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“he commentaries have discussed at length the greatness the
Jewish people exhibited by committing themselves to fulfill the,
Torah even before asking to hear what it contained. We can
appreciate the precious crown earned for the unconditional commit-
ment to submit totally to God’s will with perfect faith. What,
however, was the significance of nishmah — we will learn? Was this
not merely an inevitable sequel to the commitment? Obviously, to be
able to do they had to know what was demanded. What is the true
significance of this second crown and what does it teach us?
'gQur Sages tell us that the Ten Commandments were uttered by
od_to each Jew with varying intensity, according to the capabilities
and potential of each individual. Thus, each one was spoken to by

God on his level. Yet as each utterance went forth, the people were so
overcome that their souls left them and God had to resurrect them
(Shabbos 88b). If the commandments were in fact communicated on
the level of each individual, why didn’t each one hear at precisely the
intensity he could take without his soul leaving him?

To resolve this seeming contradition, we must understand what it
means to speak about “'the level” of a Jew. What the Midrash refers
to as a Jew’s true level is his or_her ultimate potential with maximum

effort, There is a vast expanse between one’s actual achievement and
his true potential. The intensity of the voice was geared to the
potential, and it was precisely the revelation of that expanse between

what they were then and what they could be that caused their souls
to depart.

(0 Our ancestors stood at Sinai and accepted the Torah totally and
Unconditionally. In order for this commitment to be_meaningful,

however, they had to be willing to grow and mature in Torah — to

realize that they had taken just the first step. Thev had to recognize -

that a Jew must constantly improve his Torah observance. This was
the declaration of nishmah — we will constantly be open to learn

*more in order to elevate ourselves, rung after rung, towards
fulfillment of the ultimate Torah potential each of us possesses.
R’ Akiva continued to study and teach Torah even when it was
outlawed by the Roman government under penalty of death. When
Papus ben Yehudah charged him with endangering his life in an ir-

responsible way, R’ Akiva answered him with the following allegory:

A fox drinking from a pond noticed the fish
scurrying about in obvious consternation. “What
frightens you, little fish?” asked the fox.

. “We are afraid of the nets of the fishermen,” replied
the fish. “We do not know where they will fall to trap
us.

“Why be so frightened?” advised the fox. “Perhaps I
can assist you. Leave your pond, and come up on the
dry land and I will protect you.” ’

"“Foolish fox,” exclaimed the fish. “If we are afraid
and insecure in the water, in the environment that
provides our very lifeblood, how much more so would
we be afraid out of our element?”

" Torah is the very lifeblood of the Jewish people. Without its study
and observance, we are like fish out of water. What security can be
obtained by emerging from total immersion in the waters of the
Torah?

The Midrash tells us that the allegory must be taken yet one step
further. Fish constantly immersed in water have a very peculiar
nature. When it rains, the fish ascend in a frenzy to the top of the
water as the droplets hit the water, to hungrily receive yet another

‘drgp&frain. They are not content with the endless supply of water)‘

T

that engulfs them. So, too, the Jew engulfed and immersed in Torah

>"=.must nevertheless be hungry to ascend to _new levels in_ Lorah

9

learning and observance.

Man is referred to as one who walks, as opposed to the angels who
are referred to as those who stand still. Man by his very nature must
constantly strive to perfect himself. When he is not ascending
upward, he is of necessity descending. One is either growing or
stagnating; there is no in-between. The analogy may be made to one
trying to walk up a down escalator. If he stands still, he descends; if
he walks normally, he remains stationary; and only if he puts in the
effort to run, will he advance.

A person can start as a staunch ninety-nine percent shomer Torah
and mitzvos. Yet if he rejects the necessity to constantly improve and
elevate himself, in the one percent where this resistance exists, he will

begin his inexorable descent into these seven tragic phases. o

This bleak picture Rashi paints for us is so painfully true to life |
that we must all feel both shocked and inspired when confronted
with these holy words. We who are committed to Torah must be.
crowned with the na’aseh and the nishmah. We must realize that the

_Pbg:gl teshuvah movement is not limited to estranged and alienated

Jews, but we must all be ba’alei teshuvah, ever striving to return to
the_levels of perfection that every Jew is capable of reaching.

116 PATH TO THE TREE OF LIFE
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Rav Yitzchok Hutner?” wrote a letter to a student encouraging him despite religious
failures. (Pachad Yitzchok, Igros Ukessavim page 217)

Rosh Chodesh Iyar 5723
My Dear Beloved,

Peace and Blessings!

Lreceived your letter. Your words touched my heart. Know my dearest that the
very existence of your letter rejects all the descriptions that are found in it. Let
me explain this sentence. There is a terrible illness of ours that when we deal
with the aspects of perfection of our giants, we deal with the final conclusion of

>\éﬁeir greatness, We talk of their greatness while we skip over the inner struggle

4

(.

