soul you which is hungry for truth, which can only tolerate so much lethargy and self-deception. When you sinned, it was not you. Your physical part sinned, not you. When you do teshuva, you start viewing your physical self as an outside person and yell at it, ‘How could you do that! How could you do that!’ Teshuva means you discovered — uncovered — your real self, and you fell in love with that self.”

 “But, rabbi, how can a person face himself if he has so much guilt?”

 “Guilt is a means of instruction, not destruction. When you fail to live the truth, you feel guilty. Guilt alerts you to the fact that you must actively seek change in yourself. It is not meant to destroy. Guilt should lead you to teshuva, to tuning into who you really are and undergoing the process of turning back into the real you. Therefore, don’t let guilt destroy you. Use it to rebuild your self.

 “It is getting late,” the rabbi added. “To conclude, it is vital that each of us learn how to think. Only by doing so can we gain self-esteem and become who we uniquely are. Do not let yourself become tranquilized with material comforts or blinded by the possessions of others. The only true possession is your self and the moment you have before you waiting to be transformed into eternity. In order to gain that, though, you must be thinking. Therefore, think. Think about what matters. And follow through on your thinking. Good night.”

 Practical Advice

 Before the rabbi could leave, though, one of the people listening to the conversation spoke up. “One last time, rabbi, practically speaking, what can we do to acquire the ideals you speak about?”

 “As I said, repeat the ideas over and over again. The key to success is clarity. Clarity of thought must be worked on, though, because there are many things to dull one’s outlook. Therefore, you have to understand the true ideas and then teach them to yourselves over and over again. Sometimes the best way to teach them to yourself is by teaching them to others. That is why I give these seminars. I am really teaching myself, repeating these truths over and over again. You, too, should find ways of repeating them to yourselves and others. The more you do, the more successful you will be. Whatever you do, though, do not be drawn outside of reality, outside the reality of you.

 “Let me talk more concretely. The weekend is over and you are sitting at home, wondering what to do next. Do not pick up that magazine and lose yourself in some fantasy. Take out a Torah book, put on a Torah tape — confront yourself. Or when you go into the car, do not turn on the radio and listen to the news about another murder or some talk-show host who feeds you what he thinks is important. Put on the Torah tape that inspires you and teaches you how to grab the NOW.

 “We need to repeat the true ideas over and over again, especially these days, because there are so many outside forces vying for our attention. They want to sell you something — either a useless commodity which they claim will give you happiness or even a nice-sounding ideal that will make you feel you are contributing to human progress. Do not lose focus. And if you do, know how to plug back into reality so you can regain clarity.”

“Rabbi, are you saying that everything in the media is bad?”

 “It’s not a matter of good and bad. It’s a matter of regaining our minds, our souls. And please don’t take what I am saying as rebuke. I am just passing along information. You do with it what you will.

 “Why don’t we think? The answer is only one thing. We do not possess our minds! Our minds are controlled by the media. The gentile mentality has seeped into and taken control over our consciousness. Our politics, our tzedaka, our davening, our Shabbos, even our Torah — everything — is being screened through the lens of non-Jewish eyes. That is what it means to be controlled by the media. When you are controlled by the media you do not really exist. You are possessed by another.

 “And it seems that we do not even have the power to break our addiction to the media. We cannot sit for a minute in our car without turning on the radio. We even have special radios we can turn on while taking a shower. Our most feared enemy is ourself. We are terrified of spending a few moments alone. Someone always has to be talking to us.

 “We are so strapped with obligations, when do we have time to spend time alone and build a relationship with Hashem? Yes, our obligations are real, vital, and necessary — and we must attend to them. But what do we do when we find ourselves with a little free time? What do we do when we are waiting for a bus or train? We take a newspaper along to read. We have to know what is going on in the world. The world is going to collapse if we do not know the latest news.

 “We do not possess our minds.

 “I had this problem many years ago. I never had a radio at home. I never read secular newspapers. But whenever I had to drive somewhere I would flip on the radio switch and listen to the news — ‘WINS, all news all the time.’ The news and only the news. And, like any normal person, I had to hear it 30 times a day ... along with the all-important weather and traffic reports.

 “I realized it was wrong, but I did not have the power to do anything about it. After all, I said to myself, I am living in a society. I have to be a normal person.

 “One day, I offered to drive a great Torah scholar in my car. I turned on the ignition ... and the radio came on full blast. I was so embarrassed. I said to myself, ‘You hypocrite. In front of a flesh and blood being you are embarrassed. But in front of Hashem you are not?’

 “I continued like this and then one day a family tragedy struck. A young sister-in-law passed away, leaving behind four small orphans. The funeral was late at night. The following morning, I drove into the city as usual, and, waiting at a traffic light, as I listened to the monotonous, incessant voice of the radio broadcaster, it hit me how he sounded like a croaking frog. All of a sudden, I became embarrassed and then angry at myself. ‘What kind of a cruel person are you? You attended the burial of a sister-in-law last night and not even 24 hours later you are back to the old routine, running away from it! You are afraid of thinking about it!’

 “I said to myself, ‘If one can learn Torah or give charity in the name of the deceased, then one can turn off the radio in their merit.’ And so I turned it off. 23 years later, it is still turned off.

 “Something unexpected happened to me, though, not three or four weeks after turning off the radio for good. Other than unhooking the car radio, nothing of my routine changed, but I sensed a clarity and depth in my outlook which I lacked before. Then it struck me. I had detached from the media. I had had this mental haze and now it was cleared away. I could see things as if I was looking at them for the first time with fresh eyes, with my own mind. A person complains, ‘Everything is dusty.’ Then someone points out to him that it is not the world which is dusty, but his glasses. That was me, I realized. My Torah, my politics — everything had been viewed through the dust of the non-Jewish media.

 “And I think that is the problem which all of us suffer today. Despite our great investments in Jewish causes and Torah education, something is still dulling our efforts. We have a goyish viewpoint! And we don’t even realize it’s goyish!

 Evelyn

 “I often tell the story of an acquaintance, a man who, at first, was not too committed to mitzvah observance. Little by little, however, he became more committed. He began attending a daily Torah class. His wife started covering her hair. I helped him take these steps, but as much as I tried there was one thing I could not convince him of. I could not get him to throw out his television.

 ‘“Listen,’ he said, ‘this is the one thing I can’t give up. It is the one thing my wife and I are addicted to. We watch one hour a night. That’s all. It’s a comedy show we have a little laugh over. I can’t give it up.’

 “Now, this man had a certain non-Jewish female worker, Evelyn, whom he needed to run his business. However, he could not stand her. She was shallow, unrefined, and coarse, and hardly a conversation I had with him passed without him relating another distressing Evelyn story.

 “One day I said to him, ‘You know, last night while you and your wife were watching that comedy show, laughing away, Evelyn and her boyfriend were watching the same show. You were laughing in your living room and Evelyn was laughing in her living room.’

 “His face became red. A few weeks later, he said to me, ‘I am very angry at you. You killed me.’

 ‘“What are you talking about?’ I said.

 ‘“Do you remember that time you pointed out to me that Evelyn was laughing at the same television show my wife and I were watching? Well, since then, whenever I turn on the television, I say, ‘Oy, Evelyn is watching too!’

 “Every time you pick up that magazine, that newspaper, or turn on that talk show, some Evelyn is also tuning in with you. Is this what thousands of years of Jewish sacrifice have been for? A non-Jewish talk show? Why don’t we have the sense to cut ourselves off from something designed to occupy the mind of an Evelyn?

 “The answer is that we have been totally effected by the gentile. We think like gentiles. We see the world like gentiles. Our politics are gentile. Even our Torah is screened through gentile eyes. No Torah, no charity, no effort will help if we remain tuned into the frequency of an Evelyn.

 “And I am not teaching you Chassidus or preaching to you piety. This is not ‘frumming out.’ This is the basic foundation of being a Jew. V’debarta bom b’sheevticha b’vaisecha, u’vilechticha vaderech, ‘And you shall speak of them in your sitting in your house and in your travelling along the road.’ V’debarta bom, Chazal say, and not devarim b’tailim. We have to constantly attach ourselves to words of Torah and avoid all devarim b’tailim, empty matters. When you have some time alone — in the car, the home, or wherever — get rid of Evelyn.

 “This is the American Holocaust. A holocaust is not just when poison is dropped into a gas chamber filled with people. The American Holocaust is going on right now. In this holocaust, though, we are the ones who own the crematoria. We are the ones who are taking portable gas chambers and bringing them into our homes. We are the ones who are poisoning our own souls.

 “People say, ‘You are right. And that is why I don’t let my children watch it.’ But I say to them, ‘What about you? Are you not also a child? Are we not all children of Hashem?’

 The Great Debate

 “Each of us, without an exception, has a pure soul. Each of us has a beauty and greatness — the absolute free will to be anything we dare think we can be. But we first have to possess our minds. We have to have clarity.

 “Disconnecting from our addiction to the modern day idol worships requires great sacrifice, but the good news is that is usually all we have to do to reclaim our greatness. We do not have to necessarily create something positive. We simply have to desist from the negative.

 “This was the underlying question of a Talmudic debate.20

 
 [Three great sages] — Rabba, Ulla, [and in another place, Rabbi Yochanan] — said yasi v’lo achimena, ‘Let him [Moshiach] come, but I do not want to see him [i.e. I do not want to live in that time.]

 

 “The Maharal elaborates on their words: ‘No matter how great we may be, we cannot guarantee that we will be up to the test of the coming of Moshiach. Even we cannot be sure we will have the merit to survive the challenge of his coming.’ However, a dissenting opinion was recorded:

 
 Rav Yosef said: yasi v’achimena, ‘Let him come, and I will see him. And, furthermore, let me be worthy to sit under the shadow of the dung of his donkey!’

 

 “What is the real underlying dispute between the first three Sages and Rav Yosef?

 “There are two ways of serving G-d, based on a verse in Psalms, Sur mayrah v’asay tov, ‘turn from evil, and do good.’21 The first half implies simple abstention — get yourself far away from anything which is bad; specialize in distancing yourself from evil. The second half urges us to ‘do good’ — to work on the positive, on performing acts of goodness. The question is: Is turning from evil a means to doing good? Or is it the reverse: Is doing good a means of turning from evil? Is the goal doing good or turning from evil?

 “That is what the argument of the sages centered around. The first three sages, who were afraid of living in the times of Moshiach, felt that a person becomes complete only by concentrating on good. They understood that the people in the time before Moshiach would be tested like never before by having to live immersed in bad. Spiritually, they would become like dried skeletons, lacking even sinews and veins.

 “Therefore, they concluded, they could not guarantee they could be up to the test. Since the ultimate goal was to do good, how could they guarantee they would be able to reach the level of good necessary to relate to Moshiach in times when bad would be so dominant? Therefore, they said, ‘Let him come, but we do not want to be there.’ We cannot take the responsibility to say that we could create the goodness necessary to bridge the gap between us and Moshiach.

 “Rav Yosef, on the other hand, felt that bringing Moshiach did not depend on how much good one created for oneself, but rather on how much one turned away from bad. Only G-d can invest one with the real ultimate good anyway, he reasoned. Moshiach will serve as a conduit to the ultimate goodness, the ultimate holiness. However, in order to be worthy of that ultimate goodness, all one had to do was turn away from bad.

 “Therefore, Rav Yosef said, ‘Let him come, and I will see him,’ because if the merit of bringing Moshiach is dependent upon not being bad, then that can be accomplished under even the worst conditions. In fact, the more bad one is surrounded by, the more opportunity he has not to partake of it. Consequently, the greater the merit.

 In the Shadow of the Donkey’s Dung

 “What did Rabbi Yosef mean when he said that living in the pre-Messianic era will be like sitting beneath the shadow of the dung of Moshiach’s donkey?

 “The prophet says that Moshiach will come as an oni rochav al chamor, ‘a poor man riding on a donkey.’22 Actually, there are two Hebrew words for a poor person: oni and evion. Both poor people have nothing, but the latter desires that which he does not have. The former, the oni, does not have and does not miss it.

 “Moshiach is described as an ‘oni riding on a donkey.’ He is going to be totally poor in worldly, material things, and he will not need them. He will be riding on the donkey. Chamor, ‘donkey’ in Hebrew, also means physicality, materialism (the same root word). If a person fails to ride above or control the chamor, he becomes effected by it. He wants material things. He needs them. However, Moshiach will be an oni; he will not need them; he will ride above it all and have his material cravings under control.

 “What is meant by sitting beneath the ‘shadow of the dung’ of his donkey?

 “Before Moshiach’s advent, the Jew is not going to ride above the chamor-donkey-materialism as he did during the previous 2,000 years of exile. He is going to sit beneath it. He is going to be effected by it. And he is not just going to be underneath the donkey, but beneath ‘the shadow of the dung’ of the donkey. The dung is the waste product of the donkey. It is the part of the food which even the donkey rejects. In other words, Jews will be involved in the reject of non-Jewish society.

 “Unfortunately, we see how true this is. Look around. What is acceptable to today’s gentile would not have been acceptable just a couple of decades ago. Even the lower elements of the previous generations would have been shocked by the public displays of licentiousness, immorality, showmanship, impudence, arrogance, etc. However, today, they call such a person a ‘progressive.’

 “Wherever we go, wherever we stand, we are underneath the dung. From the neon signs of Times Square to the televisions, movies, and newsstands, all the filth and sewage from all over the world is readily available, even in the privacy of our homes. Wherever we go, we are under the shadow of the dung of the donkey.

 “Rav Yosef said in effect, ‘If G-d brings a situation where you find yourself living beneath the shadow of the dung of the donkey, and you can be easily effected by it, then if all you will do is abstain from those things and not partake of them, you will merit Moshiach.’

 “The deeper implication of Rav Yosef’s statement is that each person has a natural, inner goodness. That goodness glows like an eternal light. All it needs is to be uncovered. However, the bombardment of media — whether from empty sporting events, unabashed promiscuity, destructive ideology, or simple mindlessness and meaninglessness — heaps piles and piles of soot on that inner, glowing light.

 “A person feels a spark of holiness, has an inspiring experience, yearns momentarily for something more, but then comes home and plugs into society’s baals. He is like a patient in a coma who opens his eyes, unplugs himself from the wires and tubes, walks around, experiences a momentary yearning for life, and then returns to the bed, reconnects to all the ‘life-support’ valves, and goes back to sleep.

 “The mind is the most precious organ. It needs exercise. Turn on ‘the tube,’ turn off the mind. After a while, mindlessness becomes a way of life. Don’t think ... at least not too much. Certainly not enough so that you have to change. Plug back in. Turn on the sitcom or docu-drama. Turn on the news. It is important to hear the weather report again. Relax. Don’t work too hard. You only live once. Want the Real Thing? Have a Coke.

 “Every time you plug back in, your mind atrophies. The glowing light deep inside is covered deeper and deeper beneath the sewage.

 The Button

 “One time, a flight I was scheduled to take was canceled. As compensation, the airline put the passengers up in an expensive hotel overnight. The hotel boasted, ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels in every room.’ As I sat on the well-padded sofa in my room, alone, I took out my miniature Gemara and settled in for my daily Torah learning. Before I knew it, though, I was asleep.

 “When I awoke several hours later, I felt disappointed and embarrassed because I knew that my parents and grandparents would have had the strength to learn most of the night. I despaired a moment. Then, there, high on the wall, I gazed at the ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels.’ Suddenly, I remembered the words of Rav Yosef, ‘Let him come, and let me be worthy of sitting beneath the shadow of the dung of his donkey.’ And then it struck me: Here I was sitting beneath the shadow of the dung of the donkey, beneath the reject of non-Jewish society!

 “From my ancestors, Hashem got a solid page of learning every day and every night. We are obviously a weaker generation. However, there is one thing we possess which they did not. We have the ‘Remote-control full-screen TV with all the cable channels’ only one button away. And that is our potential greatness, because although I was not up to performing the good of learning that night, I was able to turn from the bad even though it was only the flick of a button away. My forbearers never had that challenge. They may have given Hashem the page of Gemara but they never gave Him the button.

 Think About This

 “My recommendation to you is to try out for yourself — for 40 days — a voluntary abstention from media and media-type influences. Stay away from it, turn it off, throw it out, close your eyes to it, etc. After all, don’t you owe it to yourself?

 “Try it for 40 days. Clear your mind. Keep it absolutely clear. I guarantee that your inner beauty will start to shine forth from somewhere deep inside. Chances are, you will find yourself thinking more clearly than ever before.

 “Yes, thinking.

 “At the end of 40 days, when you have experienced the clarity of being totally unplugged for a while, reconsider your options, if you want. But, at least try it. You will discover your own holiness, your own greatness. And you will see what it means to be back in possession of the special inner beauty which resides in every Jew. The greatness is already planted within each of us. Chayai olam notah bisochainu, ‘eternal life was planted within us.’ Remove the negative and the positive will automatically begin to shine.

 “It is getting late and if some of us do not move on to the hard work of getting a good night’s rest I am afraid we will not be able to function properly tomorrow. Therefore, thank you, and I bid you all a good night.”
Chapter 4 — SELF-ESTEEM AMIDST DEPRIVATION

 As the small crowd around the rabbi finally broke up and the lobby emptied, a man sitting on a lounge chair lit up a cigarette. An observant Jew by all outward appearances, he seemed deep in contemplation as billows of smoke from the lit cigarette hovered about his head. Leaving the cigarette to smolder in an ashtray, he picked himself up off the lounge chair and paced back and forth across the empty lobby.

 His eyes suddenly fell upon a roundish black hat lying on the floor, obviously left there by accident. Picking up the hat, he dusted it off and was about to lay it safely on a table when he was startled by a voice, “Oh, that must be mine.” A slight pause and then, “Yes, it is mine,” the rabbi said extending his hands. He had come down to the lobby specifically to look for his hat.

 “Here,” the man said returning the hat.

 “Thank you. Have a good night.”

 “You too.”

 As the rabbi turned to head back to his room, the man suddenly spoke up and asked, “Do you have a minute?”

 “Yes. What is your name?”

 “I’d prefer not to say. Call me Reuven.”

 “Okay, Reuven.”

 “I listened to that discussion you had with those people after the lecture. You know, with that Israeli fellow.”

 “Yes.”

 “You handled yourself well, rabbi.”

 “Thank you.”

 “In fact, I don’t think I ever heard anyone explain things quite like that. I wish someone like you had taught me when I was younger.” As Reuven paused, it was obvious that he had a lot on his mind. “Can we sit down?” Reuven asked.

 “Sure.”

 As they settled into lobby chairs, Reuven said, “Rabbi,” but then paused. Obviously fighting something within himself, he started again and said, “Rabbi, I need to talk to someone.”

 “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

 “I ...”

 “Yes.”

 “I ... I don’t feel comfortable talking about myself.” Reuven paused. “I’m in a situation over my head. I’ve always helped people. But since my business collapsed, and I was left with a large mortgage, a fairly large family, and a lot of debts, I’ve been like poison to those closest to me. To make a long story short, I don’t know if I have my marriage any longer. I can’t treat my wife and family decently. I know it’s bad, but I can’t help myself. I don’t want to be this way. But the things that have happened to me are beyond my capacity to bear. I don’t understand why Hashem has done this to me. I’ve always helped people.”

 “All people?”

 “Yes.”

 “Including yourself?”

 “Myself?”

 “Yes, you are a Jew too. Do you help yourself?”

 Reuven paused. “I think you’ve already hit on the problem, rabbi. I neglect myself.”

 “If you neglect yourself you cannot really tend to the needs of others. V’ahavta l’rayecha komocha, ‘love your neighbor as yourself,’ teaches that if you do not love yourself, you cannot really love your neighbor. If you mistreat your loved ones it is because you mistreat yourself. You are everybody’s friend except your own.”

 Reuven buried his head in his hands and said, “But isn’t the whole purpose of the Torah to help others?”

 “Eventually. But first you have to help yourself. You know the famous case where two people are stranded in the desert with enough water for only one of them to survive. Rebbi Akiva teaches that a person first has an obligation to save himself, chayecha kodmon, ‘Your own life first.’ He has to drink from his canteen even if that means the other will die of thirst.23 Now, this is the same Rebbi Akiva who said: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself is the great principle of the Torah.24 It’s no contradiction. First a person has the obligation to himself and only then can he be a proper helper of others.

 “The Sanzer Rav once said that as a young man he set out to save the entire world. As he got older, however, he concluded that the world was beyond his ability to repair, so he lowered his goals and set out to try to save his city. Years later, though, he realized that that too was beyond his means, and meanwhile his own family was lacking, so he tried to fix it up. As an old man, he said, ‘Why am I trying to straighten out my family? I have to fix up myself.’ If a person cannot first set straight the world within himself, what hope has he of straightening that which is outside himself?”

 “I know better than anyone else that I am far from perfect,” Reuven said, “but I still have a lot of Torah and mitzvos under my belt.”

 “Even people with Torah are not immune from neglecting their very selves. It is possible to make Torah a cosmetic dressing and totally ignore your personality. That is why the Torah teaches: derech eretz precedes Torah. Derech eretz, respect for others, emanates from self-respect, self-dignity. First you have to respect yourself in order to respect others. Derech eretz, then, a sense of self-worth, must precede Torah, otherwise even Torah can become an external accoutrement one depends upon for self-worth rather than a tool to develop one’s true self.”

 “Are you saying, then, rabbi, that I’m being punished for neglecting myself?”

 “I’m not saying anything about punishment. All I’m saying is there is a root cause to your problem. If you straighten that out, other things will fall into place.”

 “Don’t get me wrong,” Reuven added. “I appreciate the fact that you are talking to me, but, what will understanding my problem gain me if I still have no income, huge debts, a disintegrating marriage and all my other problems?”

 “I throw the question back at you,” the rabbi said. “What will clearing up all your debts and superficially correcting all your problems gain you if you don’t get to the root of your problem?”

 “It will gain me a little relief.”

 “There’s value in that,” the rabbi said, “but sooner or later you have to address the root if you want to cure the disease. Problems are symptoms. A symptom is a gift if you read it correctly and use it to cure the disease.” The rabbi waited a brief moment and then said. “Let me ask you a question, Reuven,” the rabbi said. “Why does a person build a house?”

 “For shelter?”

 “Even more so, he has a need to feel rooted — he needs a home. The house is only a means to producing the idea of home. If one neglects the idea of home while busying himself with building the house, he undermines his original intent. That is because a house is only the means for building a home. Yet, how many people do we know, and how many stories of people have we heard, where they enslave themselves to careers in order to move into a beautiful house, but neglect their marriage, their children, their very selves? They have empty mansions. And they probably even feel the emptiness, but are helpless to stop the momentum of years pursuing the means while forgetting the goal.

