Makeover — Mitzvoth and Mankind
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3 [ f you will follow My decrees and observe My commandments and perform them; 4 then | will
provide your rains in their time, and the land will give its produce and the tree of the field will

give its fruit, 3 Your threshing will last until the vintage, and the vintage will last until the sowing;

you will eat your bread to satiety and you will dwell securely in your land. "
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R N e ?\EL;(’ al‘\’ {3- 1397 *npna-ox — If you will follow My decrees. The verse ,

§7 BHX BIPWY) TINYR MY NN) — AND OBSERVE MY COM- contal'ns three ghra.ses that seem to be repetitious. Their |
, e e, B LA e Y combmec‘i meaning is as follows: If you will follow My decrees
e v e B e cornandnaits; kst by engaging in intensive Torah study, with the intention that '
)

) : : . such study will lead you to observe My commandments
is added by saying and perform them? The Midrash addresses this properly, and, if you actually do perform them, you will merit

seeming redundancy:™ the blessings given in the following verses (Rashi; Sifra).
. _), N3y 7272 X271 215 — R’ Chama the son of R’ Chanina said:
FNIX Dy DRk Y9N Dy nhyn W TiRg Ny opy s — God = 3

thus said to the people of Israel: If you observe the mitzvos of the
Torah, I will reckon it for you as if you yourselves made it." i) :y
7anX omipyy — Another explanation of the phrase and you shall
perform them [onK]: 99 72 X0 131 Wy — R’ Chanina bar
Pappei said: Dby nbyn W HYIRT NY DR ox opb MmN
nonyy omiy 1989 — It can be interpreted as and you shall make
yourselves [onx].™ [God] thus said to them: If you observe
the Torah, I will reckon it for you as if you had made your-
selves.”  »onx npipyr’ — Another explanation of the phrase,
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51. By interpreting the word ok nx;x\tpgi, translated and [yo; shall]
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perform them, as and [you shall] make them. The root nwy can mean
either “making” or “doing.”

In order to become a Torah scholar, a student needs both Divine assis-
tance and a great deal of toil on his part (see Niddah 70b). The present
understanding of our verse teaches us that when one does eventually
attain scholarship in Torah, it is considered as if he himself “made the
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mitzvos,” that is, God gives him full credit for his achievement, although <
-without Divine assistance it would have been impossible (Yefek To’ar,
frst explanation, based on Avodah Zarah 19a and Kiddushin 32b). ./
32. Since the word npk is written without a vav, it can be read as
== ‘Maharzu, Eitz Yosef).

2% God created the world in His infinite kindness, for there is no person
tnas deserved to be created. But one who observes the Torah has made
‘aimself worthy of being created through his own merits; hence it is
zeckoned (retroactively) as though he created himself (Yefeh To’ar). k (0 -
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<Ihe principle of osek b’mitzvah teaches that each mitzvah deserves its
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time, space and attention. Perhaps the problem begins when we relate

bMann DR W an LIRh 1m0 - e oy I RW BR Lxwm preb

s tomitzvos as parts of our schedule, as boxes to be checked off, rath-
er than as experiences to educate and elevate us. We may sometimes
perform mitzvos as if they are tasks to be done and no more, yet that
itself can breed a self-fulfilling cycle. For what we get out of the mitzvos
depends on what we put into them. We cannot reasonably expect to
perform them by rote and then be inspired by them.

To be sure, the obligation has been fulfilled through the act alone,
and the basic spiritual effect of the mitzvah has happened. Yet, if we
 give each mitzvah the attention it deserves, we can tap into the over- |

\whelming spiritual power latent within these daily actions, and transj

‘form them into enyiching and empowering spiritual encounters.
[ (

~ The second blessing before the evening Shema opens with the words,
“With eternal love You have loved the House of Israel, You have taught
us Torah and mitzvos.” The point of the blessing is that these two things
are connected, that Hashem’s eternal love for us is expressed in giving
Torah and mitzvos. When we ponder this idea and absorb it into our
systems, it is only natural that we will respond in the way the blessing
proceeds to describe, “Therefore... we will rejoice in the words of Your
 Tarah and Your mitzvos... for they are our life.”
dn giving us the Torah, Hashem has presented us with the ultimate
Pprogram for meaningful living,

:Ilge rest is up to us.
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38 Yad -l Heah,
<§ Being Human X—

Atbirth, YOU were assigned a body and a neshamah — soul — two
polar opposite entities to serve as your trusted partners on your 120-
year journey in this world. Despite their disparate and often conflicting

interests, they each play an integral role in your success. We cherish
them both, because without either, we couldn’t embody the exceptional
potential inherent in being human.