\)times nevertheless he got up. But the wise ones know well that the natureof a -

at was waged in their souls! The impression one receives from our talks is that
tl%ants emerged from their Maker's hand in all their glorious greatness.
peak and are amazed about the Chafetz Chaim’s purity of speech, but who knows
about all the wars, the struggles, the failures, and the retreats the Chafetz Chaim"
had in his war with his evil urge!? This is merely one of a thousand examples. &

wise one like yourself can derive from the detail a general truth about many. The
result of this is that when a young man with spirit, aspirations, and a stormy
pature finds himself stumbling, failing, and falling he considers himself one who
is not “Firmly planted in the house of God.” For acgording to the fantasies of
this young man to be “Firmly planted in the house of God” means he sits in
tranquility on lush pastures, along pleasant streams, and he enjoys his urge for
holiness, like the tzadikim enjoying the glows of the Shechinah with crowns atop
their heads in the parties of Gan Eden. On the other hand, not to be afflicted
with the storms of the yetzer hara, as in the verse, “the dead are free.” (psaims 88:6)

Know this well my dearest, the root of your soul is not the tranquility of good
achievement, rather the war of the urge for good! Your precious, heartfelt letter

testifies like a hundred witnesses that you are a loyal warrior in the armies of
the yetzer hatov. In English they say, “Lose a battle and win the war.” Certainly
you are failing and you will fail yet again (this is not a wish for your misfortune).
In many future battles you will fall wounded and defeated. But I promise you
that after losing battles you will leave the war with the crown of victory on your

wisest of all men said, “Sheva yipol tzadik vekam,” “The tzadik will fall seven times

head and the defeated game between your teeth. Lose battles, but win wars. The~(

and rise.” The fools think he meant to say, even though this rzadik fell seven

tzadik’s vise is only through his seven falls! “And He saw all that He had made and
behold it was very good, (Bereishis 1:31) good would refer to the yetzer hatov, very
good to the yetzer hara.” (Midrash Rabbah Chapter 9)
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“T:hen how about you?” God said to the descendants of Ammon.

“What is written in the Torah?” they asked.

And God told them, “You shall not commit adultery.”

“Oh no, not for us,” they said. “Too difficult.”

And so it was with all the other nations. They all found some
aspect of the Torah that they considered too difficult to fulfill. They
all found some excuse that allowed them to turn down God’s offer.

Finally, God offered the Torah to the Jewish people.

“Yes! 'Yes!” they responded. “Naaseh venishma. We will do
whatever God tells us to do, and we will hear.” They didn’t ask
any questions. They didn’t offer any excuses. They just accepted
the Torah wholeheartedly, even though they did not yet know
what it contained.

God turned to the angels and said, “Who revealed this secret to
my children? How did they know that saying %aaseh venishma’

would place them on the highest spiritual level?” '
~ I would like to ask a bit of a daring question. Were the Jewish
people right in neglecting to ask what is written in the Torah? Was
it wise to accept the Torah without asking what it contained? One
might say that the other nations actually acted quite prudently.
They were not about to make a commitment they couldn’t keep,
so they wanted to know what they were taking on. But what about
the Jewish people? Wasn’t it rash of them not to ask about what
was in store for them? What if God had told them that the Torah
forbids one to speak a word of slander or gossip throughout one’s
entire life} Would they have been just as eager to jump in?
¢ What exactly did the Jewish people want to show by accepting
the Torah blindly rather than first asking what it contained’? What

- did they know that the others didn’t? What was the secret of
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1S
Actially, these exalted words revealed a profound understand-
ing of the pature of Torah, of the vast power of the Word of God.
The Jewish people knew full well that if they would inquire about
what the Torah contained they would undoubtedly encounter
many rules and prohibitions that would seem too difficult to keep.
"They knew full well that their capabilitics would not measure up y
é_to the requirements and demands of the Torah. But they also

?kncw that_receiving the Torah would transform them, that it

would infuse them with new strengths and powers so that the dif-
ficult and the impossible would suddenly become not only possi-
ble but a way of life.

So what does this mean? That for the sake of Torah we should
be prepared to endure hardships and deprivatdons? That we should
be willing to sacrifice our freedom?! We look around us and see
gentiles and non-observant Jews living as they please. Yet we must
abide by restrictions. We cannot do whatever we choose. We can-
not eat wherever we please. We cannot utter vulgar words. We
cannot wear immodest clothing. How can we not feel restricted?

<$How can we avoid feeling a ping of jealousy?

13

Let us consider for a moment. God created people with the
ability to experience this wonderful fecling called pleasure. If so, it
is inconceivable that He would seck to deprive us of pleasure. If
He loved us enough to give us the Torah, would He condemn us
to a life devoid of pleasure?