 “Now, what is the best thing Hashem can do for such a person — a person who is basically good-hearted, but who has forgotten about the idea of building a home in his pursuit of building a house? First, He will give him signs that he has lost sight of the goal, and if he does not read the signs Hashem will, in His mercy, take away the house because it became an impediment to his real goal. By losing the house, he may gain a home.

 “On the other hand, if Hashem knows that a person is so materialistic that he will not even think twice about losing the house, He may let him keep it, or the superficial marriage, or the shallow relationship with his children. That is more of a punishment, though. It is something permanent; something with permanent ramifications. However, when Hashem chastises people He loves it is by no means permanent. And therefore it is not really a punishment. He takes away so that the person will gain in the end.”

 “So you are saying that in pursuit of the means to the goal I have forgotten the goal?”

 “That’s what I’m suggesting. The Torah goal may be to help others, but the first one you have to help is yourself. Hashem does not want you to be satisfied with a superficial or incomplete understanding of yourself, but really wants you to get to the root of who you are by limiting or taking away external things which give you an artificial sense of self-worth. You suffer because you are worthy of Hashem’s love.”

 “I understand what you’re saying,” Reuven replied. “And I would like to believe that I’m worthy of Hashem’s love. But maybe I am not worthy of His love. Maybe He really is punishing me.”

 “You’re a Jew, right?”

 “Yes.”

 ‘“Koll Yisroel yeish lohem chailek l’olam habah, ‘All Jews have a portion in the world to come.’25 The fact that you are a Jew, alone, means that Hashem shows special favor to you. On top of that, however, you have Torah and mitzvos in your merit. As long as you are a sincere person who wants to better himself and others, Hashem may be prodding you, but it is not a punishment. He knows you will ultimately gain from the difficulty. Therefore, don’t beat yourself. Your hardship is suffering enough. Don’t compound it by denying your inherent self-worth.”

 “But how can I convince myself that I have any selfworth if I’m a failure to everyone around me?”

 “The greater a person is, the more is expected of him. When Hashem thinks a person is strong and meritorious, He often takes away the very things he wants most. You become a failure — a failure to your children, to your family, to your friends, to your society. You realize how alone you are. However, when all your external means of self-worth collapse you discover something: everything always depended on you anyway. The status and possessions were not intrinsic. One morning you look in the mirror and say, ‘Am I a failure to myself? Hashem placed His tzelem Elokim, His Divine Image, in me. He made me. How can I be a failure?’ At that point you discover yourself. From there you can rebuild your selfimage.”

 “But does it have to be through the loss of everything else?”

 “Sometimes. The Mishnah teaches:26 ‘Who is wealthy? One who is happy with his lot.’ If he is happy with his lot while living in poverty, then should he become wealthy he will not become spoiled by the money. However, one who cannot find satisfaction with the simple things when he is poor, will be destroyed by money. Of course, we are part of this material world, and it is here for us to gain. However, it is not worth anything if by gaining it we lose our selves. Only once we first gain our selves does gaining elements of the world have permanence and meaning. If you discover your selfworth while deprived of certain basics, then later, when you start getting normalcy back into your life, you get it with the knowledge that you will never again exchange your real values for external ones.

 “You must have Hashem’s favor,” the rabbi added. “Otherwise, He would let you have things easy. You must be able to overcome your despair. Hashem only challenges a person whom He knows can persevere and overcome. You must believe in yourself as much as He believes in you.”

 Reuven let out a long sigh, and then said, “What you are saying is good, rabbi. But, it’s just one bad thing after another with me. How can I really feel good about myself when everything in my life is falling apart?”

 “You said you heard me speaking before about self-esteem,” the rabbi said. “Do you think what I said only applies when things are going well? Quite the contrary, it applies equally as well, if not more so, when things are not going well.”

 “I think I understand that,” Reuven said, but I don’t know really how to believe it, though. I’m usually the one telling people to have faith, however since I have been suffering so enormously I can’t convince myself of that. I understand the philosophy, but it does not affect me.”

 “It does not affect you either because you do not really understand or because you do not understand deeply enough yet. Either way, let me try to help you. Let’s make sure we understand what it means to be made b’tzelem Elokim, in the image of G-d.

 Filling the Gap

 “Tzelem Elokim,” the rabbi began explaining, “is something in all of us. If Hashem is the Creator, then one of the things being made in His image implies is that we, too, can become creators, and not just creators of something from something, but creators, like Hashem, of something from nothing. Unfortunately, we tend to utilize the beautiful power of creativity to create nothing from nothing. We take the material world, which is a big nothing by itself, and use our tzelem Elokim to create more nothing, more of this world, olam hazeh. In reality, we were given the nothingness of the material world in order to reconstruct it into the matter of somethingness, i.e. spirituality, olam habah.

 “And when I say the material world, I do not only mean the physical objects of this world, but every life’s circumstance we find ourselves in as well. All suffering forms the raw material of nothingness from which we can build our something. And the rule is that the more problematic our ‘raw material,’ the greater the potential to create something of worth with it.

 “Imagine there was a process which could turn various types of matter into diamonds, and you had in front of you several different machines which could perform this process. One machine could turn gold into diamonds. Another could turn silver into diamonds. Another, copper into diamonds. And, finally, one which could turn garbage into diamonds. Which machine would you buy? Obviously, the last machine. Even if it was much more expensive than the other machines, there is so much garbage in the world — free garbage — you will never lack raw material to produce diamonds.

 “That is what Hashem does for us. Every one of us is a creator with Him. We are here to create something from nothing. Hashem is the one who really gives us the ability to create something. Our contribution to the mix is the nothing. Our bad life’s circumstances, our undesirable character traits, our physical self, etc. are the raw materials we contribute. If it were up to us, we would throw away our ‘raw material’ but Hashem makes sure we do not. He delivers unwanted ‘raw material’ to our doorstep every day.

 “A person complains: ‘Hashem you gave me too difficult a life’s chore. You gave me so much garbage: a problematic spouse, problematic children, a problematic income, problematic personal character traits, etc.’ However, if Hashem gave it to us we must say, ‘This is my potential.”’

 “But I still can’t help but feel shortchanged by Hashem,” Reuven said. “I’m in such a tremendously difficult situation. I don’t see any way out of it.”

 “Of course, it is not comfortable to work with garbage,” the rabbi replied. “And, to return to our analogy, let’s say the machine takes seven or eight years before it turns the garbage into diamonds. A person could very well say, ‘I don’t want to be working in garbage for six or seven years.’ However, that is short-sighted. When all you see is the garbage, of course you will say you don’t want it. However, when you can envision the final outcome you can be patient while the process of transformation is going on.”

 “True, maybe it only takes seven or eight years before the garbage is turned into diamonds,” Reuven remarked. “But maybe it will take 70 or 80 years.”

 “Even so, regarding spiritual diamonds, what is 70 or 80 years compared to eternity? The point is that if we would only appreciate what we are doing here in this world we would already possess the storehouse of strength necessary to overcome any situation. If He entrusted us with all our difficulties, tests, weaknesses — and, after all, He did give it to us because none of us volunteered to be born and given our life’s circumstances — there is no obstacle we cannot overcome.

 “To say that Hashem shortchanged you by giving you so many personal deficits — but did not give you the concomitant ability to transform them into advantages — is to accuse Him of not knowing what He is doing. If Hashem created us with deficiencies, He also created us with the ability to transform them into advantages. How many people do I talk to tell me, ‘I had a terrible upbringing, or I had terrible friends, or a terrible marriage, a terrible work situation, terrible midos, etc. — but do not understand that that makes them the richest people. All their garbage can be transformed into diamonds. To say that it can’t is to say that Hashem doesn’t know what He is doing.

 “Hashem knows what He is doing!” the rabbi emphasized. “Deficiencies, human faults, cruelty, evil — all are part of the plan of creation. It is Hashem who created them, and who allows them to continue to function. Yet, people sometimes wonder: If Hashem is all-powerful, perfect, benevolent, good, why did He allow evil and deficiency to exist in the world He created? The answer is that if He had made a full world, we would not have been given the chance to fill it.

 “Let me give you an example from the jewelry industry. The first step in the process of making jewelry is creating the model. The model is then dipped in a soft plaster-of-paris-type molding which eventually hardens into a negative impression of the jewelry. A perceptive individual can look at the impression and already see how the piece of jewelry will look. And the more deeply sunk into the molding an impression is, the more expensive the piece of jewelry it will produce.

 “People are created with certain natures. ‘Nature’ in Hebrew, tevah, is related to t’viah, sunk in. Through understanding the deficiencies — the t’viah, the part that is sunk in, the hollow molding — you come to know yourself. That is what Avraham did, and that is how he came to know the entire Torah even before it was given on Mount Sinai. Avraham was a very keen observer of human nature. He saw how peoples’ natures were inclined to steal, lie, cheat, murder. He understood that all the deficiencies must have a counterpart above which was designed to fill it. That is how Avraham knew and kept the entire Torah centuries before it was given on Mount Sinai. Through the faults of human nature, he perceived the perfection of the Torah. Evil is an exact duplicate of Torah in reverse. Evil — the deficiency, the hole — is the impression for Torah — the filling.

 “A human being is placed in this world to fill deficiencies. How much can a person accomplish? It depends upon how many deficiencies he has been granted, on how ‘munk in’ his nature is. A person has low self-esteem because he believes he is a nothing. He sees himself and he sees a void. However, every negative characteristic we have in ourselves reveals our greatness. The greater the void, the greater the amount of substance which can be filled into that void. The moment you fill it, your filling is more valuable than the one who seemingly has no problems. Of course, the process of filling one’s void is long, slow, and painful. To say it is impossible, though, is not true. The price you may have to pay is greater, but the price you pay is an investment which will pay you back much more in the end.

 “The Torah tells us that the one who returns to Hashem out of love not only has his sins forgiven, but has them turned into merits.27 The sins are the void. The ultimate purpose that Hashem gave a human being the potential to sin was so that he could fill the void caused by that sin. When you can look at your void and all of a sudden perceive the G-dliness which was meant to fill it, you have come to view the void as a potential container of good. You thank Hashem for your deficiencies and start transforming them into advantages which house the precious gold of G-dliness they were meant to contain.

 “We must always remember that when Hashem created the world with deficiencies He knew what He was doing. He looked into our souls and saw what each of us could accomplish. Then He placed us in a world where we have the exact deficiencies necessary to bring out our potential. To say He did not give us the ability to overcome our deficiencies is to say Hashem did not know what He was doing when He created the world. But He did know. We have to show as much faith in ourselves as He shows in us.

 “Reuven,” the rabbi said getting up from the chair, “it is really getting very late and I still have a lot of classes to give this weekend. We have to talk more. Perhaps there are people and chesed organizations you have not tapped. In any event, I hope I have helped you with the first step: helping you to appreciate yourself again. Why don’t you call your wife in the morning and ask her to come for the weekend. You still have tomorrow afternoon, all Shabbos, and Sunday.”

 “Hmm. That might not be a bad idea.”

 “I would be happy to speak to both of you, but please excuse me now.”

 “Thank you very much, rabbi. I think I will call my wife.”

 “Good.”

 Before the rabbi headed back to his room, he added, “Let me leave you with this thought. You know, of course, that Jewish people, as a whole and as individuals, are suffering today as much if not more than ever. Yours is not the only story of its kind out there, unfortunately. I say that not to make you feel better through others’ suffering, but to enlighten you how special the time we live in is.

 “You will not find a Jewish family today which is not somehow, somewhere suffering. Financial problems, family problems, one who has no children, one who has too many children, one who has sick children, and so on — every Jew today is a victim. We are victims of the Holocaust, not only the Nazi Holocaust but the Western Spiritual Holocaust as well — Hitler took six million, but even more Jews have become lost in America and the West. A Jew today has the right to ask: What is Hashem doing? The basic answer is: this is the hole. It is here for us to fill. We are living amidst, perhaps, the deepest, darkest nook in history. But don’t get depressed about what is happening in these times. Use it to discover your potential and bring it out.”
Chapter 5 — JEALOUSY AND THE SELF

 The Blum’s waited until Shabbos to ask the rabbi for time to speak with him alone. And in the honey-colored sunshine of a breezy but comfortable Shabbos mid-afternoon, they all finally got together in a woodsy area of the hotel grounds.

 David Blum was very concerned about his wife Rachel. Since they had arrived, she was as withdrawn as ever. He realized that if anything was going to get accomplished it would get accomplished in a private conversation. And, indeed, the moment they got out for a Shabbos walk — and then again when they found the rabbi waiting in such a pleasant, secluded area — he sensed his wife becoming more relaxed.

 As they told him their problems, Rachel did indeed begin to open up more and more. Finally, she felt comfortable enough to admit, “Rabbi, not having children hurts me so much that I cannot easily share in joy of others. I try not to let anyone know, but secretly I dread news of a simcha — an invitation to a chasuna, a bris, or anything like that. It just churns up an entire set of conflicting emotions. How can I dance; how can I say mazel tov; how can I even smile when I live constantly with the gnawing awareness that one of the most basic human needs is denied me? I have no children.”

 “Tell me honestly,” the rabbi replied, “if 95 percent of the population was childless, would it be as painful?” Rachel thought while the rabbi repeated: “I want you to be honest.”

 Finally, she said, “Probably not. But 95 percent of the population does have children.”

 “That’s not the point. The point is that if they didn’t, you wouldn’t feel the pain as much.”

 “That’s probably true.”

 “Therefore, you see, the pain is not exclusively because you have no children. There is another source for the pain. It’s that incessant, inner voice saying: ‘Why does everyone else have, but I do not? Why am I different from everyone?”’

 “Then it’s an aspect of jealousy,” David remarked.

 “Yes,” the rabbi replied. “Jealousy plays a very powerful role in every human being. The Torah teaches that it is one of the three things which drives a person from this world.”28

 “A couple of years ago,” Rachel interjected, “I would have disagreed with you. I thought I was above feeling jealous. But as time goes on and I remain childless, I have been tossed on an emotional roller-coaster. Beforehand I was never really challenged with adversity. But now I am challenged too much. It has gotten the better of me and I feel terribly jealous. I don’t know how to uproot it from myself.”

 “I don’t know if you can uproot it,” the rabbi said. “In fact, if a person never feels jealous, he’s denying himself. It’s human nature.”

 “Then is it impossible to outgrow jealousy?” Rachel asked.

 “No. ‘Do not covet’ is a commandment in the Torah, and a very major one at that. If it were impossible to overcome jealousy, we would not be a commanded to do so.”

 “But you just said you don’t think jealousy can ever be uprooted.”

 “Jealousy can never be entirely uprooted from us, but we can overpower it and learn how to use it for good. ‘The jealousy of wise people increases wisdom.’ When you feel jealous about a person who is spiritually more advanced than you, that jealousy is good because it motivates you to improve yourself spiritually. On the other hand, jealousy for material things is valueless. That type of jealousy can be completely uprooted, and is what is referred to when the Torah says: ‘Do not covet.’ It is possible, therefore — and our responsibility — to totally overcome jealousy for material things.

 “How does one do that?”

 “The author of Mesillas Yesharim teaches us an important principle. ‘Jealousy results from a lack of knowledge and foolishness,’ he writes.29 In other words, it is a simple lack of knowledge. The more knowledge you obtain, the more you can outgrow jealousy for material items of little or no worth.”

 “Knowledge — is that all? What type of knowledge is he talking about?” David asked.

 “The knowledge of who you are and what your place in the scheme of creation is. In a word: self-esteem — true self-esteem, as the Torah teaches. Everyone is obligated to say, ‘The world was created for me.’30 And it is true. The world was created for each of us.

 “When the Jewish nation stood at Mount Sinai, the revelation was directed to each individual: ‘I am Hashem Your G-d,’ ’You shall have no other gods ...’ Those commandments are worded in the second person singular, i.e. to each individual. The lesson is that Hashem did not only give one general Torah, but a different Torah for each individual. That is why he addressed it to individuals. He did not create one world with millions and millions of people. Every person is a world unto himself. And it is your obligation to believe that. Hashem had a special purpose in creating you. There is something you were put here to accomplish that no one else can.

 “What makes people really suffer?” the rabbi asked rhetorically. “The most common complaint is the one you just expressed: Why am I singled out? Why am I different? I want to be like everyone else. I want to blend in with the crowd. If everyone else has money, I must have money. If everyone else has an easy marriage, I want an easy marriage. If everyone else has children, I want children. But the root of knowledge is knowing that you are a unique individual on this planet with a unique purpose who has been given unique circumstances to fulfill your mission. If you suffer in a way others do not, you have been given a unique task that others have not. And the first step to standing up to your challenge is to recognize that. If you persevere, that suffering will become your unique greatness. If you do not, it will be your downfall.”

 “That’s for sure.”

 “The point is that Hashem wants us to become us and gives us all the tools we need to do that. Whatever He gave anyone else is a foreign part. It will not fit in your world. It will not help you accomplish what you were put here to accomplish. If they do not suffer the pain of childlessness, that is not their challenge. But do not worry about them. Everyone has his own baggage, his own problems and challenges to overcome. Everyone.”

 “But some people seem to have it easy.”

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

 “Hashem continually balances our lives. ‘All who grow greater than their friend, their inclination for bad grows greater.’31 Our challenges grow as we grow. If others truly have it easy, it probably means they lack something on the inside. If you have it more difficult, it may be because you have something they do not. Hashem is challenging you to become something more than they. The fundamental principle is: Hashem gives everyone life circumstances tailor-made for them.”

 “But, rabbi, when I see other people with children, I think to myself how I would be with them. How can I not picture myself happy and fulfilled with children?”

 “There is no reason to feel jealous that others have children, because having children is not something that is going to help you — until Hashem gives them to you. You only feel jealous because you think having children will help you. However, if it was not meant for you, it will not help you. If it is meant for you, you will get it. Jealousy is triggered when we assume that what the other person has is what we need. But just because, on the outside, it appears to be what we need, that does not mean it is what we need.

 “Picture a person alone in a car in the middle of the night who gets a flat but has no jack to change the tire. At the same time, there is another desperate man who has not eaten for three days. Both these people are desperate, one for a jack and one for food. Will the man who is desperate for a jack be jealous if the hungry man all of a sudden finds a piece of food? Obviously not. He does not need food at that moment; he needs a jack. And vice-versa, will the starving man feel jealous about the stranded man if he finds a jack to repair his tire? No, he does not need a carjack; he needs food.

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

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

 “Think about the halachah that a man must use a ring he owns to marry his wife. If the ring is not his, he can make the nicest wedding, invite the most visible and important guests, have the greatest honeymoon, and live with the woman for many years, but he is not married to her. Only his ring is valid. Another’s ring does not produce the union.

 “If a groom stands under the canopy and he knows that he has to have his ring to marry his wife, and he knows that someone else’s ring can never help him marry her, he will never covet anyone else’s ring no matter how expensive and beautiful it is. In an abstract way, each of us is that groom with our own rings. For instance, we need money in order to live. And that money is exactly what we need to fulfill our purpose in this world if it is Hashem who gives us the money. If He does not, and we use someone else’s money, it’s like marrying a woman with someone else’s ring; it’s like finding a carjack when we need a piece of food. Hashem gives us the ingredients of life necessary to fulfill our responsibilities to Him — all the ingredients. If He does not give us the material, then we have to conclude that we do not need it; somebody else’s will not help us at all.

 “But, rabbi,” David said, “let’s say a person’s house is about to be foreclosed unless he comes up with $10,000, and he has an opportunity to steal $10,000. I’m not saying that it is right for him to steal it, but why shouldn’t he be jealous when he sees the $10,000 he needs to save his house lying on another person’s table? How could he not covet that $10,000?”

 “How? By realizing that someone else’s $10,000 would be poison to him. Who says the best thing is to save the house?”

 “What advantage is there to having your house foreclosed?”

 “You never know. You have just been evicted from your house with a $200,000 mortgage, but in a year from now you will be able to get a similar house for $100,000. If it had not been foreclosed a year earlier you would have been paying interest on an extra $100,000. And if, on the other hand, Hashem wants you to keep your house, you will get the $10,000 from a clean, halachically legal source.

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

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

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

 “As long as you remember that you cannot accomplish your mission in life with someone else’s money, house, food, or children you will not feel jealous. No matter what you are lacking, you can only fulfill it with that which Hashem gives you. Someone’s else’s object cannot fulfill your need. It may look exactly the same, but in reality one is a ‘jack’ and one is ‘food.’ If you understand what I am saying, then another person’s possession will not trigger your jealousy.”

 “But having children is so basic. It’s not like I’m jealous about having a nicer car, or someone else’s jewelry. How can not having children be a gift from Hashem?”

 “All suffering and want is ultimately a gift — a challenging gift admittedly, but a gift nonetheless. With every seemingly negative gift, He gives us the knowledge how to utilize it for good and the courage to carry out that knowledge. And remember, each person specializes in a particular area. One couple produces a family while another does not. And it is only Hashem who gave one couple children and another not. Similarly, some couples’ married lives go smoothly; others not. Ultimately, only Hashem made the smooth marriage smooth and the difficult marriage difficult. Some are wealthy, some are poor; some are healthy, some are sick. All these things — the plenty and the deprivation — are given to each person from Hashem. A person has to say to himself: ‘This is my world and this is in my hands to accomplish. I can become great with my health, I can become great with my illness; I can become great with my challenge of wealth; I can become great with my challenge of poverty. No one else’s world, even though it looks the same on the outside, can help me perform what I have to do in my world.”’

 “The truth is, rabbi,” Rachel said, “intellectually I agree with you: a person has to recognize how unique she is and how unique her circumstances are. But, practically speaking, I’m not sure that the entire problem is lack of knowledge. It is one thing to know your life is unique and another thing to believe it and feel it.”

 “You’re right,” the rabbi responded. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. Lack of knowledge is only the first reason people are jealous. It’s not the only reason. And here, too, the author of Mesillas Yesharim teaches us: ‘Jealousy results from simple lack of knowledge and foolishness.’32 In other words, in addition to lack of knowledge, foolishness causes jealousy.”

“How is foolishness different from lack of knowledge?”

“A person who lacks knowledge cannot be foolish. He’s not fooling himself if he lacks the information that he should be behaving otherwise. He’s just ignorant. An infant can never be a fool. A fool, on the other hand, is a person who knows better but acts despite his knowledge. Thus, the more a person knows, the bigger patenial fool he is. Professional fools are only those who know a lot.

 “If you cannot live what you know, you are a fool. Therefore, in addition to learning what is right and good, one has to orient oneself so that the knowledge affects one’s behavior. And that is why the Torah’s teaching: v’yodota hayom v’hasheevosah el l’vavecha, ‘Know ... and lay it to your heart’ is so central for becoming a completed Torah person. The first stage is to become knowledgeable — ‘know.’ In order to become knowledgeable it is important to read books, attend classes, seek the advice of people in the know, share your ideas with others, etc. Becoming knowledgeable means perceiving reality; having an absolute, clear perception of reality.

