Pre-High Holiday Workshop Rabbi Michael Strassfeld

Sefat Emet
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The purpose of all the commandments, both positive and negative, that were given
to Israel, is so that every person of Israel be free. That is why the liberation from
Egypt comes first [before the giving of the Torah]. Torah then teaches the soul how
to maintain its freedom, by not becoming attached to material things. These are
613 “counsels.” Every mitzvah in which the liberation from Egypt is mentioned is
to tell us yet again that by means of this mitzvah one may cling to freedom. In the
commandments regarding [the gifts to the poor of] leftover gleanings, the corners
of the fields, and forgotten sheaves, the Torah says: "Remember that you were a
slave (Dt. 24:22). In this way your food will have no waste, and you will not
become overly attached to wealth. That is why the Torah commanded such things
as tithes and gifts to the poor, these guard one from (overattachment to) wealth.

A Jew has to be free in soul, in body, and in all he or she has. That’s why with
regard to dwellings we have the mezuzah; for clothes, the tzitzit/the fringe; all of
this is to help us to be free, “in memory of the Exodus from Egypt.”... and the
fringes make for freedom with regard to clothes.

This is the purpose of the entire Torah. That is why they read “engraved on the
tablets” (Ex. 32:16), as though it said “freedom on the tablets” [harut/herut]. “The
only free person,” they added, “is the one who is engaged in Torah,” for Torah

teaches a person the way of freedom.
Sefat Emet on Ki Tetzei, trans. by Arthur Green
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Toldot Yaakov Yosef Chayye Sarah #2

It appears to me from what I have received from my teachers and colleagues that this is how to
behave with compassion toward all others. Even when you see something ugly or unbecoming in
another person, you should turn your heart to thinking that the Holy One dwells there, too, since
there is no place devoid of God. It is therefore for your good that you have seen this, since you
have some aspect of this same ugliness in you as well, and this will move your heart to teshuvah.
Even if you should be distracted from your study of Torah or prayer by someone’s conversation,
you should pay attention and consider that this is for your good, either because you were not
praying or studying properly, or so that you will bring a different intention to your service. In
these manners you will come to accept this situation as good, and ultimately that it truly is for
your good...

And, when it says, “I have placed YHVH before me (/'negdi) always” (Ps. 16:8), it means that
even when there is some sort of opposition (negdiut) that might cause me to desist from Torah or
prayer, I can understand that this comes from Heaven for my good. It comes from the side of
compassion, as in the continuation of the verse “He is at my right hand, I will never be
shaken”, which is love (hesed) and compassion (rahamim). So, the psalm continues, “So my
heart rejoices”, since everything is for my good; “my whole being (& vodi) exults”, since
thought has 32 paths in it, and the gematria of kavod is also 32, which tells me that all good
thoughts come from joy in the heart, and the exultation of our whole being — and in this manner
compassion is aroused in the world, even for material people and their physical coverings that
are called “flesh”, as the verse concludes, “my body rests secure.”
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This is a fundamental principle: in everything in creation there exist sparks of holiness. No thing,
nothing is devoid of these sparks, even trees and stones. And, also in every human deed, even in
a sin that one might commit there is a spark from the (original) shattering.

What is the spark in the sin? It is feshuvah. At the moment that we do feshuvah for a particular
sin, we raise up the sparks that are in it to the supernal world.

This is what “bearing sin” means (Ex. 34:7): God bears the sin and lifts it upward. And, so also,
we find (Gen. 4:13) “My sin is too great to bear,” that is, to lift it up and raise it to the supernal
world.
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At times the Evil Urge deceives a person, telling him that he has committed a great
transgression, even if it is only a Rabbinic stringency or not a sin at all. Its intention is to lead
that person to a state of sadness, so that by reason of his sadness he will be distracted from
the service of the Creator. But a person must understand this deception, and tell the Evil
Urge, “I do not pay heed to this stringency which you say, for it is your intention to cause me
not to perform God’s service and you speak falsehood. And even if it is a little bit of a sin, it
1s more pleasing to my Creator that I not pay heed to this stringency which you tell me, to
cause me sadness in God’s service, but that, to the contrary, I serve God with joy. For this is a
basic rule, that it is not my intention in God’s service that it be for my own needs, but only to
be pleasing to God. Therefore, even if I do not pay heed to the stringency which you
mentioned, the Creator will not be strict with me, for the reason why I am not strict is in
order not to nullify God’s service. For how can I nullify God’s service for even one
moment?” And this is a great rule in the service of the Creator, that a person take care against

sadness in so far as one is able.
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“Take us back, O Lord, to Yourself, and we shall return; renew our days as of old!” (Lam.5:21).