But there are really two levels of pleasure. There are the low
pleasures that appeal purely to a person’s physical side, the sheer
bodily pleasures. And then there are the higher pleasures that
appeal to a person’s intellect, spirit, artistic sensibilities, sense of

honor and dignity. I suppose there is a certain pleasure to be
derived from slouching in jeans on the beach, smoking cigarettes
and drinking beer. But what if a person were given a chance to
meet the president of the United States? Would he gladly toss
away the beer and the cigarettes, put on a suit and a clean shirt and
even don a tie for the privilege of meeting one of most powerful
people on earth? On the day of his visit to the president, would he
feel deprived of his ordinary pleasures? Would he feel restricted?
Or would he feel the thrill of a much higher pleasure such as he
had never experienced before?

N

When God sent Moses to offer the Torah to the Jewish people,
He said to them (Exodus 19:5-6), “Vihyisem Li sequinh wikol
haamin... mamleches kobanim vegoy kadosh. And you will be dearer
to Me than all the peoples... a kingdom of princes, a holy nation.”
The word kobanim here means princes and princesses, God’s inner
circle. By accepting the Torah, the Jewish people would become

8

Our Sages tell us that Naomi and Ruth could not afford
shoes, and they walked back to Israel barefoot; they felt every
pebble on the road. Ruth knew all about material comforts an;i
pleasures. How easy it would have been for this daughter of
privilege to turn around and run back to her father’s palace.
How easy it would have been to sink into the lap of luxury for
the rest of her life. But that shallow life, even gilded with a
veneer of Moabite royalty, no longer held any attraction for her.
She wanted to be a princess in God’s palace. Now that she was
enlightened, ;)nly a life of Torah could give her true pleasure
and happiness. Only Torah could make her feel content and ful-
filled. And in the merit of her great courage and wisdom, she
became the ancestress of King David; her descendants would be
the rovalty of royalty, the Jewish dynasty from whom Mashiach
will emerge.

¢ We are all of us princes and princesses; we all bear the mark of
royalty. God has honored us by giving us His holy Torah. Every
mitzvah we do, every word of Torah we study binds us closer to

o

Him and elevates us to ever higher states of holiness and purity.
These are the highest of the high pleasures. No other pleasure on
earth can even begin to compare with them.

But we can only experience this pleasure if we recognize the
divine privilege we enjoy, if we appreciate the incredible honor
God has bestowed upon us, if we are truly delighted when we
make the blessing asher bachar banu mikol haamim venasan lanu
es toraso, “Who chose us from among all the nations and gavew us
His Torah.”

f, however, we do not recognize the Torah for what it is, if we
o not value our privileged relationship with God, if we do naet
view ourselves as His royal retinue, then we will certainly feel bur-
dened and restricted. But the tragedy would be far greater than
the loss of some physical low pleasures. The tragedy would be that
we were given such a priceless gift and, out of ignorance and folly,
did not cherish it properly. The tragedy would be that we had eter-
nity in our grasp and let it slip away. The opportunities lost would
be the greatest of tragedies.
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royalty. They would rise above the commonfolk of the world by
virtie of their close relationship with the King of Kings, the Master
of the Universe. Thev would enjov this honor every moment of

*‘ every dav. They would live in the palace of the King, so to speak.
And so, of course, their pleasure would be of a higher sort. They
would experience ﬂlm ultimate
in spiritual, emotional and inteliectual fulfillment.
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Man'’s primary spiritual struggle is to refine his midos ra’os, h
negative character traits. One must ponder how things could be if h
midos were as they truly should be. Think of the difference th

would make in one’s dealings with others! In one’s honoring of his
father and mother! In truth, it is difficult to fathom the degree of
honor and respect which the mitzvah of kibud av va’eim demands;
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RABBI YECHEZKAIL LEVENSTEIN: “This is
analogous to someone who goes to a tailor and asks him to sew
a garment. Does anyone have to mention explicitly that the
garment needs to be made from material? It is obvious that
without material it is impossible to make a garment. The same
is true of character traits. They are the material from which a
Person can fulfill the Torah. Give the matter thought, and you

will see that the fulfillment of all the mitzvos is dependent on
midos. &

“This thought has been expressed by Rabbi Chayim Vitaal
in his classic work Shaarey Kdushah. The Torah did not
explicitly obligate to work on character traits because the
Torah’s entire fulfillment is dependent on one’s traits. Yout
level of Torah. observance is directly connected to the level of

Eyour traits. For example, if a person is arrogant, he will not have
yiras shomayim (fear of G-d). He feels that he is the center of the
universe and will be unwilling to accept any other authority over
his own. Arrogance is in itself a contradiction to love for the
Almighty.”
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