 “However, after you become knowledgeable, you have to ‘lay it to your heart.’ You have to take the information you know to be true and bring it to your heart such that you sense it, smell it, taste it, feel it.”

 “That’s the hard part.”

 “Yes. It’s a long distance from your head to your heart. Acting on your knowledge is more difficult because it entails constant day-to-day growth. You have to consciously and regularly exercise your knowledge just as if you had a daily exercise regimen to get into physical shape. The problem is that most of the time we do not start attempting to act on our knowledge until we are desperate.

 “If a person exercises when he is feeling well, it will pay off when he is under stress. But if your back gives out after weeks of inertia you cannot all of a sudden start exercising. First you have to rest in bed for a while. When your back starts feeling a little stronger, then it is time to exercise.

 “In a spiritual sense, it’s true as well. Our problem is that we wait until we get in trouble before we start trying to overcome something like jealousy. A person has to exercise when he is healthy. If you want to overcome jealousy when your friend acquires something you always craved, then repeat to yourself every day, before you get the craving, the saying of the Sages: ‘Whatever Hashem set aside for one person can never even be touched by another person.’33 Your dollar cannot help me. My dollar cannot help you. I need my wife. I need my husband. I need my strengths. I need my weaknesses. I need my advantages. I need my problems. These thoughts have to be consciously and religiously circulated through our minds every day, even when we do not feel jealous. Just because things happen to be going well at the moment is not an excuse for getting lax. Without regular exercise, your knowledge remains theoretical and may escape you in your time of need.”

 “I know that with myself,” Rachel said, “I can feel good one day but terrible the next.”

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

 “I agree with everything you are saying, rabbi. However, a person is not a machine. We can’t always be in control and succeed at what we set out to accomplish.”

“You’re right. Of course, we’re all bound to have setbacks. In fact, we tend to mislead ourselves thinking that once we grow up into adults we have matured. The truth is, though, that we possess the same childishness when we grow older; it is only that the price of the toys have increased. That is why, all of a sudden, we find ourselves jealous over something we know we have no right feeling jealous about.

 “Nevertheless, no matter how many failures we experience transferring our knowledge to our heart, we must never lose hope. We must always endeavor to maintain and increase that original clarity of knowledge concerning what is true and what is less than true. When the pain of jealousy tears at you so much that your perception of truth becomes skewed, refresh your knowledge through tapes, books, lectures, etc. However, those tapes, books, and lectures can only give you information. Your job is to practice implementing the information in your daily life — even when things are going well. You have to repeat to yourself how Hashem is in control and how He knows what He is doing when He gives you the life’s circumstances you have been given.

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

 “Hear the ideas over and over again and then consciously repeat them to yourself or to others. If you want, capsulize your knowledge in a catchy phrase such as the one in the Mishnah: ‘Why was Adam created alone? Because a person is obligated to say b’shvili nivrah haolam, because of me the entire world was created.’ Your phrase can be from the Torah or one of your own. But have something.

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

 Desire and Prayer

 “Rabbi,” Rachel said, “I pray every day that Hashem gives me children. And I know my husband prays for me, too. That is another of my questions. Why aren’t our prayers answered?”

 “They may one day. I know many couples who were childless for more years than you and who eventually had children. Besides, you are in good company: Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, as well as Sarah, Rivka, Rachel, and Leah are the individuals whose tears and prayers formed the concrete which was poured into the foundation of the Jewish nation. And all of them suffered childlessness for long periods of time. Beyond the childlessness, however, time and time again they suffered enormously.

 “Avraham lived in the shadow of a maniacal despot, Nimrod. He was childless for decades. His first child turned out so bad he had to throw him out of his house. Then he was commanded by Hashem to take his beloved child, Yitzchak, and sacrifice him on an altar. Then, after the child was miraculously saved at the last moment, Avraham returned home to find that his wife had passed away.

 “Yitzchak grew up in a house where Yishmael, his older brother, was so evil that his father, who loved Yishmael, nevertheless has to throw him out of the house. Rivka grew up in the home of an abusive, murderous father and brother. After Yitzchak and Rivka married, they were childless for 20 years. When she finally became pregnant the activity in her womb was so disturbing she said, ‘If so, why am I alive?’ Later, about her son Esav she said, ‘I’m disgusted with my life because of the Hittite women [Esav married]. If Yaakov marries a Hittite woman like these ... what good will life be to me?’

 “Yaakov grew up with a brother who hated him so much that he had to flee for his life. And where did he flee to? To Lavan, a crook who continually played games with his wages and who underhandedly exchanged the daughter Yaakov wanted to marry for the one he did not want to marry. Yaakov stayed with Lavan for 20 years. Finally, on his way home, a wealthy man with a large family, his beloved wife Rachel gave birth to her second son — after herself having been childless prior for many years — and died. If that was not enough suffering, afterward, for 22 years, Yaakov thought his beloved son Yosef had been mauled by a wild animal. And so on.

 “The founders of the Jewish nation suffered like no others. And childlessness was common to all of them. Draw your strength from them. Discover what made them successful.”

 “What did make them successful?”

 “One of their main weapons was prayer. Regarding their childless stature, Rashi points out a vital lesson. Hashem forced them to suffer the pain of barrenness so that they would pray to Him wholeheartedly.34 In other words, human suffering did not necessitate the invention of prayer. Prayer is an end in itself. Its necessity in the scheme of things caused Hashem to introduce the idea of suffering! Therefore, trust that Hashem knows your suffering. He is probably only waiting for the right prayers to pour out from your heart.”

 “What am I doing wrong, then? What does it takes to get my prayers answered?”

 “First, understand that we do not pray in order to get. When a person has a need, that means he or she has a mitzvah to pray to have that need filled. A need indicates that Hashem wants you to pray to have it filled. However, we do not pray so that Hashem will give us what we need. We get a need in order to pray, to make connection to Hashem, to express the desires of our soul and thereby develop them. Prayer is an end in itself. It is not making ultimatums.”

 “But don’t my husband and I have a mitzvah to have children?”

 “That’s not accurate. You have a mitzvah to be osek, to be ‘engaged’ in the process of having children. Actually having the children, though, is Hashem ’s act. And if the mitzvah is to be osek, then you have much more than those who do have children but do not want them.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “For instance, imagine a man who has 15 children and 300 grandchildren. When he comes before his Maker, he is told that he is given ‘credit’ for three children and 30 grandchildren.

 ‘“What about the other 12 children?’ he asks.

 ‘“You never prayed for them. In fact, you prayed that you would not have them. Of course, you could not go against My wishes. I had to smuggle those souls into this world despite your wishes. I can give you credit for babysitting, for the price of diapers, etc., however, I cannot give you credit for those children because you never prayed for them. You never wanted them.’

 “Next, a childless couple comes to the world to come. All their life, they prayed day and night for Hashem to give them children. Yet, Hashem never gave them children. Nevertheless, they are informed, ‘You get credit for 3,000 children and 10,000 grandchildren.’

 ‘“How could that be?’ they ask. ‘We did not even have one child.’

 ‘“True. However, there were 12 children from the previous couple who were unwanted. Your prayers earned them for you. In addition to those 12 children, your prayers earned you five from that couple, three from that one, seven from that one, etc.’

 “Prayers are always answered, but sometimes only somewhere else. In the next world, the World of Truth, we will know how and where each prayer was answered. Thus, regardless of how hopeless the situation looks, one should never give up and stop praying. Every prayer returns paid-in-full, one way or another, sooner or later.

 “And there is another thing to be gained by your prayers,” the rabbi added. “You gain yourself. Everything good that Hashem gives us must be preceded by prayer. Let’s take the prayers of Avraham and Sarah to have a child, for instance. If the destiny of the Jewish people was dependent upon Avraham and Sarah having a child, it is inconceivable that Hashem would have ultimately withheld that child from them. They were destined to bring Yitzchak into the world. What, then, did they gain by more that 80 years of praying for an end to the barren state of Sarah?

 “The answer is that they gained their share in the act of bringing Yitzchak into the world. Hashem would have given them Yitzchak had they not prayed as they did. Everything depended upon it. However, because they prayed, Yitzchak was not given to them gratis. They earned him. He was given to them specifically in response to their prayers.

 “Hashem gives what He is going to give anyway. But you only truly get what you pray to Him to give you. Thus, prayer is the way you gain your self. You are what you pray. David said: V’ani tefiloh, ‘I am prayer.’35 The goal of prayer is to help the individual establish his or her spiritual personality, not just to acquire the objects you desire.

 “Of course, oftentimes people get what they pray for. However, that is not necessarily the goal of prayer. Prayer is the way you gain your self. Your prayers create a ‘you’ which makes a connection to Hashem. And the more deeply you pray, the more you make the connection. Often there is a level of closeness and connection which Hashem wants you to reach before giving you what He plans to give you. That is why He helps you spice up your prayers through suffering and deprivation. But prayer is not the means to a goal; it is the goal itself.”

 The Printout

 “But what if my prayers are never answered? How can I ever hope to derive consolation for this lack in my heart?”

 “No prayer goes lost. That is a fundamental principle. Not all prayers and efforts bear readily identifiable fruit in this world, but all have some effect — even great effects.

 “Visualize two data processors working at identical computer terminals in a modern day office. Their respective jobs entail entering data and responding to the computer’s prompts. Seeing the final printout, though — the end product of their data entry work — may not be immediately necessary. Let us imagine, that after a time the computer prompts one worker to go into the printer room and see the printout while the other worker is prompted to continue typing away at the keyboard — and this happens day after day, week after week, month after month, and even year after year. One data processor is always retrieving the printout, while the other receives nothing but screen prompts which say: ‘Good job,’ ‘Nice work,’ ‘Keep it up.’ This second worker must find consolation in the fact that as long as the computer responds, his job is well done, even though he has not yet been allowed to see the final product.

 “So too with us. Visibly unanswered prayers do not automatically mean that the person is unworthy. Often, it is quite the contrary. It probably indicates that the Architect of the universe — the Chief Programmer — has big plans for that person’s prayers and that that person’s printout does not merely serve a local function, something which can be printed out immediately, but has global ramifications. The significance of that person’s prayer is so large that it would be premature to expect to see immediate results. The point is that a day will come when we will find and meet every word of prayer we uttered. Every prayer has its printout.”

 “You say every prayer has its printout, but if my printout is anything less than my own baby I do not know if I can go on. With what else can I possibly appease myself with?”

 “With the knowledge that your efforts are vital in serving the larger goal.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Every individual has two goals: one is to complete the nuclear self — our self, our spouse, our children, our immediate family. But that is not the final goal. Once we have completed our personal mission and built a family, we have to give ourselves over to the completion of the greater whole, to the shleimos of klal Yisroel. Some individuals have been sent down into this world as complete units. Any lacks extend not so much from personal faults, but rather because of faults in the whole.

 “Think of an engine. If the spark plugs are shot, it does not matter if the carburetor and transmission work perfectly — the engine will not run. With the Jewish people taken as a whole it is no less. A person may be like a perfectly sound carburetor, but he cannot do his part until the rest of the engine is mended. His mission, in that case, would be to try to help others, to make sure they are complete and in working order. That is why a righteous person’s prayers for himself are not always answered visibly and immediately.

 “Suffering is a sure sign that Hashem longs for your prayer. Exactly whether He wants it for you to fulfill your own personal lack or to fulfill a lack in the greater whole, no one really knows.”

 “Is there any possible way to find out?”

 “Perhaps. According to what we have said, if the purpose of a person’s prayer is to complete a local need, then chances are those prayers will be answered immediately. On the other hand, if all that person’s best efforts do not bear fruit, then that is a good indicator that his prayers serve a global need, and like the worker who is assigned a larger project requiring a larger printout, seeing results will not happen as quickly.”

 Leah and Rachel: Part and Whole

 “Rabbi, where do we learn that klal Yisroel is split up into two groups of people, some whose prayers serve what you call a local need and some which serve the whole?”

 “One obvious place is in the lives of our emahos — the Matriarchs — Rachel and Leah. Leah represents prayer for local, individual needs. As the Sages tell us, her eyes were not as beautiful as Rachel’s because she constantly cried out in prayer that Hashem avert the decree that she, Lavan’s first-born daughter, marry Esav, Yitzchak’s first-born son. Needless to say, she was successful. That was her personal need. And she was successful at having it fulfilled relatively quickly.

 “Another ‘local’ need of Leah’s involved gaining Yaakov’s favor. Thus, she prayed vehemently to bear him children, and there too was answered immediately. Although all her requests were essential components in the whole unit we call klal Yisroel, they nevertheless extend from Leah’s prayers to repair and complete her own situation.

 “Rachel, on the other hand, was responsible for the whole. She is the spiritual mother associated with all Israel. Thus, she was buried along the highway so that when the whole nation would be exiled it would be ‘Rachel [who would be] crying over her children,’36 for all Jewish children.

 “It is Rachel’s prayers that are still affecting us today. I heard the following story first hand. In the early 1940’s, Rav Hillel Slesinger was in Palestine by the kever Rachel, Rachel’s burial spot. A group of secular kibbutzniks approached. One of the women, apparently a recent refugee from Hitler’s Germany, began praying. She prayed loud enough in her native German so that Rav Hillel overheard. This completely assimilated woman, who did not even know Hebrew, prayed: ‘Mother Rachel, you know the pain of not having children ... and you are the one who can feel my pain from all these years of being childless. Only you can help me. Pray for me.’

 “The prayer was so genuine, Rav Hillel thought, that he was convinced it must eventually be answered. He made it his business to investigate further. A year later he called up the kibbutz and found out that the woman did indeed give birth. Only because Rachel went through what she went through was it possible for her prayers to have an effect over 3,000 years later on a non-religious woman!

 “Leah represents the quintessence of prayer in the service of perfecting the individual part (which is needed for the whole); Rachel represents prayer to affect global changes. She no doubt prayed for her own needs too. To not do so would be shirking her responsibility of making herself a complete part in and of herself. But she accepted her childless state, continuing to deliver prayers that would reach estranged descendants thousands of years in the future.”

 “Are you saying she was aware of her global function?”

 “Most definitely. She was so aware of her global function that she may even have begun to not feel the twinge of pain from being childless. In this respect, however, her life was to take a dramatic turn.

 Rachel and Yaakov’s Exchange

 “In Bereishis,37 this turning point is recorded:


 And Rachel saw that she had not given birth for Yaakov, and became envious of her sister. She said to Yaakov, ‘Give me children; if you do not, I am dead.’

 Yaakov became angry with Rachel and said, ‘Am I in place of Hashem, who holds back the fruit of your womb?’

 She [Rachel] said, ‘Here is my handmaid, Bilhah. Come to her, and she will give birth on my knees; and I, too, will build from her.’


 “This passage needs a lot of analysis. First, it seems to contradict what I said, namely, that Rachel accepted her childless condition. The verses seem to indicate quite the opposite: that she was desperate for children. And then it seems from a superficial reading that she wanted the children for her own sake.

 “However, that is not true. To begin with, the verse emphasizes: ‘... she [Rachel] had not given birth for Yaakov.’ If she wanted children for her own sake it should have said that she had not given birth ‘for herself! Rather, it is as I was telling you. She accepted her lack. However, something happened which made her realize like never before how much her husband Yaakov suffered over not having any children from her. For her own sake she could have been a martyr and lived with the pain of no children, but realizing the pain Yaakov had over not being able to bear children through her aroused yearnings long dormant inside her.

 “Consequently, Rachel said to Yaakov, ‘Give me children.’ The Ibn Ezra explains this to mean that she implored Yaakov to pray to Hashem for children just as Yitzchak prayed for Rivka to have children. Ibn Ezra’s reference is to Bereishis 25:21 where Yitzchak’s prayers for children were not answered until he prayed ‘opposite his wife,’ i.e., for his wife, for he saw that ‘she was barren.’ For himself, Yitzchak could have rationalized a life without children, perhaps. But when he thought about his wife and how she was suffering, he threw himself at Hashem’s feet like never before to fulfill her needs, and it was then that ‘Hashem answered his prayers,’ not hers.38 Then ‘Rivka, his wife, became pregnant.’ Thus, Rachel implored Yaakov to pray like his father, Yitzchak, whose prayers were answered when he prayed for the sake of his wife.

 “Rachel’s next words express how desperately she yearned for Yaakov to be able to bear a child through her. ‘If you don’t [pray for me in the same manner that your father prayed for Rivka], I am dead,’ i.e., I cannot bear a child for you. She understood that she served a global function. As such, her prayers for children would not be answered immediately. Yaakov, on the other hand, already had children through Leah; this showed that his prayers served a more individual, local function and thus could be answered immediately. She desperately requested him to pray, otherwise she would be dead because her prayers could not bring children for him.

 “Yaakov’s response — ‘Am I in place of Hashem, who holds back the fruit of your womb?’ — seems to express frustration unbecoming such a righteous figure. However, he was frustrated because he experienced the same lack of control as Rachel. Rachel had misunderstood when she thought Yaakov was a person with a local function. Yaakov did serve a local function. However, Yaakov had a second name, which represented a second destiny — Yisroel. Yisroel represented his role in the global sense. Consequently, seeing immediate results from his prayers was not within his power either. He was just as exasperated as Rachel because the matter was just as much out of his control.

 “When Rachel understood that Yaakov’s prayer served a global function as well and would therefore not be responded to relatively easily, she responded by offering Bilhah to Yaakov. Her response seems odd, almost masochistic, because the child Bilhah would bear would accentuate Rachel’s barrenness further and thus only arouse more envy on her part.

 “This difficulty is picked up by the Sforno. He explains that Rachel now realized that if Hashem had not yet responded to her prayer, it must be that she was not yet moved deeply enough. In a dark chamber of her heart she had perhaps come to accept her childless condition too much. She had numbed her pain and that numbness was holding her back from delivering the maximum prayer. Thus, the Sforno explains, Rachel reasoned that the envy she would feel over seeing her handmaid give birth to a child on her own knees would arouse her deepest nature — to be a mother of her own children — forcing her to break through all the final barriers of her heart.

 “This explains two unusual expressions in Rachel’s statement. First, ‘she will give birth on my knees.’ What does it really matter that the child is born on her, Rachel’s, knees? It was from Bilhah’s womb! However, the Hebrew word, birkhai ‘my knees,’ is like boruch, ‘to bless,’ and can be interpreted to mean an expression of prayer, of begging. Thus, Rachel was really saying: she will give birth ‘because of my prayer.’ This is now somewhat understandable: through the merit of Rachel’s prayer, Bilhah will give birth. But how could she go on to say: ‘I will be built through her [Bilhah].’ Could she really feel she built herself through the birth of her handmaid’s child?

 “Rather what Rachel meant was that the envy of seeing yet another woman give birth to a child through Yaakov would help her attain the highest levels of prayer. Rachel said, ‘I will be built’ because I will utilize the pain of envy to pour out every last drop of prayer in my heart and through that she would break the barrier preventing Hashem from answering her prayers. And, as we know, Rachel’s prayers were successful. She had children.”

 “So,” David interjected, “she used jealousy for good.”

 “Yes. Her goals were for spiritual matters. She was jealous over her sister’s ability to supply Yaakov’s need for children who would form the foundation tribes of klal Yisroel. That was a spiritual need for which jealousy can be a powerfully positive motivator. Rachel wanted to use that jealousy to turn up the pitch of her prayers.”

 “But, rabbi,” Rachel asked, “I thought we are not supposed to bring suffering upon ourselves.”

 “Normally, you’re right. We can never be sure that we will be able to stand up to a test, and therefore we should not ask Hashem for suffering. However, Rachel was on a very high level and was already suffering enormously. She needed one final push to give birth to the prayer that Hashem was waiting for. Those of us not on a high level should not ask for suffering. However, at the same time, we should not necessarily tranquilize the pangs of suffering Hashem has already given us.

 Ingredients To Successful Prayer

 “Prayers never go lost,” the rabbi continued. “But no guarantee exists that all prayers will bear visible fruit. However, certain ingredients increase the likelihood of success, and we have just mentioned two of them. One is praying for others; seeing one’s role in prayer as a global function. When you pray for another, your prayers can do more for them than they can for themself.

 “The other vital ingredient concerns having your own needs fulfilled, and that is: the depth of need the person feels; the extent of the pain. The greater the need, the more likely the result will be prayer — a cry — from the bottom of the heart. Like a bow stretched as far back as it can go, the depth from which a prayer emanates inside the heart is the height to which it reaches into heaven.

 “Each person who suffers pain is especially dear to Hashem. If not, He would not want that person’s company so intensely. The pain — the lack — creates the depth of desire which potentially makes every moment a moment of meditation and attachment to Hashem. At the bustop, on the subway, in the house, everywhere one goes is a place to call out to Hashem and seek to have one’s lack filled. Hashem is the One who can answer the prayer, who can truly fulfill the lack and turn it into the greatest of blessings. Rachel did not run away from her pain. She did not tranquilize her feelings. On the contrary, she was able to achieve the delicate balance where she could use it as a powerful force in her life.”

 The hour was getting late and as they left the woodsy enclave for the hotel, the rabbi added, “It is human nature to try to run away from reminders of things that hurt. But not attending simchas, staying safe and secluded in the home is not what Hashem wants for childless individuals, or anyone else who suffers. He wants you to attend others’ simchas and interact normally. Hashem wants everyone, including those with pain in their heart, to go to the simcha with a smile, to dance with joy. Will the pain get sharper because of that? Perhaps. Maybe even probably. But if it does, then the prayer that wounded person delivers at home — after the chasuna, alone — will be from the deepest, deepest recesses of the soul. And that is more precious than anything.”
Chapter 6 – CLOSURE

 Most of the participants had departed, but a few lingered more than an hour after the final lecture was delivered. The Blum’s had just finished saying good-bye to the rabbi when Danny and his friend Moshe approached to give their farewells. “Rabbi,” Moshe said, “this has been one of the most uplifting experiences in my life. I feel a new energy. And talking with some of the other people, I’m not the only one who feels that way.”

 “Even I agree with you,” Danny interjected. “To tell you the truth, rabbi, when I first got here I asked myself what I was doing. I came here with my Israeli chip on one shoulder and my American chip on the other. Double-digit ego. But as the weekend went on, and I warmed up, I felt a connection to everything, especially all the different people.”

 “I want to tell both of you something,” the rabbi responded. “I have hosted a lot of seminars, and all are special, but I feel this one has been particularly special. The diversity of the people who attended was unbelievable, but somehow I think that by the end everybody felt a oneness with each other and with their Jewish identity that you might never have thought possible. At the beginning, a lot of people besides you, Danny, wondered if they had done the right thing by coming. Then the first class took place. And then the second. Everyone was tentative. All of a sudden, they started warming up.”