Let’s look briefly at the soul, the body, and the combination of the
two.

Soul

Qur neshamah comes from a place that is even higher than that of the
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angels, as the Tanya, after describing the nefesh habehamis or animal
soul, states (Ch. 2):

The second, uniguely Jewish, soul is truly an emanation of

G-d above, as it is written: “And He blew into his nostrils a__

soul of life,” and (we say in our prayers) “You blew [that soul]
into me.” And it is written in the Zohar, “He who blows, blows
from within,” that is to say, from his inside and his innermost
being.

The Baal HaTanya elaborates (Iggeres HaTeshuvah Ch. 4):

Even though Hashem possesses no physical form, Heaven
forbid, nonetheless the Torah speaks in the language of reqular
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are described as coming from “the breath of His mouth” — the [
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That's where our soul comes from.

Body .

. Our physical body, animated by the life force that is called the nefesh
habehamis (animal soul), is comprised of the four earthly elements: fire,
wind, water, and earth. Rav Chaim Vital teaches (Shaarei Kedushah
1:2) that our traits, both positive and negative, are rooted in the four
elements. Fire is the source of anger, arrogance, and hatred; wind is
th¢ source of idle chatter and forbidden speech; water is the source of
desire for pleasure, and earth is the source of laziness and sadness. Each ‘
of these elements also has a positive “flip side” that includes humility,

neshamah of a Jew comes from a deeper “place.”
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silence, and positive speech, disdain for indulgence, and happiness.
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The Tinya teaches that the nefesh habehamis is therefore a mixture of
_'k both good and bad. By refining it we can distill the pure good.

As. powerful as our physical nature seems to be, the Chovos
HaLevavos (Shaar_Avodas Elokim, Introduction) reminds us that
the human body is physically tenuous and temperamental. Even in
comparison to other living creatures, we humans are relatively weak.
We are susceptible to heat, cold, and disease, and.we require constant
maintenance.

Furthermore, a human being’s emotional equilibrium is highly
sensitive. Even the slightest emotional misalignment can throw a

3)\ person out of whack and leave him functioning below par. A more
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The Combination
In Tehillim it states: ynay D) ~inK, Last and first You formed me
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(139:5). Human beings are the bookends of creation. Why? Because we
consist of both the loftiest and the most mundane elements of creation:
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oul that is loftier than the angels and a physical component that is
weaker than an animal. Not only are we the bookends, but we are also
all the books in between them, because we encompass all,of creation,

are connected to all of creation, and are therefore able to impact all of
creation.
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Humans 'aré‘c'apét;l_eiof the greatest feats in Torah, medicine,
philosophy, charity, and other worthwhile endeavors. Gonversely,
an unrefined body fueled by a sick and perverted mind is capable of

causing more destruction and harm than even the worst of the so—calleg
“acts of nature.” The Nefesh HaChaim tells us that our positive actions

= —_—

4§ The Great Battle |

On the surface, you would think that the partnership of body and
soul would not be a harmonious one. And you would often be right.
‘ﬁ The Tanya describes this partnership as an ongoing battle between two
armies fighting to conquer the same “city” — YOU. Their weapons are
opr thoughts, feelings, and impulses — all those things that baffle us.
How do we identify which side is speaking to us? We feel hungry, so
~J Weeat. That's the body. We feel disconnected, so we pick up a Tehillim.
That's the soul.

* Thebody entices us to stay in bed; the soul inspires us to getup
and make something of ourselves.

* The body yearns for worldly things and wants to wallow in the
physical pleasure they bring; the soul is repelled by this world
and wants to separate itself from it. Instead, the soul desires the
efernal: pursuits that connect it to Hakadosh Baruch Hu — its
life force — and earn it a place in the World to Come.

* The body fears rejection and loss (we can literally feel that in
O‘E stomach), while the soul knows that there is nothing to fear
other than its Creator.

* The soul knows why it is here and what it is meant to achieve,
while the body rarely gives the matter any thought.

* The soul is focused on the future while the body enjoys the here
and now.

