Matan - Great Debates - Hasidim and Mitnagdim
Shivchei HaBesht

| asked the Messiah: When will you come? And he answered me: Hereby you will know, when your teachings will become
known and revealed in the world, and your wellsprings will burst forth to the furthest extreme, that which | taught you and
you comprehended, and they too will be able to engage in unifications and elevations as you can, and then all the husks will
be removed, and it will be a time of favor and salvation. And | wondered about this, and | was greatly distressed about the
great length of time: When can this be? But what | learned when | was there is three charms and three holy names. They are
easily learned and explained. And | thought: It is possible that with this people my age will also be able to reach a level like
mine
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Rav Chaim of Volozhin, Nefesh Chaim

Gate IV, Chapter 1
Additionally, | desired to include the following in the range of the book’s contents:

1. the tremendous obligation of involvement with Torah®*?Heb.: ei-sek ha-Torah. | translate this as “involvement with Torah”,
implying that there is an active and intentional element, rather than it being incidental. Rav Chayyim, as it will be seen in this
Gate, understands “involvement with Torah” to be constant active engagement with the Torah’s actual words and ideas, and
not the performance of mitzvote, peripheral involvement with Torah, Jewish life in general, or other activities that promote
Jewish life. that’s incumbent upon each person of Israel day and night, and

2. to expand a bit in words about the greatness of:
a. the Torah’s splendorous honor and high degree®*Heb.: g’doolaht y’kar tif-ahr-ta u-ma-ah-la-ta shel Torah; and of

b. the righteous person who is involved with and attends deeply®**Heb.: v’ho-geh to it [fem.]**With “her” being the Torah,
the Torah of compassion being on his tongue so as to gratify his Former and Creator (blessed be His name); and of

c. the person of knowledge who expends effort to support it [fem.], and nourish it [fem.] and to reinforce its [fem.]
condition, even after so long for Israel, during which the involvement with the holy Torah was denigrated in each successive
generation.



And lo, now, in these generations, due to our many sins, it has fallen very far. It is cast in the hidden recesses of the lowest
levels (may the Merciful save us), as we see now for the majority of our nation, as a result of the great difficulty of bearing
the burden of earning a living, may God-YHV”H have mercy.

And also some of those who desire to come close to God-Elohi”m®*®Heb.: kirvaht elohi”m yakh-p’tzoon (Yeshayahu 58:2).
This verse is used in the context of people who may be sincere about growing close to God but who take the wrong path. By
using this verse, Rav Chayyim may be establishing a context in which a desire to approach and grow close to a just God
requires truly understanding and integrating into ourselves the foundations of justice, which are the written Torah and the
laws that are derived from it., they [emphatic] chose for themselves to make their steady practice, the core of their studies,
books that cultivate awe/fear and teach ethical guidance®”’Heb.: sifrei yir-ah u-moo-sar all their days, without making a
steady practice—the core of their involvement—with our holy Torah, in scripture and myriad laws**®Heb.: b’mikra-ote
va-ha-la-khote m’roo-bote. Rav Chayyim begins here to define what he considers to be the key features of involvement with
Torah (ei-sek ha-Torah). He seems to take as a given that involvement with Torah primarily means the learning of texts, and
then putting what’s learned into practice. His central focus here is the definition of what constitutes Torah. He specifically
uses two words: mikra-ote and ha-la-khote. Mikra usually refers to the Choomahsh (the five books of Moses), but often
includes the entire written Torah. Ha-la-kha usually refers to the texts that derive the Torah’s laws from the Mikra or other
sources; this is usually taken to be the oral Torah, which is Sha”s (Mishna and G’'mara) and Po-skim (rabbinic responsa). Also
refer to Nechemyah 8:8, where mikra means reading from a book (there specifically the Choomahsh) and Bava Batra, perek
1 (yikh-n’soo) and perek 8 (kahtahn b’koolahm rabban yokhanan ben zakai, amroo ahlahv...).. And in their entire lives they
have not yet seen the sources of light in the heavens®Heb.: m’oh-rote, this being the word that is used for the Sun and the
Moon and the stars in the sky. Literally, “the illuminators”., and the light of Torah®™The light of Torah is mentioned many
times in this Gate. See footnote 91 in Gate 1, Chapter 2. has not touched upon them (may God forgive them, for their
intention is towards heaven), but this is not the path by which the light of Torah will dwell within them.