 “I think,” Moshe said, “it began in that second class, when that woman stood up and challenged you. That’s what broke the ice. From then on, a closeness began developing amongst us. During the meal and breaks, people started sharing personal stories. Little by little, everyone’s natural defensiveness broke down. By the last day, a transformation had taken place.”

 “That is the way it usually happens,” the rabbi said. “The achdus — that chemistry of camaraderie — always only first comes after a couple of classes. But then the weekend starts flying. And, as I said, this weekend, in my opinion, has been even more than usual. Take that woman.”

 “You mean the one who challenged you at that second lecture?” Moshe asked.

 “Yes. She came here just to visit with her sister and convince her that she was making a big mistake by taking up the Torah lifestyle. Before I even gave the first lecture, we got into a discussion that became heated at times. She was very antagonistic. Yet, when she left with her sister about an hour ago, she said to me, ‘You have shaken me up. You pulled the foundation out from under me. As much as I did not want to admit it,’ she said, ‘I have to acknowledge that something essential has been missing from my life.”’

 “Wait a second,” Danny said with shock. “Are you talking about the same woman who went around to everyone’s table during the meals and mocked them for showing interest in Torah?”

 “Yes.”

 “She said that? I can’t believe it.”

 “She was not the only one,” the rabbi stated. “There was a young married Israeli man who refused to wear a yarmulke the entire time. However, when he left he told me that the weekend shocked him too. ‘For 30 years,’ he said, ‘they filled my head with lies about Judaism. They deprived me of Torah. But I see it so clearly now. It is unbelievable.”’

 “It’s a tribute to you, rabbi,” Moshe said, “that one extended weekend could produce so much.”

 “It’s not me, Moshe. It is you and those like you. It is all the people who had the courage and desire to attend. It’s this generation — which has had enough of hollow Judaism, artificial values, empty promises, impotent ideologies, and self-serving politicians — in brief, people who have been basically living in a spiritual desert — to whom the tribute should be paid. No matter how buried beneath clutter their souls were, they were not so lost that truth could stimulate them. You and they are the ones I salute.”

 “Well, anyway, thank you very much, rabbi. We had a fantastic time.”

 “So long.”

 After the rabbi saw them off and returned to the lobby, a couple who had also attended the seminar approached him. The man, tension written across the wrinkles of his forehead, spoke.

 “Rabbi,” he said, “I have realized for a long time I have to change my life, but now I feel it more strongly than ever. I have to confide in you, though. I work for a large Jewish fundraising organization and my job is to make phone calls to raise funds. The problem is that almost all my business is accomplished one night during the week — Friday night. If I stopped working on Shabbos, I would surely be fired.

 “Well,” the rabbi said, “what have you learned here?” “I learned that there are physical needs and spiritual needs. I did not come into this world in order to work. I’m here for a higher purpose. Of course I know a person has to be concerned with the physical. I have to take care of myself, my wife, and my family. But if I accept the fact that I have a soul and that I am here for a higher purpose, how can I keep my job and work on Shabbos?”

 “Then what is your question?”

 “I still have reservations. It is one thing to come to the conclusion that G-d has put you here for a purpose and given you a Torah to live by, but it is another thing to jeopardize your livelihood for it. At least, that is the way my wife feels. I tell her not to worry. If G-d tells me not to work on Shabbos, then He will give me another way of making money.”

 “How do you know that?” the man’s wife suddenly said. “Where will the money come from?”

 “I don’t know now. But I believe it will be there. Besides, who says that they will not lay me off this job one day. And who says that all the money we make will not eventually be lost somehow. Why, only this morning someone remarked to me about a man he knew who had his own business and refused to close it on Shabbos, rationalizing to people who asked that if he did so perhaps an important client would call and he would lose the business. Well, he never gave up his Saturdays, kept working, and made money until this year when the entire business collapsed, large debts still unpaid. Next month they are coming to take away his house. Now, in his late fifties, he is trying to make whatever money he can as a taxi driver.

 “If a person knows something is true,” the man continued addressing his wife, “he has to have the courage to follow through on it. A person cannot be afraid to live by what he knows deep down is true. We are Jewish. Keeping Shabbos is right. We can read and discuss all the philosophy in the world, but if we don’t put our money where our mouth is we will never discover and develop ourselves, our soul selves.

 “I am going to quit the job,” he then said firmly. “The One who sent down this body,” he said pointing to himself, “is the One who is going to take care of our needs.”

 “But what about our friends?” the wife asked. “What will they say?”

 “If they’re really our friends, they’ll respect us for coming to such a difficult decision.”

 “But they’ll feel we’re rejecting them.”

 “I’m not rejecting them. I’m rejecting materialistic values. If that alienates us from them, I feel sorry for them. Anyway,” the man said to the rabbi, “thank you for helping clarify this issue for us.”

 “No problem.”

 “It was the best time of my life. Good luck to you.”

PART II

DIMENSIONS OF TIME AND SOUL

Essays on Pesach, Sefirah, and Shavuos

PESACH

 KNOWING THE FOUNDATION OF FOUNDATIONS

 THE HOLY DAYS IN THE JEWISH YEAR are not holidays, vacations, or mere remembrances of past events. They are, rather, moments suspended above a time continuum intended to revitalize different aspects of being Jewish. They are times of rejuvenation — re-Jew-venation — when we get back in touch with our true Jewish roots, with our truest and deepest selves.

 Pesach is associated with seder — “order” — the starting point, out of which everything else flows. Chronologically, it is the first of the three major festivals — sholosh regalim — and thus the beginning of the “order” of the entire year. All the Yomim Tovim issue forth from it. In a historical sense as well, Pesach is the seder — the beginning — of the Jewish people. It commemorates yetzias Mitzraim, the exodus from Egypt, a seven day period commencing with the slaying of the first-born, and concluding with krias yahm suf, the splitting of the Red Sea.

 Each historical event in the formation of the Jewish people parallels the life-cycle. The slaying of the firstborn is analogous to the birth of the Jewish people. It was followed by a seven-week period — Sefirah — which corresponds to the first seven days of life, and then, in the eighth week — corresponding to the eighth day after birth — came Shavuos, commemorating the day of the giving of Torah. Shavuos is likened to the bris milah of the Jewish people. Just as a bris takes place on the eighth day, Shavuos took place in the eighth week. Just as a bris gives a Jewish baby his stamp of distinction, the Torah gives the Jewish people their notability as the chosen people.

 After that first Shavuos came a forty-year period of wanderings, which represents the first years of life when small children are prone to childish sins and their parents are obligated in the mitzvah of chinuch, educating them. Finally, at the end of the forty years, we “matured” — our bar-mitzvah — with our entry into the Promised Land, climaxing later with the building of the Bais HaMikdash (Temple) — our wedding — all of which is celebrated on Succos, the festival when we live under the protective wings of our Father in Heaven and become one with Him.

 From the perspective of Jewish history and the Jewish calendar, then, the pulse of Jewish life begins with Pesach.

 The Mitzvah of Yediah

 First and foremost, Pesach teaches the founding principle of Judaism:

 
 The foundation of foundations and the pillar of wisdom is to know that there exists a Supreme Being from whom all existence issues forth ... And knowing this [concept of Hashem’s absolute existence] is a positive commandment [in the Torah], as it says, “I am Hashem your G-d [who took you out of Egypt]” (Shmos 20:2). (Rambam, Sefer Mada 1:1,6)

 

 The first of the ten commandments — “I am Hashem your G-d ...” — teaches the essence of Judaism, that Hashem exists and that the source of our knowledge of His existence derives from yetzias Mitzraim — “I am Hashem your G-d who took you out of Egypt.” That is the mitzvah of yediah, of ‘knowing’ about the Creator’s existence.

 Knowing that Hashem exists, though, is only part of the commandment. Concomitant to that is the knowledge of hashgacha pratis — Divine Providence — that Hashem continually “oversees the particulars” of the world, that He is present at every occurrence, not only of a global nature but even every minute personal happening. The principle of hashgacha pratis is intimated in the first commandment as well. Had Hashem introduced Himself: “I am Hashem your G-d who created the world” one might have been able to say, as the Greeks conjectured, that He created the world and is no longer involved in each individual’s day-to-day affairs. However, by associating Himself with the miraculous occurrences in Mitzraim “I am Hashem your G-d who took you out of Egypt” — Hashem dispensed the notion that He was not personally overseeing all aspects of the world from the time He finished creating it.

 Hashgacha pratis extends so far that even the blanket justice meted out to evildoers — people about whom it often seems that hashgacha pratis does not operate — is carried out with precisely calculated evaluation for each individual. At krias yahm suf the Torah alludes to this precision of judgement when referring to the drowning of the Egyptians. The more righteous of them sank like “lead,” i.e. drowned quickly; the average ones sank like “stone,” a little slower; and the evil ones like “straw.” Krias yahm suf clearly portrayed that even regarding the wholesale extermination of undeserving people, the scales of justice are precisely balanced for each individual.

 “And the people saw the great hand [of Divine Providence] that Hashem inflicted upon the Egyptians [at the splitting of the Red Sea].” Krias yahm suf was the ultimate yediah, the ultimate knowledge of Hashem, because it showed not only that Hashem existed but that He was involved with every individual down to the most infinitesimal detail.

 Pesach and Purim

 Knowledge of the Foundation of Foundations — the theme of Pesach — distinguishes Torah Judaism. Other religions can only trace the root of their beginnings to the purported enlightenment of one individual persuading others to his way of thinking. That is called a foundation of belief. One individual convinced many to believe his vision of reality. By contrast, Torah Judaism stands on a foundation of knowledge — undeniable, indisputable knowledge. Many were simultaneously part of one miraculous experience after another over an extended period of time. They did not have to believe anyone. Masses of people became convinced of a reality beyond anything they had ever previously conceived in a way that was not dependent upon the personality or arguments of one person.

 Belief, however, is not the opponent of knowledge. Built upon a solid foundation of knowledge, it is vital to the completeness of each individual. In the Jewish calendar, total emunah, total belief, is celebrated on Purim. Occurring at the end of the Jewish year, 30 days before Pesach, the final Purim will bring about mechiyas Amalek — the wiping out of Amalek (i.e. the final, conclusive downfall of evil as embodied by the personality of Amalek). That ultimate Purim will commemorate the victory of faith and lead directly to the coming of the Messiah.

 
 To speak of Your kindness in the morning, and your faithfulness (emunah) in the evening. (Tehillim 92:2)

 

 The first part of the verse, “the morning,” refers to yetzias Mitzraim, whereas the second part, “in the evening,” refers to the night of exile when one does not see miracles, when there is hester panim, the “hiding [of Hashem’s] face.” In the night of exile, everything seems to occur in a natural way so to allow Hashem to stay hidden, which, in turn, forces people to survive with emunah. It has to be this way because emunah is the mechanism which breaks Amalek, a destiny we are still moving toward.

 Since Hashem’s involvement during the centuries of exile will occur in a very natural way, everything about Purim — the holy day signifying ultimate victory over the night of exile — relates to the natural order of things. The Jews were saved through political channels, not with open overturnings of nature. In the Book of Esther, Hashem’s name is never mentioned. Everything is hidden, everything is hester. The name Esther is hinted to in the verse: hastir astir ess ponai, “I will surely hide My face.”39 Even the observances of Purim — eating, drinking to intoxication, and making merry — are related to the natural physical world.

 In another place, G-d willing, we will elaborate upon the particulars of Purim. It is mentioned here only to provide contrast for the meaning of Pesach. Purim is the end of the cycle. Pesach the beginning. Purim represents the destiny of the Jewish people. Pesach the origin. Purim is the breeding ground of faith. Pesach of knowledge. Purim and Pesach are perfectly designed to complement each other, and both are necessary for the completion of the yearly cycle, as well as the ultimate 6,000-year cycle of creation. Only the proper integration of faith and knowledge makes the human being whole.

 The Opponent of Yediah

 If Purim’s villain — the opponent of belief — is Amalek, then Pesach’s villain — the opponent of knowledge — is Pharaoh. If yetzias Mitzraim represents the greatest manifestation of knowing Hashem — of being convinced that Hashem exists — then Pharaoh represents the greatest obstacle to knowing Hashem.

 When Moshe first came to Pharaoh in the name of Hashem, the Egyptian monarch responded, “Who is Hashem?“40 I.e. there is no such thing as Hashem. Even later, when the miracles forced Pharaoh to admit that Hashem existed, he described them as only “the finger of Elokim.” It was only the finger, not the hand. And it was only Elokim, the name of G-d which is less all-encompassing than the four letter name Havayah; Elokim is the G-d who creates nature — bereishis bara Elokim — who seems to let nature run its own course.

 Even after Pharaoh accepted the existence of Hashem, he did not accept hashgacha pratis. Consequently, Hashem had to break him in two stages: the slaying of the firstborn and krias yahm suf. The slaying of the firstborn — the tenth of the ten plagues — proved to him beyond a shadow of doubt that Hashem existed. Krias yahm suf, however, signified the total downfall and destruction of Pharaoh because it proved that hashgacha pratis was very much alive and well.

 By the banks of the Red Sea, after the churning waters subsided and silence descended, the embryonic Jewish nation knew absolutely that Hashem existed and oversaw every aspect of their lives. They also knew that ancient Egypt was finished forever. And not merely the Egyptian army, but the power of Pharaoh to becloud the knowledge of Hashem’s existence had been completely vanquished.

 Going out of Mltzralm

 
 In every generation, one is obligated to see himself as if he personally is going out of Mitzraim (Egypt). (Pesachim 116b; Hagadah)

 

 This well-known passage bids us to not merely remember yetzias Mitzraim, but to relive it as if it were happening again. We must attain knowledge of Hashem’s absolute existence as if we were personally experiencing the exodus right here and now. How can people living more than 3,300 after yetzias Mitzraim know with absolute certainty that Hashem’s miraculous hand was extant in Mitzraim as if we were actually witnessing it?

 The answer is because the experience is so unique in the annals of history and because the religious practice and behavior of Jews for thousands of years demonstrates clearly that the origin of the Jewish nation extends from a common experience so powerful and unparalleled that it could not have been made up.

 Consider the following:

 The Torah entreats us 50 times to “remember” — remember yetzias Mitzraim, remember the ten plagues, remember the krias yahm suf, remember the giving of the Torah, remember the 40 years you were in the desert, remember the manna you ate. The Torah is addressing people who lived through the experience. It does not say, “Remember what somebody told you.” Rather, “Your eyes saw.”41 The Torah was addressed to people who experienced everything it relates. No other document personally addresses millions of people who actually experienced such open miracles first hand.

 Another relevant fact to consider is that the Jewish people, by nature, challenge and contest everything. (The Torah itself calls Jews “stiff-necked;” and as people nowadays say, “Two Jews, three opinions.”) However, when Hashem told Moshe to write down the events of yetzias Mitzraim in all their detail no one contested it. No one. Never before and never since have Jews been so much in agreement. The Torah relates: you all agreed, you all heard it, you all saw it — the people accepted this book. This book, and no other book.

 Before Moshe’s original Torah scroll was placed in the ark every tribe was commanded to duplicate it. If just one letter was missing from any scroll, the entire scroll was disqualified for use. In addition to disseminating copies of the Torah, everyone was commanded to study it continually — father to son, generation to generation — over and over again. The obligation to constantly review the Torah was not only to be done individually, but communally as well. Every year, since the time of Moshe, the community read through the entire Torah from beginning to end before starting all over again. And then, once every seven years all Jews had to convene in a centralized place — later Jerusalem — to hear the reading of sefer Devarim.

 Of course, beyond the obligation to constantly review and reread the Torah, it had (and still has) to be practiced. On Seder night you had to tell the story of the Hagadah again and again, in all its detail. You had to arouse the children to ask questions, no matter what their disposition. For the son who did not know how to ask, the father was obligated to begin the conversation. For the wicked son, righteous son, simple son the father was supposed to respond individually and appropriately. Everyone was given the opportunity to discuss his doubts, to bring his uncertainties to the table. All this is called yediah, knowledge.

 Knowledge of the Torah’s authenticity is further supported by a slew of ritual testimonies: The Torah commands every Jew to put mezuzos on the doorposts of his household; every Jewish male is commanded to bind tefillin, on his head and hand, in which are parchments relating the mitzvah of yetzias Mitzraim; every Shabbos, Jews say in kiddush: “... as a remembrance of yetzias Mitzraim.” The commandment of remembering first hand the experience of yetzias Mitzraim is relived by Jews in many ways at many times every day, week, and year — and has been such for more than 3,300 years in an unbroken chain. Think about it. The mere existence of such a process speaks volumes about the existence of an extraordinary, unique and impacting experience when the practice of Torah was first observed nationally.

 Think about this, too. The Pesach Seder is probably the most widely practiced Jewish mitzvah. In one form or another, almost all Jews make a Seder. Yet, the customs of the Seder night are more diversified than any other. The Hagadah itself has had more commentaries written upon it than any other single book. In Europe, before sitting down for the Seder, some great rabbis customarily wandered about town to peek in, join, or listen to the unique way each household conducted its Seder. They witnessed that the nuances and particulars of Jewish households on the night of Pesach were as distinct as could be. And, yet, despite the diversity everyone ate the same shmurah matzah, drank the same four cups, and ate the same marror. And, above all, the story conveyed that night — the Egyptian bondage, the number of plagues and their details, krias yahm suf, etc. — did not vary.

 Is this phenomenon logical? Jews are great individualists — often to their own detriment. And for 2,000 years they have been scattered across the globe, yet even isolated Jewish communities such as those in Yemen tell the same story from the Hagadah. For thousands of years no one ever claimed a different version of krias yahm suf or the ten plagues or the date of Pesach. In addition, those Yemenite Jews have the exact same Torah, tefillin, mezuzos, and basic prayers — all of which recount yetzias Mitzraim. And this despite the fact that a single mezuza requires compliance on approximately 5,000 detailed laws in order to be fit, while tefillin requires compliance on 30,000 laws and a Torah scroll — over one million!

 The traditional Jewish artifacts, teachings, and storyline have not changed for thousands of years. Reason dictates that a never-again-equalled common experience, took place at the inception of Jewish nationhood.

 These are just some of the facts to consider. We can know today that Hashem took us out of Mitzraim no less than our ancestors who experienced it. No less! Even the modern, sophisticated Jew raised in an environment of doubt and skepticism, whose knowledge of his heritage is at best thin, has available for his examination presentations and seminars conducted by Jewish groups who demonstrate — through logic, archaeology, the hidden codes, and other methods — the knowledge base upon which Torah-true Judaism stands. This knowledge is available for everyone. No one today need be a victim of Pharaoh.

 The 49th Level

 Despite the above, knowing that Hashem exists requires much more than merely passing over the threshold from skepticism to acceptance of Torah’s authenticity. Pesach is the Yom Tov of knowledge. It is specifically designed to rejuvenate the first mitzvah, yedias Hashem — knowing G-d Yedias Hashem is a constant mitzvah. It has to be practiced every moment and at all times.

 If Mitzraim is the state of mind where a person’s perception of Hashem’s existence is beclouded by the Pharaoh’s of our minds, then yetzias Mitzraim is the state of mind where one knows Hashem. However, yetzias Mitzraim is not a one time thing. It is meant to be experienced over and over again continually. “In every generation, one is obligated to see himself as if he personally is going out of Mitzraim.”

 Practically speaking, how can we do so continually? Once one knows Hashem exists, what more is there to know? In other words, if we left Mitzraim once, how can we leave it again and again and again?

 The first prerequisite for leaving Mitzraim is knowing that one is in Mitzraim. The majority of us are still in Mitzraim and do not even know it. A person who thinks he knows everything lives right in the middle of Mitzraim. A person who thinks he cannot know anything is also in Mitzraim. A person who does not think at all cannot help but live in Mitzraim. Even “religious” people can be living in Mitzraim when, for instance, they are negligent of Torah law or spirit and think Hashem does not see. Even committed and sincere Jews are not exempt from living in Mitzraim if, for instance, they experience suffering and do not recognize it as coming from Hashem.42

 We must know, however, that if we were given a constant mitzvah to know Hashem, we can throw off the yoke of Pharaoh whenever we choose to no matter where in Mitzraim we are currently held captive. However, in order to do that, it is vital to define exactly what it means to be living in Mitzraim.

 Mitzraim is the state of mind directly opposed to yedias Hashem, knowing G-d. It is a state of insensitivity to Hashem’s total and continual everpresence. Mitzraim is epitomized by what the Sages call the 49th gate of defilement — mem-tes shaarai toomah — the virtual bottom of bottoms. The 49th level is a state of spiritual insensitivity — the exact opposite of the awareness that one is continuously obligated to go out of Mitzraim, that one has to be constantly aware that he exists in the presence of Hashem.

 To explain it more clearly, imagine a person who is placed on a six-inch wide steel beam suspended on the fiftieth floor of an unfinished skyscraper. Only two ropes to his side help him keep his balance. There is nothing for that person to do except hold with dear life onto the ropes. He would probably not even open his eyes for fear of becoming dizzy and losing his balance.

 If that person was only placed on the tenth floor, though, even though he would hold on dearly to both ropes he would probably not be afraid to open his eyes.

 However, if he would be put only ten feet high, he would only hold one rope. We could even visualize him calmly holding a cigarette in his free hand.

 If he would be placed merely on a table, he would not even hold the rope; he might even jump around — however, he would do so with his eyes open.

 But, if he would be placed on the ground he would jump and dance even with his eyes closed, content and self-assured.

 That is the 49th level of defilement — a false sense of security, based on the perception that one is standing on firm ground when, in reality, one is on a narrow beam suspended fifty stories above ground. At every moment, with every turn, life and death hang in the balance. Hashem can do anything He wants and it is a Jew’s obligation to recognize that he stands before the King of Kings every moment. However, a person on the 49th level of defilement is not on alert. He presumes he can sit back and not worry at all. He does not feel the slightest twinge that his very existence is suspended on a teetering, narrow bridge.

 Every second contains the opportunity of free choice between life and death, between awareness and obliviousness. If you are not aware that you are standing on the fiftieth floor, you are in Mitzraim. Some people are always aware that they stand there. Others have less awareness. They stand on a lower floor. The one who has no awareness, no concern over his spiritual situation, who acts as if he is standing on the floor, is on the 49th level of defilement.

 Yetzias Mitzraim means gaining the awareness that Hashem is intimately involved with all our affairs every moment, i.e. hashgacha pratis. It is not enough to merely wrestle with the philosophical arguments and then conclude that G-d exists; one must deepen his awareness of His everpresence continually. That is what it means to constantly leave Mitzraim, the Egyptian state of mind.

 In every generation a person is obligated to see himself now as if he is going out of Mitzraim. You have to know that you can experience awareness of Hashem with every second you live. If you do not, that second dies for you. Thus, the prudent individual realizes that there is no situation, no experience, where he should not be supremely aware of Hashem, where he should not be cognizant of leaving Mitzraim.

