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Introduction

W

hat we are learning here regarding the
Torah of the psyche, or Torat Hanefesh
in Hebrew, is based mostly on the Torah’s inner
dimension (pnimiyut hatorah). Our goal is to

penetrate deeply and understand the human
psyche. Therefore, we might say that the day
that is most connected with Torat Hanefesh is
Lag Ba’omer, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai’s holiday.

Derech Eretz and Being a Mentsch

D

uring Sefirat Ha’omer, man should be
rectifying the “human” inside him.
This will be our topic today. Sefirat Ha’omer
begins with the bringing of the barley offering,
which is the Omer offering, on the second
day of Passover. Barley is considered feed
for livestock. When Sefirat Ha’omer ends,
on Shavu’ot, the wheat offering was brought.
Wheat is the food of men. So, the process we
go through during Sefirat Ha’omer is moving
from the animal aspects to the human aspects
in ourselves. We need both, as the verse says,
“Man and animal You Havayah shall deliver”1
()'אָ ָדם ו ּבְ הֵ מָ ה ת ֹו ׁ ִשיעַ הוי. They need to be unified
with man rectifying his animalistic soul. Doing
so is a prerequisite to meriting our special

name, “Israel.” This process is alluded to in
Pirkei Avot, which there is a custom to read
every Shabbat during Sefirat Ha’omer. This
rectification is also alluded to by the sages’
saying, “Derech eretz [appropriate behavior]
precedes Torah.” 2 Appropriate behavior is
called being a mentsch in Yiddish. Before we
receive the Torah on Shavu’ot, each of us needs
to be a mentsch.
There is a mishnah in Pirkei Avot said in the
name of Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva is the pillar
of the Oral Torah (just as Moshe Rabbeinu was
the pillar of the Written Torah). He is famous
for having said that, “’Love your fellow as you
love yourself ’3 is a great principle of Torah.”
The mishnah we are referring to begins,4

Beloved is man for he was created in the image [of God]. Especially beloved
is he for it was made known to him that he was created in the image [of
God], as it is said: “For in the image of God He made man.” 5

T

his might be the most important
statement in the mishnah that first, one
should be a mentsch—there is the aspect of
being a human being—and then you can rise

to the level of being called “Israel.” This can
be understood from the continuation of this
mishnah. After describing the beloved nature
of man in general, Rabbi Akiva continues,
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Beloved are Israel in that they were called children to the All-Present [God].
Especially beloved are they for it was made known to them that they are
called children of the All-Present, as it is said: “You are children to Havayah
your God.”6
Finally, the mishnah ends with yet another level of being beloved as Israel, which reads,
Beloved are Israel in that a precious vessel was given to them. Especially
beloved are they for it was made known to them that the desirable
instrument, with which the world had been created, was given to them, as it
is said: ‘For I give you good instruction; forsake not my teaching.” 7
The reference being made in this third part of the mishnah is to the giving of the Torah, which
is being described as a “desirable instrument.” So, we have three stages or levels described in
this Mishnah:
•
Beloved is man,
•
Beloved are Israel, and another
•
Beloved are Israel.

S

ince there are three stages, we immediately children—clearly corresponds to the covenant
understand that they should correspond of circumcision which is the literal reference
to the three stages taught by the Ba’al Shem of the first stage of mal or separation. What
Tov: submission, separation, and sweetening, makes the Jewish people unique is this
or chash-mal-mal, as we have explained covenant of separation, which separates us
elsewhere.8 Let us see how:
from the rest of humankind.
The Hebrew word for “human” is adam
Finally, the third stage, the second mal( )אָ ָד ם. This word is
sweetening, is the
cognate with silence
Torah. It is the Torah
( )דּ ו ִּמיָּה. Being human
that grants us the
If there is no derech
means f irst of all
p ower to swe eten
eretz, if we cannot rectify
knowing how to be
reality. This is the
the human being within
silent. This is a novel
second stage of being
idea since the essence
“Israel.”
us, we certainly will
of being human is
So, we have here
not merit to reveal the
being able to speak.
in this mishnah three
“Israel” within us
Still, before speaking,
stages or levels and they
man needs to learn to
beautifully correspond
be silent before God, as
to the Ba’al Shem Tov’s
the verse says, “Silence praises You in Zion”9 chash-mal-mal. We can summarize the three
( ל ֹ ִהים ְ ּבצִ י ּ ֹון- ֱ )לְ ָך ֻד ִמיָּה ְת ִה ָּלה אand another verse stages by designating them as adam-Israelthat reads, “Be silent before God and wait for Israel. But, for us to even begin, everything
Him”10 ()דּ ֹום לַהוי' ו ְִה ְתח ֹולֵל ל ֹו.
must start with submission. If there is no
The second stage—the stage of being derech eretz, if we cannot rectify the human
called “Israel” and that we are the Almighty’s being within us, we certainly will not merit to
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reveal the “Israel” within us, all the more so
that we will not be able to reveal the second
level of “Israel” within us, what one might call
the double portion of “Israel” within us.
We can find these three stages echoed in
Sefirat Ha’omer. As we have already noted,
the psychological work of Sefirat Ha’omer
which begins on the second day of Passover,
is to rectify the “human” aspect of myself.
We need to ensure that the human part, the
adam within us, is able to connect and rectify
the animal part in us, “man and beast”11 (אָ ָדם
)ו ּבְ הֵ מָ ה. The entire Sefirat Ha’omer is about the
(first) stage of adam (being human).
If you know the kavanot (intentions) of