What is the meaning of the word(s) “as of old”? We can clarify this according to the rabbinic
teaching on the verse, “And now, O Israel, what does the Lord your God demand of you? Only
this: to fear the Lord your God” (Deut.10:12). The Sages teach, “The word(s) ‘and now (v’atah)’
suggest a moment of teshuvah” (Genesis Rabbah 21:6).

This is what it means: each and every Jew must believe with complete trust that in each and
every moment he is revived and sustained by the Holy Creator. This is what the Sages taught on
the verse, “Let all that has breath praise the Lord” (Ps.150:6): “with each and every breath praise
the Lord” (Genesis Rabbah 14:9). Each moment the vital force seeks to leave the body, yet each
moment the Holy One sends renewed vigor.

From this we can understand that every person has the capacity to experience teshuvah. In the
moment that a person transforms himself through feshuvah he also comes to believe that he has
become a new creation. On that basis the Holy One, in His great mercy, does not recall his earlier
transgressions. But, if a person does not believe (that he is made new each moment) then his
teshuvah is ineffective.

This, then, explains the teaching that “and now (v’atah)” means teshuvah. When we believe that
we are made new each moment, each “now,” our feshuvah will be effective. Further, this
explains the verse from Lamentations. “Take us back, O Lord, to Yourself, and we shall return.”
How shall we return? “Make us new, as we were in the beginning.”

In the same manner we can understand the lesson in the Talmud: [When R. Joshua b. Levi met
the Messiah he asked him] “‘When will you come?’ He responded, ‘today’ etc. [He meant]



‘today, if you will listen to His voice’” (Sanh.98a). What the teaching means is that the messiah
will come when you have attained this quality, that with every day you become a new being.
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The purpose of human activity is to keep the flame alive. Everyday a new
he’arah—insight appears to those who worship God as it says baboker
baboker/every morning. And mehadesh be-khol yom/God renews each day. This is
the aspect of love which is a gift of the supernal sesed/lovingkindness. Of this light
there should be some residue in the heart all day and all night—not extinguished.
And all the distracting thoughts that come to the heart should be burnt in the
hitlahavut of this residue.

Eish tamid tukad al ha-mizbe’ah lo tikhbeh/A perpetual fire shall be kept
burning on the altar, not to go out. Lev. 6:6
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Tiferet Shlomo, by R. Shlomo Hakohen Rabinowitz of Radomsk (1803-1866).

“Now, do not be sad [or reproach yourselves because you sold me hither; it was to save life that
God sent me ahead of you]” (Gen. 45:5). We know that the word “and now (v’atah)” signifies
teshuvah (Gen.R. 21:6). That is why Joseph said to his brothers: “Even though you still have to
do teshuvah for what you did to me, do not be sad. Sadness is not the way to teshuvah! Since
teshuvah is a positive commandment in the Torah, we are required to perform it with gladness, as
it says, ‘Serve YHVH with gladness’ (Ps. 100:1).” From this we learn that “and now” signifies
teshuvah, since those who seek to turn their life around in self-transformation must say, “From
now I am turning myself around. I am returning in teshuvah, and I will not return to foolishness
again. Only from now ‘I will be,” thank God, from now on....”

Gen.R. 26:1

“[YHVH God said, ‘Here, the human has become like one of us, in knowing good and
evil,] so now (v’atah), lest (pen) he send for his hand [and take from the Tree of Life
and eat and live throughout the ages’]”. R. Abba b. Kahana said: This teaches that the
blessed Holy One provided him with an opportunity of teshuvah. “So now”: this can only
refer to teshuvah, as Scripture says, “And now, Israel, what does YHVH God require
of you, but to fear YHVH your God, etc.” (Deut. 10:12)