 Geulah and Yetziah

 If we are required to remember and reexperience yetzias Mitzraim all year all the time, what is different about remembering it on the night of Pesach?

 Halachically, there are a couple of differences. On Pesach night it is not enough to merely remember yetzias Mitzraim in your mind. You have to verbalize it repeatedly, and you have to do so in a question and answer format.

 The Maharal43 draws a non-halachic distinction as well. There are two concepts to bear in mind: geulah, redemption, and yetziah, going out. Geulah is what we experience the night of the Seder. Yetziah is the experience throughout the rest of the year. All year our job is to go out of Mitzraim — that is called yetziah. Our ability to ‘go out’ of Mitzraim, though, is dependent upon the degree of redemption (geulah) we experience on Seder night. The deeper one understands the value of redemption, the more successful one will be performing yetzias Mitzraim during the entire year.

 Compare it to the birth of a child, an event which generates a great, all-encompassing joy. What is the source of this emotion? Why are the parents so happy when they first see their newborn? The anwser is because at that moment, they sense its potential. As they hold the little baby in their hands, they sense everything it can be.

 Afterwards, the reality of bringing that potential out to reality sets in. Step by step, the child must progress, slowly revealing all the promise the parents felt at its birth. It experiences milestones as well as disappointments — developing, developing, developing, until it becomes capable of bringing forth its own potential to reality.

 So, too, on the night of Pesach we all have to feel the pleasure of our birth as a nation — and we have to feel it in its entirety, not piecemeal. That is geulah, the full redemption. Afterward, we have to draw forth the details throughout the entire year. That is yetziah. Whatever aspect of the whole we miss out on Seder night will limit our possibilities during the year. One cannot develop something he never had. One cannot develop something which he never sensed existed.

 Pesach night creates the potential which can be accessed the entire year. However, every individual creates a different potential for himself Pesach night, based on the clarity of his understanding. And that is why it is so important to tell over as much as one can about yetzias Mitzraim.

 Haari Zeh Meshubach

 
 Koll hamarbeh l’sapair — haari zeh meshubach, “Whoever tells over more about yetzias Mitzraim — behold this is praiseworthy.” (Hagadah)

 

 Normally, the subject of this phrase — zeh (“this”) — is understood as the person or the act that the person does: It is the person who is praiseworthy for telling more about yetzias Mitzraim. However, I would like to suggest that the subject is yetzias Mitzraim. Whoever tells over more about yetzias Mitzraim “improves” (meshubach can be translated as “improves”) the value of yetzias Mitzraim.

 Yetzias Mitzraim is characterized by miracles. A miracle, though, is something Hashem performs. It is meant to be utilized by the individual to grow spiritually on his or her own. If the inspiration of witnessing a miracle does not lead that person to taking greater responsibility for and control of his own spiritual growth, it is wasted.

 However, the one who speaks of yetzias Mitzraim — who constantly pumps new life into its happenings — reanimates the inspiration of the miracle. Yetzias Mitzraim itself comes back to life even larger than originally. That is called improving yetzias Mitzraim. Every second we reanimate the original inspiration — haari zeh, “this” — the entire miracle of yetzias Mitzraim meshubach, gets improved. It becomes an ever more powerful force in the transformation of lives.

 
 Just as in the days of your leaving Mitzraim, I will show you miracles. (Michah 7:15)

 In End of Days, the same miracles which occurred in Mitzraim will reoccur. However, whereas in Mitzraim they clearly emanated from Hashem, in the End of Days the same miracles will be hidden and it will be up to the individual to discover them with his wisdom. (Maharal)

 

 The miracles of yetzias Mitzraim were performed by Hashem. Greater even is the miracle of a human being — an alienated or depressed Jew — groping futily in the darkness of the times, who transforms himself and revitalizes his life through becoming a true knower — every second — of Hashem. That is called improving upon the miracles of yetzias Mitzraim, taking yetzias Mitzraim and making it a force in one’s personal life every second.

 However, it all depends on the power of the original inspiration. “Whoever tells more [about the geulah, ‘the redemption’ from Egypt, on Seder night] — behold this [the yetziah throughout the entire year] is improved.” The more you understand the geulah of Seder night, the more ‘this,’ zeh — your yetziah throughout the entire year — increases in value.

 The Puzzle

 Constant awareness of Hashem is the ultimate goal of every individual (whether he or she realizes it yet or not). It is, in fact, the highest pleasure, one whose effect can be felt in this world but whose true impact is reserved for the World To Come. Gaining awareness of Hashem, though, is not just for the gain of the individual. The rest of creation depends on it.

 Understand this.

 “In the beginning Hashem created the heavens [spirituality, soul, Torah] and the earth.” The beauty of earth was reflective of and equal to that of heaven. However: “The earth became desolate and void.” Hashem with-drew the beauty of earth so that the chore of restoring it to its original beauty could be given to man. However, Adam, the first man, not only did not restore the earth to its created stature but he added immeasurably to its desolation.

 The earth is like a picture puzzle. When Adam sinned the picture fell into billions of pieces. The process of breaking the puzzle into pieces continued after Adam for another 20 generations until not even two pieces remained attached to one another. All humanity was united against Hashem; all viewed the world as if the pile never existed as a single, harmonious picture.

 That was the world Avraham came into. From the chaos, he realized that one Creator was behind it all and that each piece had a connection to another, and he undertook the job to put the picture right. His descendants, through Yaakov, were assigned the key role in restoring the puzzle piece by piece, and to this day are still in the midst of that work.

 And there is no extra Jew. Every individual has a minimum number of pieces he or she is responsible for. “All Yisroel have a share in the World To Come,” means that all Jews have a share in building this world into the World To Come. No Jew — and no moment or experience in that Jew’s life — is lacking opportunity to put together pieces in the puzzle, pieces that when finally connected will constitute the World To Come. That process is called being a partner with Hashem in maaseh bereishis, “the work of creation.”

 Hashem made your existence crucial for the perfection of the entire world. Only you can put together your pieces. Failure to do so affects everyone else.

 Usually when one works on a large, complicated puzzle he starts with the most easily identifiable pieces. He builds the edges first, saving the most difficult pieces for later because then the possible combinations of piecing them together will be narrowed. From the time of Avraham, the puzzle of creation is being rebuilt. Therefore, the early generations made the greatest, most noteworthy breakthroughs. We, toward the end of history, have the task of putting together the most complicated pieces. Therefore, we have the Holocaust, Westernism, etc. — the most difficult pieces.

 If the earlier generations were greater than us and yet were not able to solve these pieces, how can we possibly be expected to put them together? The answer is because we have fewer pieces. Even though our pieces are more difficult, the limited number of possible combinations offsets their difficulty.

 For instance, nowadays, the options are fewer and fewer. The baal teshuva has little where else to run. Secular life is overladen with greed, immorality, and selfcenteredness — as well as everpresent anti-semitism, whether it be the open, classical kind or the refined, sophisticated kind. Even secular idealism is an old, played out record.

 We of these last generations no longer see the edges, the broad picture enlightening us where everything leads, and from where everything comes. However, there is an advantage to that. Because of our myopia, one who puts together pieces accomplishes much more with his little piece. He discovers himself and benefits the whole to a degree greater than ever possible before. When the baal teshuva returns, he immediately sees the beauty more than had he seen it 100 years before. At that time, the picture was not as complete. Until he understands his role, though, his little piece is the hardest piece to find a connection for.

 Discovery of Self

 Pesach is the Yom Tov of knowledge — knowledge of Hashem and knowledge of self, the self made in the image of Hashem. That Divine self is filtered through each soul’s unique blend of talents and life’s circumstances. If life is the process of continually unfolding the layers covering that self, then Pesach is a one-time intensive intimate contact with that self in its entirety, a contact which will nourish the unfolding process throughout the entire year.

 
 Go out and learn what Lavan the Arami wanted to do. Pharaoh want to kill all the males, but Lavan wanted to kill all the Jews. (Hagadah)

 

 Why does the Hagadah emphasize: “Go out and learn“?

 The Pesach Seder is the celebration of our birth. Prior to yetzias Mitzraim the Jewish people were part of the world, one of the four elements created at the beginning (inanimate objects, vegetable life, animal life, human life). On that first Pesach we were elevated to a completely new level of creation: Yisroel.44

 If you want to really celebrate your birth, if you really want to discover who you are, “Go out and learn,” exhorts the Hagadah, what Lavan wanted to do. He was the supreme anti-semite. Can you rationally explain what Lavan wanted? Can you explain his hatred? He wanted to exterminate his own grandchildren (who had been turned into Jews through Yaakov). What made him so furious?

 As the Maharal elucidates, when two entities of the same kind — two countries, for instance — fight, there has to be a reason — whether it be borders, territory, oil, or anything else. When two dogs fight, there must be a bone. However, when two members of opposite categories fight, there does not have to be a reason, other than the fact that they are different. If a lion devours a man, you do not ask: Why did the lion do that? The lion is a lion and the man is a man, and lions eat men. If you see a man eating chicken, you do not ask: What did the chicken do to the man? The man is a man and the chicken is a chicken.

 If you want to know that on Pesach night you became a unique people, try to find the reason why Lavan sought to liquidate you. Your search will ultimately prove futile. There was no logical reason, other than that he sensed that his grandchildren were suddenly on a different level than he. The person who seeks a definitive, rational reason for anti-semitism will be stymied. In fact, a Jew’s persistence in searching for that eternally elusive reason reflects the fact that he does not appreciate his status as unique amongst human beings.

 Thus, if you want to discover yourself on Pesach night, “Go out and learn what Lavan the Arami wanted to do.” He was the supreme anti-semite; he hated Jews for no logical reason, other than the fact that they were Jewish. He sensed that a Jew was something distinct from him, and like a lion which attacks a man, that distinction was enough reason to seek to devour. Therefore, if you doubt your own greatness, go out and learn what the anti-semite knows: a Jew is different.

 Understanding with rock-solid certainty your unique stature as a Jew negates the necessity of seeking external means of approval. In fact, seeking such approval reveals an uncertainty of one’s true Jewish identity. And this idea, too, we find emphasized in a reading read over Pesach.

 In Shir HaShirim, which we read on the Shabbos of Pesach, we find a verse where Hashem made three oaths,45 two with the Jews and one with the non-Jews. (For the latter oath with the non-Jews, see Darkness Before Dawn, Chapter 6.) The two oaths he swore to the Jews were: “Do not go up as a wall [i.e. by force, to conquer the land of Israel],” and “Do not rebel against the nations.” The consequences of violating either of these oaths is severe: “I will make your flesh cheap (hefker) like the rams of the forest.” People will hunt you down and feel no reason to justify it. Simply because you are a Jew will be reason enough.

 Why would Hashem make the consequences for transgression of these particular oaths so severe? Who is Hashem protecting? The Arabs? The gentiles? Not even for the blatant transgression of Shabbos, or anything else for that matter, does Hashem make an oath with such severe conditions.

 However, we have to realize that anti-semitism is not a punishment in the strict sense of the word. It is a result of Jewish loss of identity. There is a cause and effect relationship. A Jew who is in denial that he is unique will naturally encounter reminders that he has no part of the mundane workings of the world. If a person jumps off the Empire State Building and gets killed, can we say his death was the direct result of a punishment? It is simple cause and effect. You jump off the Empire State Building, you die. Hashem made an oath that if the Jew forgets who he is, the anti-semite will remind him.46

 The other nations possess a country because they conquered it. The territory keeps them together. Our nationhood is different. We became a nation in the desert, before we possessed a land, and only after we received Torah did Hashem give us the gift of the Promised Land. When we lost Torah, we eventually lost the Land of Israel. It is a land which does not exist under the same rules as other lands. Therefore, when a Jew conquers the land in the same manner a gentile conquers land he denies he is unique. Perforce, he automatically lowers himself and opens himself up to destruction.

 That is the first oath: “Do not go up as a wall [to conquer the land of Israel].” It is an oath related to the Jewish people as a nation. Do not combine to conquer Israel as a gentile conquers a land. You are not gentiles. Do not behave like them.

 The second oath: “Do not rebel against the nations” is an oath related to the individual Jew, especially the Jew in the Diaspora.

 The first time that the Jewish people went into exile was when the children of Yaakov went down to Egypt. At that time Yaakov warned them: Lamah tisrou, in essence, “Don’t show off.”47 Yaakov understood that a Jew, by nature, is a show-off. He has abilities and sensitivities beyond any other. The question is: What is he going to show off? Is he going to show off his spiritual qualities or his new Cadillac? We were created to be Hashem’s representatives in this world, the teachers of humanity. However, that ability can be misused. Thus, Yaakov warned us, “Jew, you have a nature to show off. If you do not represent Hashem, but rather show off the material bounty or status which accrues to you, then you are rebelling against the non-Jew and infringing on his world. The essence of the non-Jew’s world is the physical. If you unjustifiably publicly display your material possessions, you arouse his jealousy. And if you do not distinguish yourself spiritually from him, failing to become his teacher for the good, then you will become part of his world and become a student of his for the bad.”

 A Jew must possess and continually increase the sensitivity of self that distinguishes him from the non-Jew. In a gentile land, he must never lose sight of the fact that he is a guest. Once, the Satmar Rav zt’l was returning home with his usual entourage of followers. A 10-year-old Puerto Rican gentile ran through them in a brazen manner. The rabbi’s attendant grabbed the child forcibly. Immediately, the Satmar Rav rebuked his overzealous attendant. “You have no right to harm this gentile boy,” he said. “The street belongs to him. It does not belong to you. You need permission to walk here. Not him. You are the one on foreign territory.”

 A Jew who is aware of his unique self is not slighted easily. He knows with confidence that, in the end, truth wins out. Conversely, the Jew who seeks channels of approval through the gentile lacks his Jewish sense of self. Exile for him is unbearable because he thinks primarily in material terms. However, one who believes in the eternity of the Jewish people confidently handles the limitations of exile because he accepts it as a temporary testing ground with its own set of rules and opportunities for achievement.

 Acceptance of our exile status is not a sign of weakness or “Old World thinking.” It is the reflection of an inner confidence concerning the eternity of oneself and one’s people. That is why rebellion against the gentiles has such serious consequences. It reflects lack of appreciation for the uniqueness of Jewish identity, and requires that the non-Jew express his awareness — sometimes expressed positively, oftentimes negatively — that the Jew is distinct from the non-Jew.

 Lavan wanted to kill us because he recognized how we were elevated above him, and he could not bear the thought. Go out and learn the lessons of anti-semitism and discover yourself, Jew. Discover the uniqueness about yourself that the anti-semite recognizes. You are not like him. You are not restricted, in a spiritual sense, as he is. Therefore, do not play by his rules. Discover that the whole purpose you were created was to experience a self that is without inner limitations whatsoever.

 The Self-Replicating Program

 
 Bereishis bara Elokim ... “‘In the beginning,’ Hashem created the heaven and the earth.” (Bereishis 1:1)

 

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

 

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

 

 Perched at the doorstep of freedom, barely two weeks before the tenth and final plague, Hashem gave the Jewish people their first mitzvah: sanctifying the new moon.* Rashi’s very first comment in the Torah addresses the question of the necessity for beginning the Torah with the account of creation. If the distinguishing factor and first responsibility of a Jew is to keep Torah, then logically the Torah should have begun with the first mitzvah given the entire Jewish nation: sanctifying the new moon. A Jew has to know what his responsibility in the world is and what he has to do. That is the function of Torah. Why then precede everything with the account of creation? Jump right in with the first mitzvah.

 Rashi’s basic answer is that the account of creation informs us of the Foundation of Foundations. There is a Creator. He does what He pleases. If He declared that He would give the land of Israel to the Jews then it did not matter that it was originally inhabited by Canaanites. The Creator does as He pleases. End of argument.

 We see, though, that there is a strong parallel between the first mitzvah — kiddush hachodesh — and creation. Yetzias Mitzraim, the birth of the Jewish people, parallels creation itself. Even more so, the birth of the Jewish people issued into the world a mode of creation which had not existed previously.

 Until yetzias Mitzraim, one format of creation existed: the format of bereishis bara Elokim. Hashem created the heaven and earth; He predesigned the entire blueprint of history. By yetzias Mitzraim a new format came into existence: haChodesh hazeh lachem rosh chodoshim, “This month will be to you for the beginning of the months.” Chodesh, month or new moon, also means renewal or rejuvenation — chiddush in Hebrew.

 On the two formats, yetzias Mitzraim was a greater act of creation than bereishis bara Elokim. The latter established the physical creation, which is ultimately limited by the nature of time and matter. (Bereishis, the Zohar says, can be rendered bara shis, “[He] created [the] six [thousand years of world history].”) Yetzias Mitzraim, however, gave humanity access to the spiritual dimension of creation, a dimension as unlimited as the Creator Himself.

 In the morning prayers we say that Hashem “renews creation each day, constantly.” Creation is not just something once created and now maintained. Every second is a new creation. That is what is really meant by hashgacha pratis. Hashem invests every second with personalized input. That is the power of chiddush, renewal, and it was given to the Jewish people with mitzvah of kiddush haChodesh.

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

 There are two systems to creation. The beginning was one, large program programmed by Hashem. You are not a partner in that. However, alongside that program, Hashem wrote another program — that is the Torah which He gave the Jewish people at Mount Sinai after yetzias Mitzraim. That is the gift of haChodesh hazeh lachem, and gives the Jew the potential to reprogram every moment. (Of course, the individual has the free will to resign himself to fate. However, the power of chiddush furnishes the Jew with the potential to reconstruct the present and future, and even the past48, as we are taught: “Some people acquire their world in one moment.” Every moment is a whole world.49)

 Actually, that was Hashem’s original intention at creation: for mankind to have the atwo systemsbility to recreate creation with every second of life. He wished to give the Torah to mankind through Adam. However, Adam’s sin postponed that inevitability until a more worthy person would step forward. That person was Avraham.50 From Avraham until yetzias Mitzraim the Jewish people (then in the stage comparable to a fetus) were incubating, being prepared to receive the Torah. Only once they left Egypt and received the Torah did they gain the power of rejuvenation, of haChodesh hazeh lachem — the power of chiddush.

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

 Torah represents the power of chiddush. The rasha (the ‘sinful son’ in the Hagadah) opposes it and says, “Mah avodah zos lechem? What is this service to you? Why are you knocking yourself out with all these mitzvos? What are you accomplishing with all of it anyway? Hashem created everything. What can you add?”

 However, what we add is our power of chiddush. Each mitzvah injects eternity into our physical existence. Before we received the mitzvos, before that very first Pesach, the spiritual was completely submerged in the physical. When we went out of Mitzraim we broke out of the original hereishis bara Elokim format and gained the ability to make every minute detail of our physical lives holy. That is what we gain with our mitzvos.

 And that is why Rashi found it so vital to cite Rabbi Yitzchak in his first comment to the Torah. Rabbi Yitzchak asked why the Torah did not start with the mitzvah of haChodesh hazeh lachem, the format which gives human beings the opportunity to create every moment, the format which represents the real purpose of creation.

 His answer: in order to let us know how yetzias Mitzraim came about. Receiving the Torah constitutes the purpose of creation because it allows us to become a co-Creator with Hashem, to upgrade the program of hereishis bara into haChodesh hazeh. To appreciate the upgrade, though, one has to understand the original. Without understanding the finiteness of the physical we would not really appreciate the infinity of the spiritual. That is why the Torah began with the account of creation.

 Ten Statements, Ten Plagues, and Ten Commandments

 The Mishnah tells us that Hashem created the world with ten statements (asara ma’amaros).51 These statements are the ten times in the creation story that the Torah records: “And Elokim said.”52 Each statement changed the world into a new, more progressive evolution of itself.

 In truth, the ten statements were outgrowths of the ten commandments (aseres hadibros). “Hashem looked into the Torah and created the world.” Torah is the blueprint from which creation was formed. The ten commandments, therefore, preceded the physical world. When Hashem gave them to the Jewish people on Mount Sinai, He was giving the world something which originated from a point prior to the beginnings of the physical creation.

 However, the ten commandments were not given until the twenty-sixth generation because their emergence in the world had to meet preset conditions: namely, the barrier caused by the physical nature of the ten statements had to be removed. The ten commandments represent the infinity of spirituality; the ten statements a limiting border on infinity. However, within the ten statements is contained the seed of infinity. And that seed was destined to come to fruition in the ten commandments. Nevertheless, until the limiting border of the ten statements could be burst, the seed of infinity would remain submerged.

 The dam was burst, so to speak, by the ten plagues (asara makkos) which Hashem brought on Pharaoh. Pharaoh and the Egyptians believed intensely in the gods of creation. The god of the Nile kept their land fertile. The god of death ruled the afterlife. Pharaoh even viewed himself as a supreme god. Each plague on the Egyptians overturned nature in such a clear and unique manner that one by one all the sacred gods of Egypt were totally discredited. With that barrier of creation removed it was only a short step to the receiving of the ten commandments on Mount Sinai.

 Thus, the ten plagues broke open the ten statements and revealed the ten commandments. One by one, each plague uncovered each of the ten statements which Pharaoh used to deny Hashem’s existence. The ten commandments, which predated creation, and which had existed in a purely spiritual form, became physical potential in the ten statements of creation. That potential was not fully actualized, however, until Hashem gave the ten commandments on Mount Sinai.

 Opening the Sea of Possibilities

 These ideas are found in the etymology of the very Hebrew words we have been using all along. The word Mitzraim can be broken up into matzairyahm, “limitation on the sea.” The Hebrew word yahm consists of two letters: yud and mem. The numerical value of yud-mem equals 50. 50 represents infinity.53 The fiftieth gate of defilement is the point of no return. Conversely, the fiftieth gate of holiness is the gate of the Infinite One — ultimately incomprehendable and illusive. Yahm, then — the numerical value of 50 — represents infinity. (Similarly, people associate the sea with the “vast unknown.” And running waters have a hypnotic, soothing effect, as if one is gazing upon infinity.)

 Mitzraim — matzair yahm, “limitation on the sea” — means a limitation on infinity. Mitzraim does not let you enter the realm of chiddush, perpetual renewal — infinity.

 The downfall of Mitzraim is krias yahm suf, the splitting of the Red Sea (literally, the Sea of ‘Suf’). Our job is to continually split the wall of encirclement and limitation which is Mitzraim. To not do so constitutes spiritual bondage; you become a slave to the program set at creation, bereishis bara Elokim. You are part of the natural world, no more.

 The letter mem, numerically equivalent to 40, symbolizes the physical.54 Yud — the smallest, most basic letter — numerically equivalent of ten, represents spirituality. Only when the yud is combined with the mem, though, does the sum equal 50. Only when the material becomes infused with the spiritual does infinity result.