the Arizal, then you know that every day of
Sefirat Ha’omer, we mention the holy filling
of God’s Name Havayah (  )יוד הא ואו האwhose
numerical value is 45, the value of “human”
(adam, )אָ ָדם. Each day of the Counting of the
Omer is dedicated to another aspect of the
human in us, which comes to rectify another
aspect of the animal in us. We need to reveal
the human, and this is the topic we will now
delve into.
There is another important day during
the Counting of the Omer that we have yet
to mention, that is the 14th day of Iyar, which
is known as the Second Passover—a date and
holiday that is mentioned in the Torah,

And Havayah spoke to Moses, saying. Speak to the Children of Israel, saying:
When any of you or of your posterity who are defiled by a corpse or are on a
long journey for you, they shall offer a Passover sacrifice to Havayah. They shall
offer it in the second month, on the fourteenth day of the month, at twilight.12

T

he message behind Second Passover is
that it is never too late to repair; there
is no lost cause. This is a very important
message for Torat Hanefesh. No matter what
your situation is, you can get up and rebuild.
On Second Passover, even those people who
were unable to bring the Paschal lamb on the
14th of Nissan, whether they were impure, or
because they were far away from the Temple.
The previous Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak
Schneersohn explained that from Second
Passover we learnt that even if a person
transgressed on purpose, what is known as
bemeizeed, everything can still be repaired.
He learned this from the word “for you.” 13
There is another verse that captures this
mentality, “Though I have fallen, I rise again;
Though I sit in darkness, God is my light.”14
Just as Lag Ba’omer is connected with Rabbi
Shimon bar Yochai, so Second Passover, the
14th day of Iyar, is the day of passing of another
of Rabbi Akiva’s disciples, Rabbi Meir, who is

known as Rabbi Meir the Master of the Miracle.
One of Rabbi Meir’s most important sayings
was said in dispute with all the other sages. The
other sages argued that the Jewish people are
connoted, “children of God” ( ) ָּב ִנים ל ּ ַָמק ֹוםonly
when we do God’s will. But when we do not
follow God’s will, we are called servants. That is
why on Rosh Hashanah we constantly entertain
both possibilities beseeching God to answer our
prayers, “whether we are as sons, whether we are
as servants.” If we have merited to be called sons,
certainly God will have mercy, but even if we
have not, we still beg for His mercy. Yet, Rabbi
Meir taught something new: “In any case, you
[the Jewish people] are described as ‘sons.’” The
Jewish people cannot be called “servants,” we are
always called “sons.” Subjectively, I need to see
myself as God’s servant.15 But when comparing a
servant to a son, which belittles the servant, the
only option is being a son.
So, once again the message behind Second
Passover is that regardless of where you have
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fallen, there is always an opportunity to repair between Second Passover and Rabbi Meir’s
and fix your situation. There is always hope yahrzeit. If in any case, regardless of what
to release yourself
happens, we remain the
from your problem,
Almighty’s sons, that
whether it is physical
is what ensures that
The
other
sages
argued
or spiritual. Who can
hope always remains.
that the Jewish people
be certain that there
This ties in with the
is no lost cause? A
m i s h n a h’s w o r d s ,
are connoted, “children
ser vant cannot be
“Beloved are Israel in
of God” only when we do
certain of this, because
that they were called
God’s will.... Rabbi Meir
if a servant has angered
children to the Allhis master, the master
Present [God].”
taught “In any case, you
can get rid of his
The
general
[the
Jewish
people]
are
ser vant. But a son
principle of Sefirat
described as ‘sons.’”
is different. Even if
Ha’omer is becoming
he rebels against his
an adam, a mentsch.
father—even a son like
Rabbi Meir’s special
Absalom who rebelled
day, the 14 th of Iyar,
against his father, king David, the most extreme Second Passover, is the day that gives us the
example in the Bible—even then, the father will principle that we should never despair from
never throw him out. That is the connection repairing and fixing that which seems lost.