Itiis no wonder, therefore, that we often find ourselves bewildered
and confused. Who wouldn’t be with a constant war waging inside of \
, them? When we become aware of this inner conflict, we experience
an awakening. Then we are left with the task of grappling with it and
trying to make sense of it all.

35
s The Body’s Upper Hand

The challenge, the Chovos HaLevavos tells us (Shaar Avodas Elokim, |
Ch. 2), is that the body begins with the upper hand due to three
advantages:

1. The intellect, an aspect of the soul, makes its appearance later in

a person’s life. In contrast, our bodily needs are satisfied from the
day we are born and we become accustomed to this gratification.

2. The soul is a stranger in a strange land. It resides here without a

. friend in the world and is at a great disadvantage. The body, on
the other hand, is created from the same four elements as all of
creation and so it feels right at home. Additionally, the food that
we eat and the pleasures that we enjoy all serve to strengthen the
body while they weaken the soul (unless they are ingested with
a loftier purpose in mind).

It is fair to say that if the soul was a stranger in this world in the days
of the Chovos HaLevavos, today it must feel like an alien that has landed
here from another planet. The world around us cherishes hedonism

. and to a great degree mocks the pursuit of spirituality. Materialism
o is all around us and the never-ending pursuit of more, bigger, better,
fancier, and convenient is the loud, insistent religion of the masses.

It reduces the voice of the soul to the barely audible whispers of the

few.
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3. We need our bodies in order to exist and the body has continual
needs, day and night. In contrast, the soul is called upon only
¥ during those times of the day when we are learning, davening,
and performing mitzvos. The more something is used, the
stronger it becomes, and the less it is used, the weaker it becomes.
You might be wondering; how does the soul stand a chance?

o |
2§ Torah — The Great Equalizer

The Chovos HaLevavos explains that, in order to bring a person into
balance, Hakadosh Baruch Hu gave us the holy Torah, an unstoppable
force that emanates from the same lofty place as the soul. When a person

%&embraces the Torah, when he studies and practices it, the competing
V" forces within him are brought into a state of eguilibrium.

|

~

(

The Torah teaches us right from wrong and which pleasures are good
for us and which are not. The Torah nourishes and strengthens the soul
to the point where it can subdue the body and ultimately teach it what

® it knows: that the greatest pleasure in life is fulfilling our destiny and
purpose. The Torah heals the damage inflicted on the soul by the bad
choices we make and thereby amplifies the voice of the soul so that it
can once again be heard. Without the Torah, the soul js overpowered by
the body to the point where it is reduced to a mere ember.

Most .of all, the Torah empowers us to discern what is actually
transpiring inside of us. It helps us recognize which force — the soul
or the body — is speaking to us at any given time. The Torah thereby
turns inner confusion and murkiness into a more recognizable black-
and-white set of choices. We will discuss this further in Chapter9. .

33

2§ Women

A woman may be left thinking, “Well, I don’t study Torah all
that much, so how does my inner world achieve equilibrium? What
strengthens my neshamah?” ,

The Maharal writes (Derush Al HaTorah, p. 27) that women'’s self-
rectification through Stpporting Torah is greater even than that of men
from learning Torah, The reason, he explains, is rooted in the different
natures of man and woman. Man tends to be more aggressive; he
struggles to be calm and tranquil, and is therefore further removed
from the World to Come, which is a place of tranquility. To balance this,
Man needs to toil in Tor, . Woman, on the other hand, is by nature }

designed for this place of tranquility. She doesn’t require this spiritual

l toil to balance her nature and therefore, being supportive of the study

" of Torah suffices. When she does so, the Maharal says, she can achieve

even more than man can through his learning.

* The tranquility to which the Maharal refers is in essence a state of
¢quilibrium. By nature, a woman's body and soul are in less conflict
with each other and therefore, she needs to exert less effort to bring her
inner world into balance. In contrast, men enter the world with a body
and soul that are further apart; there is a fierce battle raging inside.
Because men struggle more with inner turmoil, they need the toil of
Torah, which subdues physicality, to bring balance.
& IE'is also important to note that, while a woman is not required to
study Torah for its own sake, she is required to learn the laws of the
mitzvos she is obligated to perform. She is also required to study Torah
and mussar to refine her character traits and strengthen her emunah,
bitachon, and adherence to mitzvos,




Body and soyl are totally unlike each other, want
completely different things in life, and are often
at war with each other. Because the body starts
ut with enormous advantages, the soul would \]
CZe\crushed without the strength provided by the /

Zorah.
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