 The Zohar points out that the letters of shamayim, “heaven,” are essentially the same as the letters in the word neshama, “soul.” Neshama is spelled nun, shin, mem, hey; shamayim is spelled shin, mem, hey, but instead of nun (nun equals 50) is yud and mem (together totalling 50). Shamayim, then, is the raw potential. The yud and mem in the word shamayim are yet separate. If we connect the yud to the mem — the spirit to the material — the yud-mem becomes a nun, and the word hashamayim becomes neshama. In other words, the potential of shamayim becomes transformed into the actualization of neshama.

 Who makes shamayim into neshama? The one who merges the yud into a mem, thereby giving the mem unlimited chiddush. And this is our job. Mitzraim is maitzar yahm, “limitation on the yahm [sea],” i.e. encircling the yud-mem so that we cannot merge them together into a nun. We have to perform krias yam suf, split the encircled yahm (suf, also reads sof, limited, i.e. encircled). We are not maitzar; we are not limited. We can break through and turn the yahm into nun; we can turn shamayim, the potential neshama, into actual neshama and thereby raise ourselves above human nature — a level given us by Hashem at the beginning — and become a Jew — a level of creation brought into the world at yetzias Mitzraim.

 If one understands that every moment a new creation waits in potentia, then he will never sit back and remain idle. There is no way he or she can be insensitive to the moment. The more you understand your power of chiddush — that you can make a whole new creation — the closer you are to the fiftieth gate of holiness, the highest level possible (the “fiftieth floor” as we said earlier). Therefore, the more you understand the gift of yetzias Mitzraim — that by leaving Mitzraim you left a finite situation for a potentially infinite situation — haari zeh meshubach. You are fully utilizing this unlimited design potential which Hashem planned at creation. That is what Pesach is all about.

 SYMBOLS OF FREEDOM

 Two of the mitzvos on Pesach night are eating matzah and drinking the arbah kosos, the “four cups” of wine. Both symbolize freedom. How?

 Matzah is the lechem oni, the poor man’s bread. An oni and an eviyon are two different types of poor people. An oni feels satisfied with his portion, while an eviyon craves more. Matzah is the bread of an oni, not of an eviyon. The Maharal explains that there is nothing more enslaving than materialism, and, contrarily, there is nothing more freeing than detachment from the material. If one can satisfy himself with matzah, which is nothing more than flour and water, he is free. That is called cheirus, freedom.55 Wine, too, symbolizes freedom, as we will explain ahead.

 On a deeper level, wheat and grapes are the only two elements of creation man can improve upon. Eaten by itself, wheat requires the blessing, borai pri ha’adama, “the Creator of the produce of the ground.” However, when we make wheat into bread a new, more distinguished blessing is required: hamotzi lechem min ha’aretz, “[the One] who brings forth bread from the earth.” Nothing Hashem grows naturally is worthy to receive the hamotzi blessing except bread because man contributed to its production.

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

 Bread and wine also symbolize man’s partnership with the Creator in improving the world. They signify his freedom from the shackles of existing as part of the static world into the open spaces of attaching himself to and becoming more like the Infinite One.

 Wine making (as well as bread making) requires the input of the three most basic elements of creation: space, time, soul (olam, shana, nefesh). Man — the soul element — must squeeze the grapes and put them into a container — space. Then he has to wait until it ferments — time. Bread, too, requires space, time, and soul: a human being — soul — has to physically reconstitute the wheat — space — and then wait until the dough rises — time.

 As the substances for two of the primary mitzvos on Seder night, wheat and grapes emphasize man’s partnership with Hashem in creation. We have the ability to raise creation, and, in fact, are implored to do so. However, we also have the ability to plunge creation to new depths. In this light, it is understandable why two of the opinions as to the identity of the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge are wheat and grapes. Wheat and grapes typify man’s ability to share in creation with Hashem. If we do not learn how to become a partner in creation with Hashem we destroy ourselves. And that is what happened. By eating the forbidden fruit, Adam destroyed himself. Thus, on Pesach night we use grapes and wheat in two of our central mitzvos in order to rectify the destruction wrought by Adam’s sin.

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

 What the snake actually robbed from Adam, then, was the element of time. He made Adam think he had to make the decision fast. Now! It was haste which was at the root of the first man’s sin.

 Matzah is bread not given time to rise. The rising process — the chometz process — is likened to the evil inclination.56 The evil inclination makes something mundane seem more than it is. Inflation. By cutting “time” out of the bread making process we take away the tool of deception used by the primal snake.

 Wine, too, serves to rectify the first man’s sin but goes beyond matzah in that it represents the positive use of time, not merely nullification of the negative use of time. Matzah is the forbidden fruit (wheat) without chometz, without time. Wine is the forbidden fruit (grapes) with time used positively. The older the wine — the more the ingredient of time is put into it — the greater its quality. Whereas matzah destroys negative use of time, wine converts time into a positive element.

 Knowledge is the essence of freedom. An ignorant person cannot make a decision; all he can do is choose one thing over another. A shallow person is happy as long as he exists within his little world. Only knowledge frees a person to take control of his life — his whole life. A deep person walks amidst humans, but, in reality, experiences a world much broader and more beautiful than the rest. Pharaoh, Mitzraim, and the primal snake want to take away that knowledge. Matzah blunts them; it does not give them time to operate. Wine, then, opens horizons of wisdom not dreamed of previously. “Enter wine, exit secrets.” When used in a holy, sanctified way — as in the Pesach seder — wine produces a revelation of self previously hidden from view.

 Matzah represents the first of a two-part process. Historically, it corresponds toyetzias Mitzraim. Just as we left Mitzraim in haste, we eat the matzah, which is bread made in haste. Wine, on the other hand, represents redemption from the four exiles at the end of time.57 Wine represents the reclamation of time from the primal snake symbolized by the ever-widening knowledge of Hashem which will come to all humanity “as the waters cover the sea”58 in the End of Days. Unlike the redemption from Mitzraim, the final redemption in the End of Days will come about person by person, until all will acquire the knowledge of Hashem which was flashed to our ancestors in Mitzraim and on Mount Sinai. The final redemption is such a subtle process that it is happening right now, baal teshuva by baal teshuva, one by one.59 That is what wine represents. It intoxicates slowly, subtly removing the inhibitions to our deeper selves.

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

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

 Four Levels

 The number four is a recurring theme in the Seder. Four cups, four sons, four questions. What does four symbolize?

 There are four levels of yetzias Mitzraim, and therefore leaving Mitzraim entails raising ourselves through four levels.

 The Midrash tells us that only one of five Jews came out of Mitzraim — 20 percent. The others perished during the ten plagues. Another opinion states that only one in 50 Jews left — two percent. Still another claims one in 500. And a fourth, one in 5,000.60 All four opinions are correct. In actuality, one in five went out of Mitzraim. However, there were four levels amongst those who went out, each defined by their underlying motivation.

 The highest level were those who wanted redemption purely to serve Hashem. It is possible that the fears and sufferings of bondage in Mitzraim bothered them, too. However, the pain of not being able to serve Hashem fully so outweighed their personal suffering that it was hardly considered. They looked to get out only to receive Torah. Jews on that level numbered only one in 5,000.

 One level below them were Jews who wanted to be able to do mitzvos freely, but who desired redemption to relieve their own personal pain as well. Those numbered one in 500.

 Below them were those who felt tremendous personal pain. Although they perceived the pain of not keeping Torah and mitzvos, their real motivation for redemption was relief from their personal pain. Those were one in 50.

 The fourth level were Jews who only wanted to go out of Mitzraim to escape their personal pain. The lack of freedom to observe Torah in Mitzraim did not bother them at all. They realized, however, that in order to escape their personal pain they had to take up Torah observance, and thus they accepted the fact that redemption included keeping the mitzvos too. They were the most common Jews who left Mitzraim, one in five, and they were the ones whom, the Torah records, repeatedly complained to Moshe and wanted to return to Mitzraim.

 Those four levels of Jews comprised the 20 percent who were redeemed. The 80 percent who stayed behind did so because they could not dissociate themselves from Egyptian culture in any way. They preferred enslavement in Egypt over redemption to take up Torah.

 We, today, are going through the same experiences. We are all waiting for Moshiach, and within our ranks can be distinguished the same five categories. How many people are waiting for him only because we will be allowed to bring back the service in the Bais HaMikdash? Of course, they have personal problems too, but those problems do not compare to the pain of the shechinah in exile, shchinta b’gelusa. Maybe those people number one in 5,000.

 How many want the Bais HaMikdash, but just as much want their personal pain removed? One in 500. How many want Moshiach to take away their personal troubles, and do not mind that in order to do so they will also keep Torah? One in 50. And how many really want Moshiach for relief from personal problems, who do not miss or long for the Bais HaMikdash at all, but will take it just to once and for all be rid of troubles? One in five.

 These four levels taken as a whole still comprise only perhaps 20 percent of the Jewish population. The majority say, “Well if Moshiach means keeping all the mitzvos, going to the Bais HaMikdash, and involving ourselves in Torah all day long, then we would rather stay where we are.” Even if they will merit to see Moshiach, they will be the ones of whom Shlomo HaMelech said, “Years will come about when you will say, ‘I don’t want those days.”’ Those days are yimos HaMoshiach.61

 As an example, in contemporary Israel, the courts and prisons have a deal with the yeshivas that allows convicts to opt to spend their time in a yeshiva rather than in prison. This system has proven very successful in straightening out many of these men and even making them baalei teshuva. And since it costs the government more money to keep the convicts in prison, very often the prosecutor will recommend to the judge that he be given the option to study in a yeshiva instead, provided he remains within the yeshiva all the years of his term.

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

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

 That is what happened with the lowest level of the 20 percent of Jews who left Mitzraim — the one in five. They said, “It is better to be free people — free of mitzvos — back in Mitzraim than sit in the kolel in the desert all day long.” There was no turning back for them, though. They had to sit and learn in that prison of yeshiva until they learned to like it.

 The other 80 percent who stayed behind in Mitzraim did not even bother going out. They said, “Nothing doing. We’re staying right here.”

 The same is true today. Some people say, “If Moshiach means doing Torah and mitzvos, I’d rather him not come.”

 This explains the mitzvah of waiting for Moshiach. One of the questions they ask a person when he passes on into the next world is: tzipisa l’yeshua? “Did you long for the redemption?”62 There are four basic types of answers we can give, and our answer depends upon whether we were among the one in 5,000, one in 500, one in 50, or one in five.

 Whichever level we are currently on, we should always be cognizant of trying to raise ourselves to the next level. You may be among the 20 percent who will be redeemed, but only the category “one in five.” If so, you must endeavor to make yourself one of the “one in 50.” If you are the one in 50, you should endeavor to become the one in 500. And so on. How do you do that? Learn. Make your spiritual growth a priority. The more you learn — the more you start gaining an appreciation for the Bais HaMikdash, for Torah — the more you are going to enjoy Moshiach. You will be there one way or another. The question is: How much will you reap from it? The answer depends on how much you were m’chakha, how much you “longed” for it.

 The four levels of waiting for redemption corresponds to the four cups of wine (as well as the four k’zaysim of matzah we eat). With each cup we move up a level. Each cup loosens our symbiotic relationship with Mitzraim. Each one frees us progressively until we reach true appreciation of redemption and become the one in 5,000.

 The Afikoman

 We begin the Seder with three matzahs inside the Seder plate: the top, the middle, and the bottom. We divide the middle matzah — yachatz, use the smaller portion at the beginning of the Seder and save the larger portion — the afikomen — for the very end, for the part of the Seder called tzafun, “hidden,” because the afikomen is hidden away for the end. The primary mitzvos of eating Seder night can be divided into three parts, starting with matzah, proceeding to marror, and concluding with matzah again (the afikomen). Both the first piece of matzah and the last matzah (inbetween which the marror is eaten), though, come from the same middle matzah broken at the beginning.

 Toward the end of the reading of the Hagadah we point to the smaller matzah and say: “Rabban Gamliel says: ‘Why do we eat this matzah? Because there was not enough time for the dough of our parents to become chometz until Hashem redeemed them.”’ The Hagadah continues and explains that the redemption took place after midnight. Next, the Hagadah continues in a similar vein with marror. “Why do we eat marror? Because the Egyptians embittered the lives our ancestors.”

 When you think about it, the order should be reversed. Matzah represents freedom and first we were embittered by the Egyptians before we went out free! The marror should come before the matzah.

 The explanation is as follows: How do we understand that 80 percent of the Jews did not want to leave Mitzraim? After all, this was a time of miracles.

 The answer is because they did not feel they were in Mitzraim. It was not bitter for them. Enslavement had become the norm. They did not realize that there was something rotten in Mitzraim.

 What did Hashem do? First he gave the people a taste of freedom so that they should yearn for yetzias Mitzraim. And that is matzah — the symbol of freedom — and specifically the first matzah which is eaten with the korbon Pesach (the Pascal lamb) before midnight. As we said, sometimes a person is not aware how bitter his situation is. He thinks there is nothing better. Then when he is shown something better he feels the deficiency which was always present but which he never felt. Thus, the marror is only eaten after matzah has been tasted because the first matzah accentuates the bitterness.

 The yetzias Mitzraim is only as strong and viable as the degree of bitterness we feel as we live in Mitzraim; the experience of exodus is only as powerful as the degree to which we longed for redemption from bondage. The ones who felt the bitterness most were those who appreciated the true gains of redemption the most. Thus, Hashem gave us the first matzah — the short-lived gift of freedom — so the people could feel the marror, the bitterness. Ultimately, however, there is a second matzah, a matzah which is eaten after marror — the afikomen. Here the cause and effect are reversed. The marror is designed to accentuate the matzah.

 This three-fold eating — matzah-marror-afikomen — symbolizes the historical order. There are three distinct historical periods in the 6,000 years of creation: 2,000 years of chaos, 2,000 years of Torah, and 2,000 years of yimos HaMoshiach, the era of the Messiah. The first matzah represents the second 2,000 year period, the two millennia of Torah, which climaxed with yetzias Mitzraim and continued down through the Jews’ entrance into eretz Yisroel, the era of prophecy, the building of the Bais HaMikdash, and miracles of the Temple eras. The 2,000 years of Torah is a gift from Hashem. (See Darkness Before Dawn where this idea is explained in detail.)

 The marror is the bitterness of the ensuing 2,000 era called yimos HaMoshiach, the days of the Messiah (ibid.). This period of extended suffering is a tremendous limitation on our spiritual freedom. However, it is ultimately advantageous because it is a period where we discover our inner powers to persevere, overcome, and become our own self-made masters of the spirit (ibid.).

 The climax of the era of Moshiach will occur toward the end of this 2,000 year period with his actual arrival. That is the afikomen. Our self-discovery during the period of bitterness directly affects our experience of redemption. The bitterness of the marror will work to our favor and make the afikomen taste better than even the first matzah.

 The 2,000 years of bitterness needed to be tasted before redemption so that we could come to appreciate Moshiach (the afikomen). In truth, it is the exact same matzah as the first one we began with at the beginning — the afikomen and the first matzah both come from the same original piece — however, the afikomen has more meaning because we came to it through our own work, through our discovery; we were not merely given it as a gift.

 And this explains the meaning of the custom children have to steal the afikomen.

 Children are described as katnos d’mochin, “smallminded,” petty. Living in exile causes a smallness of the mind akin to a state of childhood. We cannot see the larger picture. Consequently, it appears hidden. The children who steal the afikomen are us, whose long and bitter exile experience has made us lose the value of the afikomen, that ultimate revelation of Hashem destined to coincide with the coming of Moshiach.

 An adult is referred to as gadlus d’mochin, broad minded. The father is the Jew who rises, who does teshuva, who searches for Hashem. (Alternatively, the father can also represent our Father in heaven.) At the end of the meal, as the hour approaches midnight, the time by which he must begin eating the afikomen, the father asks the children to give him the afikomen. They respond, “What will you give me for it?” The broad-minded Jew wants the afikomen so that all could bask in the revelation of Hashem, so that all could perform Torah and mitzvos, so that all could once again see the Bais HaMikdash rebuilt. The child, the small-minded Jew, cannot see that, though. If Moshiach is going to come he wants to know, “What’s in it for me?” He wants to cash in on redemption in material terms.

 The child reasons with the father, “I will give you the afikomen if you give me a bicycle.” The small-minded Jew reasons with Hashem, “Yes, we want Moshiach — we want him to pay our bills, to get us this car, to get us jewelry, etc.” We are small-minded. We can only think in childish terms.

 It this what we suffered all along for? A new car? Is this is what we went into exile for? That we should cash it in for a physical, material, childish request?

 But how long can a father hold out?

 Just before midnight, he says to his children, “Kinderlach, it’s time to give me the afikomen.” (The time has come to discover Hashem from His hiding.)

 They still demand their petty things. If the father can enlighten them that the afikomen is more important than the object the child wants to cash in on, fine. (Those are the baalei teshuva.) If he cannot, maybe he has to promise to give them what they want, but that will ultimately be a great embarrassment to them.

 Eventually, the children give back the afikomen, which is quickly consumed and followed by the blessings and songs of Hallel HaGodol at the end of Hagadah. That is the time when Moshiach is already here and we learn what it means to bask in spiritual enlightenment and Hashem’s blessing. We learn how truly petty and childish it was to think in terms of material remuneration. There is nothing more rewarding than closeness to Hashem. That is the climactic insight we receive on Pesach. May our redeemer come speedily in our days and teach us that more poignantly than ever.

 [image: line]

* Roughly every 29 and 1/2 days, the moon passes through a complete cycle. Consequently, some months on the Jewish calendar are 29 days while others are 30. In Temple times the actual date was determined by the Jewish court, which acted upon the testimony of witnesses claiming to have seen the first sliver of the new moon. That is the mitzvah of kiddush hachodesh, sanctifying the new moon.
 
 SEFIRAS HAOMER

 LOVING YOUR NEIGHBOR

 THE REDEMPTION FROM MITZRAIM over 3,300 years ago only extricated the Jewish people from the evil which was Egyptian culture. They had obtained their freedom, but as of yet had not acquired direction. Only receiving the Torah — the “instruction” how to live their lives — 50 days later on the first Shavuos gave them the ability to utilize their freedom meaningfully.

 The intervening days between Pesach and Shavuos are important in and of themselves:

 
 You shall count for yourselves — [starting] from the day after the Sabbath, from the day you brought the omer-offering — seven complete Sabbaths until the day after the seventh Sabbath; you shall count 50 days. (Vayikra 23:15-16)

 

 The Torah commands us to count each of the days between Pesach and Shavuos, 49 consecutive days, starting from the sixteenth of Nissan — the day after the first night of Pesach — until the Yom Tov of Shavuos. Those days are observed through the mitzvah of sefiras haomer, the counting of the omer.63

 We have to remember, as we count the omer each night, that we are not merely commemorating a time period which occurred thousands of years ago. We are reexperiencing and living through it right now. In other words, if on Pesach we personally left Mitzraim, today we are counting the days when we will stand at Mount Sinai to receive the Torah.

 Every individual has to apply himself to understand what preparing to receive Torah means, for once we understand what we do, then we experience the pleasure of it. In turn, life becomes richer, our daily routines more meaningful, and our problems easier to cope with. Therefore, if for no other reason, we owe it to ourselves to understand what preparing to receive Torah means — to comprehend the meaning of sefiras haomer.

 Ahavas Yisroel

 Judaism consists of three major principles: Hashem, Yisroel (the Jew), Torah. Each of these correspond to Pesach, Sefirah, and Shavuos, respectively.

 Pesach corresponds to Hashem. Even though Hashem empowers angels and other intermediaries to carry out His will on earth, on Pesach He manifested His will without the use of intermediaries. As the Hagadah points out, the exodus from Mitzraim, culminating with the slaying of the first born and the splitting of the Red Sea, was carried out directly by Hashem. This made the degree of Divine intervention categorically different from any other miracle. And thus it is Pesach which parallels the principle of Hashem.

 Shavuos, obviously, parallels Torah. On it we received the Torah. When Hashem spoke to us and said the first two of the ten commandments, every Jew — the millions who stood at Mount Sinai — heard His voice directly. The entire 613 commandments are alluded to in the ten commandments and, in turn, the ten commandments are contained within the first commandment. Thus, everyone who heard the first two commandments heard the entire Torah.

 By process of elimination, the days of sefirah parallel Yisroel (the Jew). Paradoxically, though, these days are days of mourning, when not listening to music, shaving, and other restrictions obligatory upon mourners apply. The real paradox is that it is a mourning period for the 12,000 pairs of disciples of Rabbi Akiva who perished during these days because they did not treat each other with respect.64 This is even more puzzling since we have learned:

 
 Rabbi Akiva said: “Love your neighbor as yourself’ — that is the great principle of the Torah. (Sifra, Parshas Kodoshim)

 

 According to Rabbi Akiva, of the three great principles of Judaism — Hashem, Torah, Yisroel — loving a fellow Yisroel is the most important to stress. If so, how could his disciples, of all people, die because they did not treat each other with enough respect!?

 Why Loving Another is so Difficult

 After Hashem gave the Torah on Mount Sinai, He instructed Moshe to say to the people: “Return to your tents.”65 The Rebbe of Kotsk explained that Moshe told them in effect: Now that you have had this great spiritual experience, let us see how you translate it into your day-to-day dealings with your family members and neighbors.

 Often we encounter people who pray with great feeling. They get carried away on the emotional trip of casting their burdens upon Hashem. And that is good. Similarly, we know people whose devotion to Torah learning is truly inspiring. However, how do we know if such people do so out of pure motives or primarily for themselves? Prayer and Torah can be self-satisfying experiences in and of themselves. All of us were born with certain spiritual penchants. Perhaps it is only to fulfill these inner leanings that they do so.

 By contrast, although some people are naturally inclined to help others, loving one’s neighbor as oneself requires orienting one’s natural, inherent concern for self away from that self and toward another. Thus, only when a spiritual person or a great Torah scholar exhibits ahavas Yisroel, love of a fellow Jew, does he really prove that his devotions to prayer and/or Torah are truly unselfish. If they give to their fellow Jew, then their prayer and Torah is a form of giving to Hashem, not a discreet way of giving to themselves, i.e. fulfilling their personal penchants.

 For this reason, the days of sefirah play a vital role in our experience of receiving Torah at Shavuos time. The prerequisite for receiving the Torah is to stand at Mount Sinai as “one man with one heart.”66 Ahavas Yisroel, loving one’s fellow Jew, is not just a nice idea. It is not possible to be a proper vessel for Torah if one does not first possess proper ahavas Yisroel. Slight imperfections and shortcomings, especially among those who uphold Torah, can have devastating long term effects.