And the truth is that books that cultivate awe/fear are like all the righteous ways of God, for the earlier generations had
made a steady practice, all their days, of involvement with and rational consideration of our holy Torah, engrossed in the
study tents of G’'mara, RaSh”Y’s commentary and Tosafote. The flame of the love of our holy Torah burned in their
heart/minds like a burning fire, in a pure love and awe/fear of God-YHV”H. Their whole desire was to increase its [fem.]
honor and make it mighty. And they expanded their range via many proper students so that the earth would be filled with
knowledge.

And as the ages passed, it being the manner of the [evil] inclination, from of old, to be envious of God’s nation when they
[emphatic] are treading on the path of God in the way it deserves, it injected poison into them, causing some of the
students to focus all of their regular practice and involvement only in hair-splitting intellectualism®'Heb.: pil-pool and
nothing else but that®™?Lacking the quality of awe/fear (yir-ah). And we learned in our Mishna®>*Mishna Avot 3:21: “If there’s
no awe/fear, there’s no wisdom”, and there are many other statements of our sages (OBM) like this, as we’ll bring in chapter
4, G-d willing. For that reason, some of their great ones, the eyes of the community—those whose path in holiness was to
be assiduous in correcting the collective of our siblings, the house of Israel—awakened themselves to remove the obstacles
and seal the breeches, to lift the barrier from the path of God’s nation. They occupied themselves with rebukes and ethical
guidance and character traits, and they authored books of awe/fear to straighten out the nation’s heart/ mind so that they
would be involved in the holy Torah and in worship with a pure awe/fear of God.

However every intelligent person whose intellect operates honestly will understand on his own that they didn’t intend
therewith to cause the involvement with the main body of Torah to be abandoned (heaven forefend), and to be involved
solely, all the time, with their books of ethical guidance. Rather their intention was that the holy nation’s primary steady
practice of learning would be only the holy Torah, written and oral, and myriad laws, them [emphatic] being the essentials of
Torah, but accompanied by a pure awe/fear of God.

And so it came to be in these generations, because of our many sins, it became inverted. What was high was caused to fall,
and some put the primary steady practice of their learning for most of their days only in books of fear/awe and ethical
guidance, asserting that the whole purpose of man in his world is to always be involved with them, because they ignite the
heart/minds, that then his heart/mind will submit and cause the [evil] inclination to surrender and subdue its desires, and
become righteous via good character traits. And the Torah’s crown was set down in the corner. And with my own eyes I've
seen in one province, that so much has this spread for them, until in most of their study halls there’s nothing in them but a



vast number of books of ethical guidance, and it doesn’t have even one complete set of Sha”s. And their eyes are prevented
from seeing®*Ref: Yeshayahu 44:18, their heart/minds from understanding and intellectually knowing, that this is not the
path that God chose, that it will not be accepted. And in a little while, as time passes, it could happen (heaven forefend) that
they will be without a teacher®**Heb.: I'lo ko-hein mo-reh, literally: “without a priest teacher”. And Torah—what will become
of it?

And so, for this reason, whoever is capable with words should stop others, and tell the loyal tribes of Israel, those who
awe/fear God-YHV”H and who contemplate His name, about the path on which they can walk towards the light of Torah.
Woe is us on the Day of Judgment. Woe is us on the day of rebuke because of the transgression of disruption of
Torah®®Heb.: bee-too-la shel Torah, when He (blessed be His name) becomes zealous for it [fem.] to demand satisfaction for
its [fem.] insult.

And first, I'll focus my words*>’Heb.: ah-seem divrahtee. Ref.: lyyov 5:8. on the matter of involvement with Torah for its own
sake®®Heb.: Torah lishma. Literally “Torah for the name [fem.]” or “Torah for its name [fem.]”. We translate it as “Torah for
its own sake”. Torah lishma is the primary theme of Gate 4.—what “for its own sake” means—for this too is connected to a
horrible misunderstanding®°Heb.: pree cha-taht, ref: Meekha 6:7: pree vitnee, cha-taht nahfshee, denoting the horribly
mistaken idea that the sacrifice of a child could atone for a transgression, for there are some who halt themselves from
involvement with the holy Torah because they think that the definition of the matter of “for its own sake” is “with a great
attachment®™’Heb.: b’d’veikoot ga-dole, without interruption”.