 Thus, it is no contradiction, and certainly no coincidence, that Rabbi Akiva’s disciples perished during the weeks of sefiras haomer, because this is the time when the mitzvah of “Love your neighbor as yourself” is accentuated. Rabbi Akiva’s disciples had to be better than average, especially in their interpersonal relationships. And, in truth, they were — however, not enough.

 That is why when our Sages tell us the fault of the disciples, they do not say that they embarrassed each other, fought with each other, or even hated each other. Rabbi Akiva’s disciples simply did not have enough respect for each other. As the primary vessels of Torah in this world they had to be virtually faultless in their friendships and become literally as “one man with one heart.” Their inability to reach that elevated level tarnished their ability to absorb Torah, and consequently led to their demise.

 The Jew in Oneself

 There another explanation for the disciples’ lack of respect which is ventured by the Sokachover Rav. However, before enumerating it, it is important to understand a background idea. In fact, this background idea contains the primary message I wish to convey in this essay.

 I believe that most of our problems — whether they be individual problems, collective problems, problems in the home, in the shul in our schools, in business or any other area — result from a lack of sensitivity toward the mitzvah of ahavas Yisroel, loving a fellow Jew. And the underlying cause of this insensitivity is because we too often forget or do not recognize that the first Jew we have to love is ourselves.

 You are also a Jew. If you do not appreciate who you are, what you are — if you are not proud that you are a Jew — you cannot love another Jew.

 Several years ago, before Russia loosened its grip on the Jews, I was approached by an American politician who was instrumental in organizing demonstrations, such as those in front of the United Nations, for Russian Jews. The man, a secular Jew, asked me why observant Jews rarely participated in such demonstrations. “Jews are oppressed in Russia and you religious people are not doing anything about it,” he said. “Don’t you care about your fellow Jews?”

 “Of course we do,” I responded. “But we believe in quiet diplomacy. Besides,” I added, “do you secular people really think you do it because you care about your fellow Jews?”

 “Of course. Don’t you see how much we do?”

 “Do you care about yourself?”

 “What do you mean?” he said.

 “You are also a Jew. Do you keep Shabbos, put on tefillin, learn Torah?”

 “No.”

 “Then, you are the most neglected Jew. You say you care for Jews, but you are not even worried about yourself. You stand in front of the U.N. for the Russians, but the days go by and the Jew in you remains as oppressed as ever without you demonstrating to set it free.”

 The beginning of our problems usually starts with a false definition or understanding of ahavas Yisroel. We think that ahavas Yisroel means worrying for Jews in far away lands. It is vital to feel and show concern for other Jews in trouble. However, how authentic can your worry over others be if you are not first worrying about yourself? Perhaps you are worrying about them to avoid worrying about yourself. Perhaps you are worrying about them for some other ulterior motive. Loving oneself and taking one’s life seriously is where everything begins.

 The Disciples’ Mistake

 The question is: Why did the disciples of Rabbi Akiva die? Even assuming their behavior was measured by a higher standard because of their greatness and that their lack of respect for each other was minute compared to the average person, how could they, of all people, have exhibited any lack of respect?

 The Sokachover Rav explained that their mistake emanated from the naivete of good people rather than the perniciousness of bad people. Their overemphasis on unity led to a neglect of their individuality. Let me elaborate.

 Judaism started with the individual: Avraham. He overcame the enormous obstacles of the world he was born into and went on to change humanity forevermore like no one before and no one since. Towers of Babel were being built, pyramids and temples; hieroglyphics and written language were first developing, yet the Creator of heaven and earth attached more meaning to the private actions and thoughts of Avraham than all the public monuments constructed and linguistic discoveries revealed in his day. And because He did, Avraham became the vehicle through which the Creator set about the slow work of resurrecting the world — Avraham, and not the architects of the Tower of Babel; Avraham and not any of the political pundits, professors, poets, and priests of Babylon.

 The story of the Jewish people is the story of the power of the individual. Avraham is the rock from whom all Jewish people are hewn. (Even converts are known as “ben Avraham.”) Thus, each Jew has been granted the ability to be that individual who changes the world by force of his being.

 The Mishnah teaches:

 
 “Why was Adam created a single individual [whereas the animals, for instance, were created in multitudes]? To teach that if a person destroys a single individual, it is as if he destroyed the entire world. And if he has built up a single individual, he built up the entire world.” (Sanhedrin 37a)

 

 The Sages tell us that a person has to say and believe: “For me the whole world was created.”67 I am the person upon whom the entire world stands. If I fail, the world fails. Do we think in these terms? Did you ever look in a mirror and think: “The whole world has been created for me — for me alone. If I do not do my part, the world will not exist.”

 If a Jew realizes the position he exists in, can he ever despair? Can he ever feel that the situation is not in his hands to affect? He may not be able to vote in Congress, but he can do much more: he can perform a new mitzvah for G-d every moment. She may not be able to talk to the President of the United States, but she is always given first place in line to talk to the Maker of heaven and earth, the One who brings about all events.

 Every one of us has the potential of Avraham within our soul. Hashem created us in such a way — endowing us with a certain unique nature and placing us in particular surroundings — that each of us can truly say, “For me the entire world was created.”

 Sefirah is the time to prepare om Yisroel (the Jewish people) for its mission in this world: being a conduit for Torah. How do we prepare? First we bring out the individuality of “me.” I develop myself and after I bring forth my individuality, which Hashem gave to me, I give myself to klal Yisroel.

 Even Avraham, the great helper of others, started by first being a great help to himself. And after Avraham developed his beautiful, unique individuality (the trait of chesed, kindness to others) his son Yitzchak developed his own unique, individual character (the trait of gevurah, inner strength). Yaakov, in turn, developed another unique trait (tiferes, beauty or truth, which blended chesed and gevurah). And so on with Yaakov’s descendants: Yosef, Moshe, Aaron, David — each developed his own individual approach and only afterward merged it together with the group.

 (This, by the way, explains the 49 midos, character traits, which correspond to each night of sefiras haomer. Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov, Yosef, Moshe, Aaron, David each represent one unique character trait, and each combine with another every night of the omer to make a total of 49 combinations. During each week of the seven weeks of sefirah we should endeavor to improve the individual character trait of that week’s forefather.)

 Hillel said: “If I am not for myself, who will be? Yet, if I [forever remain only] for myself, what does that make me?”68 The order here is crucial. First, one has to develop his unique individuality, then he must funnel his talents into the needs of others.

 Unfortunately, many people hide behind a veil of altruism. Rather than get to the root of who they are, they will travel to faraway places or construct citadels of charity — whatever it takes — as long as they do not have to put great effort into developing their individuality. Others avert the responsibility to bringing out their individuality by joining a group. They say, “I don’t want to do or know too much for myself. Just let me join a group — in my opinion, the best group — and follow whatever they tell me to do.” Those people are giving up their individuality.

 The latter people describe Rebbi Akiva’s disciples,’ according to the Sokachover Rav. Their mistake was that in their pursuit of unity, they neglected their individuality. And when a person loses his individuality to the group, he also loses respect for others, or at best he tends to take respect for others for granted. For instance, when two people approach a single door one will allow the other, out of respect, to go first. However, when you go through a door by yourself, you do not stop at the door and think, “Which foot should I give more respect to, my left or right?”

 Rabbi Akiva’s disciples were so united beneath their mentor — they became so submerged into one — that they did not feel the need to work hard at their own individuality and, consequently, their ability to relate to each other as separate individuals was lacking. They were idealistic men of the highest caliber who joined together under the inspiration and leadership of one of the greatest human beings ever to live. However, they did so at the expense of their individual growth.

 How could they do that?

 They believed in the man, not his message. Rebbi Akiva’s approach was revolutionary. Beforehand, the great leaders emphasized unifying “as one man with one heart.” However, Rebbi Akiva was trying to teach his disciples something more: love your neighbor as yourself — with the all important emphasis on yourself. First you have to build your self before you can love your neighbor. They did not heed Rebbi Akiva’s words, however. And the reason is probably because they were blinded by the aura of his greatness. They wanted to be like him to avoid developing their individuality. That was a mistake. A fatal mistake.

 When the Jewish people stood at Mount Sinai “as one man with one heart” they also unified as one, however, their lives were not taken from them. The reason is because unity was their goal. Nullifying their individuality for the greater whole was their aim. By Rebbi Akiva’s time, however, a change in the basic fabric of Torah life had occurred. The task at that time was to develop personal greatness first — individuality.69

 Thus, in Moshe’s time when all the people stood unified at Mount Sinai and had their souls leave them when they heard Hashem speak, they had their souls restored to them. Unification was their objective and thus when they unified as one, as they were expected, they were given back their lives. When Rebbi Akiva’s disciples unified as one, though, they lost their souls and were not restored to life because unity was not their first priority. In fact, their unity worked against them. They unified in a way which prevented them from developing further as individuals. As such, their lives were an impediment to growth, and they were not given them back.70

 Ultimately, both elements — the individual and the communal — are essential for each of us to satisfy the purpose we were created. And that is reflected in the blessing said for sefiras haomer each night, which mentions two time frames: days and weeks.*

 On a deeper level, the individual days correspond to the individual Jew while the weeks correspond to the collective Jew. One who develops his or her individuality but does not give it over to the community, has counted the days but not the weeks. Conversely, one who joins a group to avoid the hard work of developing his or her individuality is counting the week but not the individual day. We have to count both the days and the weeks.

 Rabbi Akiva’s disciples, in effect, counted the weeks but not the days. They were so unified beneath their great leader that they lost their individuality. Consequently, they could not truly appreciate the individuality of their colleagues. The result was that they did not have the degree of respect necessary to prepare om Yisroel to receive Torah.

 The Three Months

 This message is amplified when analyzing the three months in which Pesach, sefirah, and Shavuos occur: Nissan, Iyar, and Sivan. The mazel — zodiac sign — of these months parallel the three principles of Hashem, Yisroel, and Torah.

 The mazel of the month of Nissan is sheep. Sheep, by nature, band together and lose their individuality to the flock. They symbolize community also in the fact that the korbon Pesach (Pascal lamb) eaten on Pesach must be roasted whole over a fire. Its bones cannot be broken; it cannot be roasted piecemeal. Thus, sheep, and the month of Nissan represent unity brought about by Hashem manifesting His presence.

 By contrast, the mazel of the month of Iyar is an ox. The ox is the king of the kosher animals. It represents individuality, pulling the plow and doing its other chores usually by itself. Furthermore, on Rosh HaShannah we are not allowed to blow shofar using the horn of an ox because the ox’s horn grows in layers and therefore is considered in halachah like many shofars. It is numerous individual shof ars in one. Thus, the ox and the month of Iyar are the opposite of the sheep and the month of Nissan. They represent individuality. (And that is why the majority of Rebbi Akiva’s disciples died in the month of Iyar. They tried to live up to Nissan’s mazel, unity, but theirs was the test of individuality, the month of Iyar. And it was thus in that month that they died.)

 The mazel of the month of Sivan is twins. This symbolizes that in Sivan both the duel concerns of the community and the individual must be taken into account. A Jew must exhibit both the individuality, which is the ox, and the ability to unify, which is the sheep. If either is missing our ability to absorb Torah will be handicapped.

 A question arises: If, as we said, a person has to first develop his individual character traits, why does Nissan come before Iyar? Why do sheep, the ability to become one with the greater community, precede the ox, the representative of individuality?

 The answer is that when we were in Mitzraim we were nothing; we were not even born. Before we could develop our individuality we first had to exist. (Although in a physical sense we did exist, in a spiritual sense we did not exist as the Chosen People until Hashem extracted us from Mitzraim.) That was the purpose of yetzias Mitzraim, the exodus from Egypt. It was like taking a baby out of the womb of a mother. It brought into the world the potential of self from which we could create our individuality.

 Thus, Nissan created the potential of combining with the greater whole. However, it was not until Iyar — the ox, the individual — that we had before us the chore of developing our individuality. And the, only afterward — in Sivan, the twins — could we properly reattach ourselves to the whole.

 Near Ones and Far Ones

 Concerning the era called the End of Days, the days in which we live,71 the prophet declared:

 
 Distant ones, hear what I have done; close ones, know My might. (Isaiah 33:13)

 

 This verse mentions two types of Jews: distant ones and near ones. Rashi tells us that one group refers to those brought up in Torah-observant homes while the other group refers to baalei teshuva, returnees to the fold.72 The prophet’s words, clearly then, are directed to a generation like ours, where an evergrowing group of baalei teshuva exist side-by-side with Jews who have kept Torah since their youth. In the end, both groups are beloved by Hashem and will attain the same ideal of the twins, i.e. a perfect blend of the individual and the community. However, the prophet drew the distinction in order to inform each group about the inherent tendencies they have to overcome.

 The always observant Jews keep Torah and mitzvos as a second nature. They grew up in homes where Torah values were spoken of and modelled. They learned Torah from their parents and teachers, identified with a particular community, institution or sect, and more or less let the atmosphere effect them. However, because they were always inside the Torah society, they tended to perform Torah and mitzvos by rote. They had no other choice. As such they never really obtained their Torah on their own.

 In this regard they are like the disciples of Rabbi Akiva, relying more on the group to stimulate them than being stimulated by the inspiration of their individuality. Rabbi Akiva’s disciples identified closely with each other, however, as we explained, they lacked respect for their fellow Jew. And this too, unfortunately, we sometimes see in the observant world. The more we tend to identify with our particular group, the more lack of respect we tend to show toward any other group. That is the cause of so much fighting. We have not truly acquired our individuality. Everything came to us naturally. Thus, the foundation of individuality necessary for ahavas Yisroel is missing.

 Baalei teshuva tend to be just the opposite. First and foremost, they are highly individualistic like Avraham. They were given nothing, discovered Hashem on their own, and fought for every mitzvah they keep. And that is why they usually appreciate the Torah, especially those observances which are easy to take for granted. Since they had hardships getting where they are — oftentimes having to convince or outright fight disbelieving parents, siblings, friends, communities, etc., in addition to breaking their inner selves and habits — they gained the security of their spiritual individuality.

 Because their Jewish identity and individuality is wellanchored, baalei teshuva usually have the least trouble getting along with others. They cannot comprehend why there should be so much disparity among Jewish groups. And the reason is because they are not insecure about their individuality. They know who they are, where they came from, and what they have to become. They are open to different approaches, underneath the umbrella of Torah and mitzvos, because they are confident they can succeed as individuals.

 On the other hand, although the baal teshuva has his individuality, he possesses a much more limited amount of information. He must find an acceptable way to connect his individuality to a greater community or remain restricted to his limited knowledge base. As such, he has to fight feelings of alienation, real and imagined, that naturally accrue to any newcomer to a group.

 Together, these two groups — the “near ones” and the “far ones” — complete one people, om Yisroel. The baal teshuva contributes the strong sense of authentic Jewish self — the spark of Avraham — while the always-observant Jew creates the community where Torah and mitzvos permeate the atmosphere. In order for the mazel of the month of Sivan, the twins, to see its true potential both groups must be operating at their optimal level, sharing their strengths, and exhibiting abundant sensitivity for their fellow Jews.

 Sanctifying Every Situation

 Each person has a special blueprint for life drawn up exclusively for him or her. The good and the bad, the easy and the difficult, the pleasurable and the painful — are all experiences Hashem has designed tailor-made for each human being. That does not mean one’s fate is sealed. On the contrary, each of our experiences carries the opportunity for great individual spiritual accomplishment. And that is the message I would like to conclude with. We have to know that every little experience, as insignificant as it may seem, carries with it a choice — a choice which has global ramifications nobody else can affect. If we could look through a metaphysical microscope and understand how much we accomplish with just the “mundane” aspects of our “everyday” Torah lives we would never stop praising and thanking Hashem.

 For instance, the theme of this essay has been ahavas Yisroel, loving a fellow Jew. How does one best develop ahavas Yisroel? By donating millions dollars to a Jewish organization? By making demonstrations for Jewish causes in front of the United Nations? Probably the most neglected, misunderstood yet most effective area where one can develop ahavas Yisroel occurs in the “little” things which take place daily in a typical home. When your baby cries and needs to be diapered but you are in the middle of a telephone conversation, yet you change your baby right away you have exercised your ahavas Yisroel muscle. After all, your little baby is a Jew too.

 (Of course, you do not have to respond immediately every time your child cries. Sometimes, in fact, for the sake of chinuch — education — you should let it cry. You should not spoil your child. If you continue with the phone conversation because you do not want to spoil your baby, then in fact you are doing it for the baby’s sake. Another valid reason is to protect your own sanity, because if you would answer all your children every time they called, you could be driven crazy. On the other hand, if you continue with the phone conversation only as a matter of convenience while letting your baby cry, then you unnecessarily delayed in the mitzvah of ahavas Yisroel.)

 Diapering, feeding, washing, smiling at — enjoying — your baby is a fulfillment of the Torah commandment to love a fellow Jew. The same opportunities abound outside the home, as well. A friendly smile, a simple hello at work, school, while commuting, etc. which makes a fellow Jew happy is a fulfillment of ahavas Yisroel. And in your pursuit of loving your fellow Jew, remember that you are a Jew, too.

 Hillel used to say when it was time to bath, ‘Come, body, I am going to wash you. You deserve it.’ When it was time to eat, he would say, ‘Come, body, you must be hungry. I am going to feed you.’73 Hillel did not see his body as his essential self. But he saw his body as he saw another Jew, both of which he was given a mitzvah to sustain.

 Every occurrence and any little incident can lead us to spiritual milestones of growth. This is true even if no one else is around. Remember, you are a Jew too. Smile in the mirror. Feel good about yourself. Perform ahavas Yisroel even when no one else is around.

 To supply you with one more example of working on ahavas Yisroel performed privately, take money. Hashem puts a great amount of responsibility into our hands when He grants us money. It is a potentially holy thing which can be used for tzedakah (charity) and other mitzvos of ahavas Yisroel. Consequently, you have to think hard about the money you spend. You have to know when to donate it and what the right cause to donate it to is. Because Hashem gives you the money, you have to watch every penny, not for the sake of being cheap, but because having and using money is a great responsibility.

 Unfortunately, we all have a tendency to spend for the sake of spending. We love to go shopping. This probably extends from low self-esteem. Spending money fills the vacuum, makes us feel important and appreciated. People who are happy with themselves do not feel the need to shop. They shop when they have to and for what they really need. If you appreciate yourself at home, you do not feel the need to seek appreciation outside.

 Hashem sends you special opportunities continually. You have a great responsibility — opportunity — to fulfill them. You do not need to measure yourself by others’ standards, and certainly it is destructive to measure your self-worth by secular, non-Jewish standards. You can acquire self-appreciation when you acknowledge how much of your personal life is invested in the performance of Torah and mitzvos. I davened today. I learned Torah. I performed ahavas Yisroel. I am a Jew.

 That is called loving yourself for the right reasons. It is a love based on the appreciation that Hashem has specifically chosen you to sanctify every aspect of daily life. Once you realize that you are here to sanctify everything in life, then you can realize that, so too, every other Jew is given unique assignments to sanctify life — whether it be at work, at home, or anywhere else. And once you know that, you have the raw material to become a great lover of Jews, a true and worthy disciple of Rebbi Akiva.

 In conclusion, every human being is born with a innate yearning to make a mark in the world. Even if this yearning is submerged deep in one’s personality for many years, it can be raised to the surface at any time. The need to express one’s individuality is the spiritual survival instinct. Otherwise, if not to add something unique to the tapestry of creation, why were we created as individuals? You can bank on the fact that you and other Jews like you truly have a Jewish soul bustling with creative powers ready to contribute your vital and unique gift to the world.

 *   *   *   

 Once we have used Sefirah to develop Yisroel, we must move on to Shavuos and develop Torah.

[image: line]

* For instance, we say: “Today is the fifteenth day, which is [the same as] two weeks plus one day of the omer.” The halachah requires we say both time frames in order to fulfil our obligation.
SHAVUOS

 THE DIMENSION OF HOLINESS

 JEWS DO NOT CELEBRATE HOLIDAYS AS mere anniversary dates. Every year causes a broadening and deepening of the message originally conveyed the first time. If Shavuos is the celebration of receiving the Torah on Mount Sinai over 3,300 years ago, then Shavuos this year will give us an aspect of Torah which we did not receive last year or any of the years prior.

 Every Yom Tov we say the blessing “Shehecheyanu...” which translates: “Blessed are You Hashem ... Who has given us life, sustained us, and helped us reach this time.” What are we thanking Hashem for? For being able to consume more food? For being able to nap? Why are we really thanking Hashem for bringing us to this time?

 The answer is that this time is enriching us in a way we were never enriched before. Therefore, we thank Hashem for letting us reach this time when we can receive a new insight never given previously.

 What insight does Shavuos, the day of the receiving of the Torah, give us?

 Simply put, it gave us the insight of na’aseh v’nishmah.

 Na’aseh V’nishmah

 On the second day of Sivan — just a few days before they would receive the Torah — the Jewish people told Moshe, “All that Hashem tells us, we will do.”74 Moshe ascended the mountain and Hashem instructed him to teach the people two mitzvos which would prepare them for kabbolas HaTorah (the receiving of the Torah): prishus (separation from marital relations) and hagbolah (boundaries around the mountain). When Moshe returned to the people on the fourth of Sivan,75 they said: “All that Hashem says, na’aseh v’nishmah, we will do and we will listen.”76 They repeated “we will do” and added “we will listen,” i.e. we will try to understand.

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

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

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

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

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

 However, Rabbi Wasserman answered, the seven commandments are laws demanded by one’s natural logic. They are instinctual. Their inherent logic becomes clouded over only when one corrupts oneself. Thus, according to Rabbi Wasserman, gentiles are accountable for keeping the seven commandments of Noah no matter what their background because the seven commandments are naturally reasonable. They have a philosophy to them. And the philosophy dictates the law.

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

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

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

 

 “Thou shalt not steal,” was written 2,000 years before the world came into existence, before human beings existed. Thus, when it came time for Hashem to create the world, He asked: “What kind of world does the Torah need? If the Torah says, ‘Do not steal,’ then I have to make a world of people who want to steal.”

 Therefore, the argument that the Torah was written to make humanity run well is shallow. Humanity was created to fulfill the Torah!

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

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

 Now, imagine the computer operator banging away at the keyboard for several weeks is asked what he is doing.

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

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

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

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

 The Sages explain that the kindness of the gentiles is sin,77 which means that when a Jew follows values — even beautiful, religious values — which are founded upon secular or non-Jewish reasoning, it is a sin. For gentiles it is all right. Everything must be explainable to their rational minds. For the Jew not to steal or keep any other parallel commandment in the same manner as the gentile is a sin, though.

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

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

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

 Before Mount Sinai the Jewish people were still members of the human race. They had no choice but to act upon what their intellect told them. Mount Sinai, however, gave them access to a revelation greater than human intellect. They became Jews, members of Hashem’s chosen people.

 Be Holy!

 According to what we have been saying, what exactly was gained through nishmah, though? Wouldn’t it have been enough to stop at na’aseh? If you know that the Creator gave you a task to complete, isn’t it enough to complete the task and not ask questions? What is gained by the attempt to gain intellectual understanding of something which is a commandment of the Creator of heaven and earth?

 The Creator made creation with a predefined set of variables. However, we have the ability to arise above creation and reset the variables. That is the process of changing ourselves from employees of the Owner of the world into partners with the Owner. An employee is bound to the dictates of the one who employs him. A partner shares in the unrestricted freedom of the employer. To become a partner with the Creator means to gain access to unrestricted freedom and spiritual power. That is the transformation the Jewish people underwent when they were taken out of Mitzraim.

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

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

 
 “Kodoshim t’hiyu ki kodosh ani Hashem elokeichem, Be holy, because I G-d am holy.” (VaYikra 19:2)

 

 The exhortation to “Be holy” is explained by the commentators to mean: “Sanctify yourself in that which is mutar Lach, ‘permitted to you,”’ i.e. not in something which is imposed upon you. If you only sanctify yourself in obligatory matters, you are a slave. “Be holy because I Hashem am holy,” means that Hashem wants us to be holy like Him. Just as He has nothing imposed on Him yet is holy, so too He gave us an arena to be holy without any impositions.

 The 613 commandments cover the bare minimum requirements. They occupy perhaps no more than 20 percent of a person’s life. “Kodoshim t’hiyu, Be holy!” — also known as the duties of the heart78 — encompasses the inner person: his thoughts, aspirations, and underlying motives. As such, fulfillment of it contains an infinite amount of possibilities. It is the area where one has the ability to become what one makes of oneself because it encourages us to sanctify our lives on our own and not be restricted only to the areas of life which the skeletal 613 commandments cover. Thus, through fulfilling the kodoshim t’hiyu aspect of Torah one can become a partner with Hashem.

 Kodoshim t’hiyu is identical as the idea of Chassidus, which means “going beyond the letter of the law.” (The idea of a chassid predated the Chassidic Movement begun 250 years ago, which was only the attempt to reintroduce the “going beyond the letter of the law” practices which had always existed in Jewish life.) Chassidus does not mean changing the law, like adding a sixhundred-fourteenth commandment. It means doing more with the 613, turning the neutral ground of life, where explicit Torah law does not seem to touch, into a voluntary service to Hashem.

 Kodoshim t’hiyu is not counted as one of the 613 commandments, because if it were that would defeat its entire purpose, namely: to become partners with Hashem, voluntarily devoting to Him even that which we are permitted to keep for ourselves. Therefore, although we are not commanded to do so, we would be missing out on the real purpose we were created if we failed to pursue the exhortation of kodoshim t’hiyu.

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

 The ones who understood it well knew that by pursuing kodoshim t’hiyu they would not just be fulfilling Hashem’s deepest will; they would be gaining themselves, for with every fulfillment of kodoshim t’hiyu you create yourself. You leave the mentality of a slave to Hashem, and enter the broad spaces of a partner to Hashem. You become the creator of your own world.

 Moshe and Rebbi Akiva

 Na’aseh refers to the skeletal structure of the 613 commandments, while nishmah refers to kodoshim t’hiyu. Each was emphasized by a different teacher and highlighted during a specific era.

 Na’aseh was taught by Moshe. “Remember the Torah of Moshe, My servant.” Moshe is called an eved Hashem, a servant. A servant nullifies himself to something greater. All servants are equal in the sense that they are accountable to their master. Moshe and the people of his time were servants of Hashem par excellence. Thus, the unity of the Jewish people in Moshe’s time was unparalleled. “All the people saw the thundering voices ... ”79 They stood at the mountain “like one man, like one heart.” All Jews were united as one.

 Moshe’s greatness was that he was nothing more than a conduit through which Hashem’s Torah flowed — he was the archetypal servant. The Kuzari explains that every Jew at Mount Sinai came to the level of Moshe. They nullified themselves to the point that each of them acted as integrated part of a single body through which Torah pulsed.

 By contrast, the Torah represented by nishmah is a Torah where one has to create oneself. (And create oneself over and over again, day in and day out. Yesterday’s chassidus has to be improved upon or else it is no longer chassidus; it is expected, obligatory — you are a slave to that level of chassidus. Thus, the Torah of nishmah must always go beyond itself. Yesterday’s chassidus is today’s slavery. A true chassid — a kodoshim t’hiyu Jew — has to continually recreate his service to Hashem.) One has to be an individual first and then worry about feeding one’s talents into the greater whole. Whereas the teacher of na’aseh was Moshe, the teacher of nishmah is Rebbi Akiva.

 We learn this from the words of Chazal.80

 
 When Moshe went up to heaven to receive the Torah, he saw Hashem [had not yet finished the Torah, but was still busy] decorating the letters of the Torah with crowns (k’sarim). Moshe said, “Hashem, who delayed Your finishing the Torah?”

 “There is udum ‘echad,’ one person,” Hashem answered, “who will live at the end of certain generations [i.e. some time in the future]. Akiva the son of Yosef is his name. [‘Yosef’ also means to ‘add’ continually, i.e. chassidus.] From each and every point [of the letters in the Torah], he will be able to innovate mountains and mountains of halachos.”

 

 There are two distinct historical eras with two distinct types of Torah. One is the 2,000 years of Torah — the Torah of Moshe — and the other is the 2,000 years of yimos HaMoshiach, the era which we are presently in81 — the Torah of Rebbi Akiva.82 The difference between the Torah of Moshe and the Torah of Rebbi Akiva is significant. It is the difference between the Torah performed under optimal conditions versus the Torah performed under less than optimal conditions, between the Torah of sovereignty in the land versus the Torah of exile. It is the difference between Torah which is given (matan Torah) and Torah which is received (kabbolas Torah).

 The Torah of Moshe is the Torah given through miracles and prophecy. That Torah, in essence, is Hashem’s doing; it is the Torah given on Sinai (and is represented by the Hebrew letters in the Torah scroll). The Torah of Rebbi Akiva, on the other hand, is the Torah received through exile and suffering. That Torah is written with one’s own sweat and blood (and is represented by the k’sarim, “crowns,” of the letters).

 There are many disadvantages to Rebbi Akiva’s Torah, all extending from the principle of hester panim, i.e. Hashem’s hiding of His face, of His true benevolent, allpowerful self. Jews living in an era of hester panim seem to live without the benevolent protection of Hashem. However, there is one advantage to all that. When the Jewish people seem to have lost everything, they return to the spot they began: Avraham. Avraham was the individual par excellence, who discovered Hashem in the vacuum of an age gone mad.

 Sometimes you can only gain everything once you have first lost everything. That is the advantage of Rebbi Akiva’s Torah. When you lose everything you also lose those people and things which enslaved you. You become like Avraham who grew up in a world where nothing spiritual could be expected of him. Yet, you can become like Avraham — the great individualist — who took grew great specifically because of that situation and came to voluntarily sacrifice every aspect of his life for Hashem.

 Rebbi Akiva, a descendant of converts of the lowest origins, was illiterate till the age of 40, yet grew into a scholar and role model unequaled in the ensuing 2,000 years. Just like Avraham was unique, echad, Akiva was unique, “udum echad,” as the passage quoted above stated. Rebbi Akiva was the epitome of the individual (echad) who contains the entire world within himself. He is the representative of nishmah.

 The Sages related that Rebbi Akiva “innovates Torah (m’chadaish chiddushim) from even the little points of letters” and derives mountains of Torah teachings from them. He will have the ability to take every little Jew and turn him into a mountain, a new world unto itself. He will be able to do that for others because he first did it with the raw material of his own self.

 The same piece continues:

 
 “Please, show me this person [Rebbi Akiva],” Moshe asked.

 “Go [prophetically] to his generation.”

 Moshe did so. He went to the yeshiva where Rebbi Akiva taught, and sat in a seat at the end of the eighth row. However, he could not understand the lesson.

 

 When Moshe was given the opportunity to sit in Rebbi Akiva’s yeshiva he was only able to sit in the eighth row, as opposed to the first row, which means that he was not able to comprehend the lessons as well as those who occupied the first seven rows. Moshe was dedicated toward explicating the Torah’s basic teachings, the 613 commandments, where everyone is nullified to the greater whole (na’aseh). Rebbi Akiva emphasized kodoshim t’hiyu, the Torah of the individual, of the echad (nishmah). That Torah, Moshe could not fathom.

 The passage continues:

 
 He [Moshe] felt weak [for not being able to comprehend Rebbi Akiva’s lesson]. Finally, the lecture reached davar echad, [literally,] ‘one thing,’ [i.e. a particular point] where the disciples asked Rebbi Akiva, “How do you know this?”

 Rebbi Akiva answered: “Halachah l’Moshe m’Sinai, we received the law from Sinai through Moshe.”

 Moshe felt comforted.

 

 Moshe felt weak because of his inability to understand Rebbi Akiva’s Torah approach. He listened to Rebbi Akiva convey the- lecture on davar echad, which can be literally understood as: the lecture on the ‘matter of echad.’ Rebbi Akiva spoke about the essence of his approach, the approach of the individual (echad).

 Before Moshe could feel more distraught, the disciples asked Rebbi Akiva for the source of his approach, to which Rebbi Akiva answered: Moshe is the source. In other words, “My Torah of nishmah — of the echad — cannot exist by itself. It must be rooted in Moshe’s Torah of na’aseh. One cannot fulfill the Torah of chassidus if he does not first fulfill the basic Torah of 613 commandments. Lo om ha’aretz chassid, ‘an unlearned person cannot be a chassid.”’

 Thus, although it is not spelled out in detail in Moshe’s Torah, the principle of kodoshim t’hiyu is rooted in and derives from his Torah. When Moshe heard this, he felt comforted.

 The passage continues:

 
 He [Moshe] said to Hashem, “If you have such a great person as this [Akiva], why are You giving the Torah through me? Give it through Rebbi Akiva.”

 

 Moshe’s question was: If the real goal is kodoshim t’hiyu — the Torah of Rebbi Akiva — why first give my Torah? Give them Rebbi Akiva’s Torah right away. (This is parallel to the question in the Pesach essay, Part I, where Rashi quoted Rabbi Yitzchak who asked why the platform of bereishis bara Elokim preceded that of haChodesh hazeh lachem.)

 The passage concludes:

 
 “Be quiet,” Hashem said. “This came up in My thoughts before Me.”

 Moshe then asked, “Hashem, You have shown me his Torah. Please show me his reward.”

 “Go to his generation,” Hashem said.

 Moshe went to the days of Rebbi Akiva and saw that the flesh of his [Rebbi Akiva’s] body was weighed on a butcher’s scale. [Rebbi Akiva was murdered brutally by the Romans.] Moshe asked, “Master of the Universe, this is the Torah and this is its reward?”

 “Ask no more,” Hashem told him once again. “This came up in My thoughts.”

 

 Hashem seems to have been short with Moshe. What did He really mean?

 The primary thrust of this essay is that there is room to be creative and innovative within the framework of Torah and mitzvos. Although the verse says: “There is nothing new under the sun” — meaning there is nothing new since Hashem made creation — the Zohar points out that there is chiddush, novelty, above the sun — meaning before creation.

 Often, Talumudic and Midrashic sources use the expression: ‘Hashem’s thought,’ ‘Hashem’s first thought,’ or the similar. Thought precedes speech and action. Hashem created the Torah 2,000 years before the world83 means that the true intention of the Torah preceded everything else. The world and the commandments given on Mount Sinai were only vehicles to convey that intention. It is the world of thought — the world of chiddush — that is the real ultimate goal of all existence.

 When Hashem told Moshe that the entire Torah of Rebbi Akiva “went up in My thoughts before Me,” He indicated to him the primordial nature of Rebbi Akiva’s Torah. Moshe had questioned Hashem’s decision to give his Torah. Hashem told him to be quiet. The reason is because if Hashem had first given a Torah of chassidus with its infinite millions of details, there would be not have been chance for people to become partners with Him in creation. It had to remain vague, “unfinished,” in order for people to uphold it voluntarily. Thus, “Moshe,” Hashem said, “be quiet,” for I had to give your Torah, with its tangible nature, first. People need your framework in order to be able to come to do things voluntarily.

 The passage concluded with Hashem informing Moshe of Rebbi Akiva’s brutal death. He was enlightening him about the classical question of why bad things happen to good people.

 The world of nature works according to cause and effect. You put a seed in the ground and some time later a plant grows. No seed, no plant. So too in the world of the spirit. Torah and mitzvos set up a cause and effect. If you perform them, you get rewarded. If you do not perform them, you get punished.

 However, the cause and effect of reward and punishment only applies to the Torah of Moshe. One who fulfills Moshe’s Torah is faithful to the rules of the system which Hashem set up at creation, and thus is rewarded in this life. However, keeping Rebbi Akiva’s Torah — kodoshim t’hiyu — is not rewarded in this world — at least not in materialistic terms — because it preceded creation and thus its reward cannot be given in terms of this world.

 What was it about Rebbi Akiva that made him the perfect representative of kodoshim t’hiyu? Suffering.

 When Hashem afflicts us with suffering, our first reaction is usually: nothing much is expected of me. I am free to do what I want because who can expect me to accomplish anything if I am suffering so much? Freedom to “shoot the moon” is the subtle psychological pleasure attached to suffering.

 And there is legitimacy to that feeling. However, the real advantage to suffering is when we take that which we permit ourselves to be lax toward and keep it more strongly than ever before. That is kodoshim t’hiyu. Hashem permits you to go free with suffering, but you cling to Him, sanctifying that which is mutar lach, permitted to you. When you do, you become your own creation. You give Hashem something which He did not impose upon you to give.

 That was Rebbi Akiva, the descendant of converts and the illiterate at the age of 40. Who could expect much of him? The limitations of his birth and upbringing were not of his doing. He tried to be an honest person, a good person. Could anyone really expect him at age 40 to make himself into a Torah scholar? Yet, because he did, he became not just a great Jew, but Rebbi Akiva.

 At the end of his long life, when he was brought out to be slowly and publicly tortured to death, he found the inner chassidus to utter with bliss, Shma Yisroel Hashem Elokeinu Hashem echad, “Hear Israel, Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is one.” Under such excruciating pain no one could have blamed him had he not been his usual courageous self or even if he had verbalized some complaint about his lot. Yet, as he told his disciples who were near him while the Romans tore away his flesh, he had waited his entire lifetime for that moment: the moment when he was completely free to toss everything away, but which he would offer freely to Hashem.

 Moshe said to Hashem: You showed me his Torah — you showed me the Torah of kodoshim t’hiyu — show me his reward. Hashem answered by showing him Rebbi Akiva’s death. In essence, Hashem was answering him: his reward is the suffering. In the language of Chazal this is called: tzaddik v’rah lo, a righteous person who has bad things happen to him.

 Sometimes, the reward of someone committed to becoming a partner with Hashem is rah lo, bad things happen to him. Hashem always frees him through sending him suffering. He frees him from the na’aseh and allows him to commit on his own to nishmah. The tzaddik sanctifies himself by dedicating himself more to Hashem, even though it would be permitted to complain and perhaps give up.

 The climax of tzaddik v’rah lo will occur in the time just before Moshiach arrives. The more a person is a tzaddik — the more he understands, the more he is committed to being an Akiva ben Yosef — the more opportunity for sanctification Hashem will give him. The reward of the Torah of Rebbi Akiva is that Hashem hides His face, conceals His presence, and allows the tzaddik to earn his own reward, to recreate his own being. This, Moshe could not comprehend at first. “This is his Torah and this is his reward?” he asked Hashem.

 Hashem explained, “This went up in My thought before Me.” Rebbi Akiva’s Torah is something which preceded creation. If I would reward it in this world, he would be led to perform his chassidus because of the that reward. That, in turn, would limit his freedom to offer himself voluntarily and thereby defeat the whole purpose of kodoshim t’hiyu.

 For centuries and centuries we have lived in an era marked by one unbelievable episode of Jewish suffering after another. This is called the era of yimos haMoshiach, the era of the Messiah. This era’s symbol is Rebbi Akiva. Stripped of every material, fleshy reward, the average Jew cannot really be blamed for continuing in the footsteps of assimilation and alienation from Judaism. Yet, the one who does teshuva and even thrives in these times sanctifies himself in that which is permitted. Those are the people who are truly utilizing the unique opportunity of this relatively short window in time. They rise above creation and truly become partners with the Creator in the works of creation.

 Conclusion

 Each of us has to ask ourself during the period from sefirah through Shavuos: Which Torah am I preparing myself to receive? Moshe’s or Rebbi Akiva’s? The answer is: First, we have to endeavor to become graduates of the Torah of Moshe. Then we have to immerse ourselves in the Torah of Rebbi Akiva.

 The Torah of Moshe teaches that all Jewish people are one. Rebbi Akiva’s Torah does not emphasize unity, but the individual. Every individual is complete. Why then was it specifically his disciples who died “because they did not have respect for each other” as individuals? We have given the basic answer in the previous essay on Sefiras Haomer: They were so unified beneath their great leader, Rebbi Akiva, they lost their individuality. Consequently, they could not truly appreciate the individuality of their colleagues.

 Rebbi Akiva’s disciples’ basic mistake was that they were pursuing the goal of Moshe’s Torah and not that of their mentor’s. Rebbi Akiva’s approach was revolutionary, and although they sensed his greatness they did not truly understand how to translate his unique message into their lives. They settled on the easy approach, the approach they had always known, the approach of Moshe. That was a mistake. A fatal mistake.

 Moshe’s Torah approach of endeavoring to fulfill the commandments was the goal for the people of his time. They were supposed to nullify their individuality for the greater whole. By Rebbi Akiva’s time a change in the basic fabric of Torah life had occurred. Their task was to develop their individuality.

 Thus, in Moshe’s time when all the people stood unified at Mount Sinai and had their souls leave them when they heard Hashem speak, they had their souls restored to them. Unification was their objective and thus when they unified as one, as they were expected, they were given back their lives. When Rebbi Akiva’s disciples unified as one they lost their souls and were not restored to life, because unity was not their first priority. They unified in a way that prevented them from developing further as individuals. As such, their lives were an impediment to the new opportunity for growth available to them at that time, and they were not given them back.

 There is a point where Moshe’s and Rebbi Akiva’s Torahs converge, where there is no contradiction being an individual and being a component of klal Yisroel. That is the idea of Sivan, the month whose mazel is twins (see essay on Sefirah). Na’aseh v’nishmah omru k’echad, ‘na’aseh and nishmah were said as one.’ It is a very high level — in fact it is the level of Moshiach who will embody both the Torah of Moshe and Rebbi Akiva — but a legitimate goal nonetheless. Sooner or later a generation will arise which is worthy of Moshiach, and will be capable of encompassing both Torahs.

 The beginning, though, is to focus on the self — the spiritual self. Understand it, discover, nurture it, let it blossom, and then spread it to others.
GLOSSARY


AFIKOMEN: The matzah eaten at the very end of the Passover Seder.

AHAVAS YISROEL: Love of a fellow Jew.

AVRAHAM: Abraham.

BAAL TESHUVA: A person who deepens his commitment to Judaism, usually through a “return“ to complete mitzvah observance.

BAIS HAMIKDASH: The Temple in Jerusalem.

BAMIDBAR: The fourth of the five books of Moses; literally, “the Desert.’

BRIS MILAH: Ritual circumcision.

BEREISHIS: The Book of Genesis; alternatively: Creation itself.

CHAZAL: The Sages; literally, the first Hebrew letters of the words, “The Sages, may their memory be a blessing.’

DEVARIM: The Book of Deuteronomy.

EMUNAH: Faith.

ERETZ YISROEL: The land of Israel.

ESAV: Esau, the twin brother of Yaakov; the son of Yitzchak and Rivka (Rebecca).

GEHINNOM: Term for the Jewish concept of hell.

GEMARA: The Talmud. The Talmud is the oral law transmitted first by Hashem to Moses at Mount Sinai and then down through the generations until persecution warranted its being written in the form of the Mishnah, and then later on in the form of the Talmud as we have it today.

HAGADAH: The text recited at the Passover meal.

HALACHA (HALACHOS pl.): Jewish law.

HASHEM: G-d; literally, “The Name.“

HASHGACHA PRATIS: Divine providence down to the personal level.

HASHKAFA: (Torah) outlook.

KIDDUSH HASHEM: Sanctification of Hashem’s name.

KLAL YISROEL: Literally, “Communal Israel;” the Jewish people as a community.

KOLEL: An yeshiva for advanced studies designed to support full-time learners and their families.

KRIAS YAHM SUF: The splitting of the Red Sea.

LUCHOS: The “tablets” of the ten commandments.

MARROR: The bitter herbs eaten at the Passover Seder.

MIDRASH (MIDRASHIM pl.): Repository of the (originally) oral homiletical interpretations of Torah whose primary focus is the moral, ethical principles and teachings of Judaism.

MISHNAH: The pithy statements of Jewish law upon which the discussions in the Gemara are centered.

MITZVAH (MITZVOS, MITZVOT pl.): A commandment. The written Torah enumerates 613.

MOSHE: Moses.

MOSHIACH: Messiah.

OLAM HABAH: The world to come.

OLAM HAZEH: This world.

PESACH: Passover.

REBBI: A rabbi, mentor, teacher.

SEDER: Literally, ‘order,’ and referring to the order of the service at the Passover meal.

SEFER DEVARIM: The book of Deuteronomy.

SEFIRAS HAOMER: The intervening days between Pesach and Shavuos.

SHABBOS: The Sabbath.

SHMOS: Exodus, the second of the five books of Moses.

SHIR HASHIRIM: The Song of Songs written by Shlomo HaMelech.

SHLOMO HAMELECH: King Solomon.

SHOFAR: Ram’s horn blown on Rosh HaShannah.

SHUL: Synagogue.

SIDDUR: Prayer book.

TEFILLIN: The black leather straps and boxes which the Torah commands Jewish men to wear.

TEHILLIM: Psalms.

TESHUVA: Repentance; more literally, “return,” and signifying a return to the ways of Torah. See also Baal Teshuva.

TORAH: Scripture (the written Torah) and Gemara (the oral Torah) comprising the basic source and essence of Judaism.

YAAKOV: Jacob.

YAHRZHEIT : Anniversary of a deceased.

YESHIVA: A school for teaching Torah.

YITZCHAK: Isaac.

YOM TOV (YOMIM TOVIM, pl): Jewish holiday; festival.

ZOHAR: One of the primary sourcebooks of Jewish mysticism, attributed to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai (c. 120 C.E.).

ZT’L: Abbreviation for zaicher tzaddik l’brochah — the remembrance of a righteous person is a blessing.
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