And there’s an evil even more pathological than this: in their thoughts they hypothesize that involvement with Torah without
attachment amounts to nothing, and has no benefit (heaven forefend). And for that reason, when they observe that their
heart/mind doesn’t arrive at the level where their learning would be with a constant attachment, they don’t even start to
learn, and the result of this would be that the Torah will fade away (heaven forefend). And as the matter progresses, it will
be explained (G-d willing) therefore, the high degree of the holy Torah and of the person who is involved with it [fem.] as it
deserves.

To this end, there is a necessity to cite a few of our rabbi’s (OBM) statements in the Sha”s and midrashim and Zohar, for in
them are discussed the wonders of the holy Torah’s high degree and of he who is involved with it, and the magnitude of its
reward and punishment (may the Merciful save us). Even though all of those statements are well known and famous, even
so | gathered them together to impassion the heart/minds of those who desire to motivate themselves to be
attached®®'Heb.: I’hit-da-beik to the love of His (blessed be He) Torah, and to motivate themselves to rest®®?Heb.: I’hit-lo-nein
in her awesomely supernal shadow.
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Neo-Chassidut Today

On Chassidus
Excerpted from Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan, Faces and Facets (Brooklyn, 1993), 141.

In the darkest days of Jewish history, Chassidism brought a new hope, a new happiness to millions of people. It brought
Judaism to life again, making it meaningful to the masses. The radiance that illuminated two centuries of Jewry may yet have
another great purpose to serve.

-flame-neo-chassidus-brings-inner-light-torah-modern-ortho

| was once at a conference where it was discussed what kind of Judaism we will have in America 100 years from now. Some
people said the trend would be toward Reform. Others said it would be toward the middle, conservative movements. The
pessimists said that there would be no problem, given the current rise in intermarriage, for in 100 years, there would be no
Judaism at all in America. But one person suggested that 100 years from now, Chassidic Judaism would dominate the
American Jewish scene.

| would agree. The Chassidic spirit, the Chassidic philosophy, is certainly the up-and-coming thing. Perhaps this is our answer,
the missing ingredient which will provide our coming generation with a new kind of Judaism, a turned-on Judaism . . . Maybe
we have to get involved in this love affair of the Chassidim, this love affair with God.

BE: What has most likely triggered those who consider themselves Modern Orthodox to become interested
in Chassidus today?

RW: I think it’s the same thing that brought the generation in the days of the Ba’al Shem Tov to cleave to him and his
teachings. There was a general feeling that God was missing from Judaism, and that the Yiddishkeit that the old generation
was serving the young generation was mostly defined by ritual and rote. There was a spiritual vacuum that that generation
experienced.
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There’s a certain humility I've seen among the Modern Orthodox, especially the youth . . . they are prepared to acknowledge
a sense of spiritual desolation that they’re experiencing. There was and still is a readiness to hear more about Hashem, to
find out more about Hashem and develop a personal relationship with Him, as opposed to just keeping a finger on the place
in the Gemara and, in a more robotic way, observing the rituals of Judaism; to seek a living relationship with God. This is not
to say that’s only possible within Chassidus. But it certainly resonated hundreds of years ago, and it certainly resonates now,
especially with young people.

| find that people have heard thousands of sermons proving how one pasuk and another can [be reconciled], and explaining
whether or not we can eat from disposable tin pans without toiveling them. These are all very important issues. I'm not, God
forbid, making light of any of these things. Every detail of halachah is significant.

However, there was a feeling that the broader picture of all of these details was not coming together. How do they coalesce?
How do they come together to bring me to a greater, more effusive and more intense relationship with Hakadosh Baruch
Hu?

As Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook wrote many times, the last generation before Mashiach comes will no longer be
satisfied with just the details, with just the trees. They will want to be able to see the forest. And whether it’s the teachings
of Chassidus, or the teachings of the Ramchal or the Vilna Gaon, when a Jew gets a peek at the breathtaking panoramic view
of what it means to be a Jew, he’s very excited and he wants to have a part of it.

BE: For someone who wants to work on growing in his or her spirituality through Chassidus, which sefer is the best place to
start?

RW: Many people in our generation have found that the Nesivos Shalom of the Slonimer Rebbe is a very good starting point.
It’s been said that Rav Shach, a”h, himself said that the Nesivos Shalom is the Mesillas Yesharim of our generation. The
Slonimer Rebbe is able to give over teachings of Chassidus in a wrapping that is more digestible by those who are not
accustomed to Chassidus or kabbalah. Another sefer that is very popular and that’s very [accessible] is the Shem MiShmuel.
He quotes a lot from the Maharal and Kuzari, and [draws upon] machshavah [Jewish philosophy], which appeals to those
who are more accustomed to yeshivah learning.

BE: What’s the best way to begin working on bettering one’s davening?

RW: | get a lot of calls from all over—not just from throughout the country but from different places all over the
world—inviting me to seminars to speak, often for a yom iyun, to explain different concepts in the siddur or in tefillah. And
while I'm happy to go, it’s not a matter of another peirush [commentary] on the siddur or explaining [the tefillah], though
it’s very valuable to understand what you’re saying. But | believe the basic problem is that there is a huge disconnect
between Jews and Hashem—and if you don’t believe that the Creator is a very real presence in your life, then whom are you
going to talk to? There’s nobody there. And | think that emunah [belief] is terribly lacking—basic emunah.

To have tefillah that’s meaningful, there has to be emunah that’s meaningful. That’s why | believe there needs to be a
widespread revolutionary teaching of emunah and hischazkus [reinforcement] and chizuk [strengthening] of emunah. A Jew
who has strong emunah, who believes that Hashem is his father and that Hashem loves him more than it’s possible for any
human being to love his child, that Jew is going to want to speak to his Father.

But if you don’t believe that your Father loves you, if you don’t believe that He wants to hear from you, if you don’t believe
in that relationship and connection, then the best you could do is to come up with some nice chiddushim [novel ideas] to
explain the berachos in Shemoneh Esrei. But as far as having real, deep tefillah that’s meaningful, and wanting to daven,
what kind of davening can there be?

The Koznitzer Maggid said that when a person says “Baruch Atah Hashem,” those words should be k’daber ish el re’eihu, like
a person is speaking to his most dear and beloved friend. If you don’t believe that God is your dear, beloved Friend, that He’s
your Father and, like the Ba’al Shem Tov says, that He kisses the lips of a Jew as the words of tefillah come out of his
mouth—then how are you motivated to speak to Him? You just lose your interest. You feel [as if] it’s a one-way conversation,
and it’s much more fun to go to the Kiddush Club.



BE: But even though some people cultivate emunah and really believe in Hashem, they still struggle to connect to the siddur,
the same text every time.

RW: The siddur is magnificent. The problem is within ourselves, in our lack of emunah. Certainly we could supplement

our davening from the siddur with the practice of hisbodedus [prayerful meditation in which one talks to God in his own
words], something the Chofetz Chaim encouraged. Everybody thinks hisbodedus was started by Rebbe Nachman of
Breslov—it’s not true. That’s how Jews originally davened [before the siddur was canonized]. They spoke to Hashem in their
own words.

... So one should supplement the davening from the siddur with his own personal tefillos. If a person develops a
relationship with Hashem and then revisits the siddur, it’s a whole different world. When you’re in that place, then those
words have deep meaning for you.

However, if there’s no sense of shivisi Hashem I’'negdi tamid [continuous consciousness of God’s presence], then tefillah is
meaningless. Unless a person believes deeply that “I’'m standing here and God is listening to me,” then whatever new ideas
he has about the siddur is just another form of learning. But if he believes with all of his heart shivisi Hashem I'negdi tamid,
and he cultivates a relationship with God, then those very same old words become exceedingly beautiful in his eyes and take
on the kind of meaning that they were meant to have.
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