2. The Rectification of Man: The Intellectual Soul
Psychological issues affect our humanity

N

ow we are moving on to the main part
of our class. As is our usual method, we
want to form a model regarding the idea that
makes up what we refer to as “adam,” of what
it means to be human. We might say that the
goal of the entire program at Torat Hanefesh is
to become an adam, a human. If a person has a
mental problem, it is at its root because he has
not yet rectified his “human” aspect.
There are many commentaries on the
mishnah we quoted.
Beloved is man for he was created in the
image [of God]. Especially beloved is he for it
was made known to him that he was created
in the image [of God], as it is said: “For in the
image of God He made man.”16 Beloved are
Israel in that they were called children to the

All-Present [God]. Especially beloved are they
for it was made known to them that they are
called children of the All-Present, as it is said:
“For you are children to Havayah your God.”17
Some of the commentaries argue that the
term “man” here (adam) does not refer to all of
humanity. But others say that the later reference
to Israel proves that the first reference was to
humanity at large. Rabbi Chaim Vital rejects this
idea strongly. He writes that even though “man”
here, “adam,” does refer to Adam Harishon,
to Adam the first man, it clearly refers to the
“image of God” with which Adam was created.
According to Kabbalah, Adam possessed the
“image of God,” the tzelem Elokim, until he
sinned—as the mishnah says, “he was created in
the image of God”—but after he sinned, he lost
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it. Thus, the saying by the sages that, “You [the
Jewish people] are called ‘Adam’ [man]” means
that the Jewish people have the potential of
returning mankind to its glorious past, the state

Adam was in before the sin, whereby the “image
of God” in us is revealed, the state described by
the words, “Beloved is man for he was created
in the image [of God].”

Our humanity is our intellectual soul

C

hassidic teachings explain that the
reference in these words is not to the
Jewish people, as can be seen from the use of
the word “adam” in general. One who is at the
level of adam, at the level of being “human” is
not yet “Israel.” Still “adam” does not refer to a
non-Jew either. So what exactly does it refer to?
The very important resolution of this

question is that the human (adam) refers to
the intellectual soul. The Tanya begins with the
idea that every Jew has two souls: an animal
soul and a Divine soul. But, when you study in
depth, you learn that there is an intermediate
soul between them known as the intellectual
soul and the bulk of all rectification is
performed by the intellectual soul.

What is the intellectual soul?

T

he intellectual soul is not “a part of God
above,” as is the Divine soul. But its
nature is not to descend as is the nature of the
animal soul. Because it is intellectual it has
affinity to rise, it seeks to be elevated towards
the cerebral; it shares this in common with
the Divine soul, this affinity to ascend higher.
For this reason, the intellectual soul can serve
as a translator between the Divine soul and
the animal soul. Thus, rectifying the animal
soul during Sefirat Ha’omer depends on the
intellectual soul.
So now we can say that the state of “Israel”—
“Beloved are Israel in that they were called
children to the All-Present [God]”—refers
to the Divine soul, the part of God above.
But before one attains that level of Israel, the
Notes:
1. Psalms 36:7.
2. Based on Vayikra Rabbah 9:3.
3. Leviticus 19:18.
4. Avot 3:14.
5. Genesis 9:6.
6. Deuteronomy 14:1.
7. Proverbs 4:2.
8. Keter Shem Tov §28. See in length in Transforming
Darkness Into Light.
9. Psalms 65:2.

Divine soul, one must first rectify the human
in him, the intellectual soul.
The rectification of the intellectual soul
means strengthening its connection and
affinity for the Divine soul. This can be
difficult if the Divine soul is not illuminating
the person because the animal soul is deeply
steeped in the material and mundane aspects of
life. In that case, the animal soul influences the
intellectual soul and pulls it down with it and
it can no longer exercise its natural affinity to
join the Divine soul. And so, the bond between
the Divine soul and the intellectual soul needs
to be strengthened through the study of Torah
and particularly the Torah’s inner dimensions
which themselves lift the intellectual soul and
connect it with the Divine soul.
10. Ibid. 37:7.
11. Ibid. 36:6.
12. Exodus 9:9-11.
13. See Likutei Sichot vol. 18, fourth sichah on
Beha’alotcha.
14. Micah 7:8.
15. See in length in Wonders, Issue 8 (Yitro 5782),
pp. 9-10.
16. Genesis 9:6.
17. Deuteronomy 14:1.
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Guarding the
Covenant in the
Modern World
Longing for intimacy

M

aint aining s exua l propr iety 1 —
commonly known as “guarding the
covenant” ( ) ׁ ְש ִמ ַירת הַ ְ ּב ִרית, in Jewish sources—
is difficult. Yet, life is impossible without it.
Whether you are a young man who has found
this challenge overwhelming, or a bachelor
who is perhaps thinking of giving up, or a
woman who is wondering what all of this
has to do with her; even if you are a married
man thinking you’ve left the problem in the
distant past before your marriage—for all of
us, the words “guarding the covenant” arouse
discomfort. Can anything new be written
about this topic?
It turns out that the Alter Rebbe has new
ideas to share about this issue. And it turns out
that guarding the covenant has two sides to it.
It certainly presents difficulties and problems.
But it can also become a source of renewal and
joy in serving God.
Many educators and rabbis are skeptical
about addressing sexual impropriety and its
rectification, for various reasons. Nonetheless,

the Lubavitcher Rebbe stated2 that due to the
general immodesty of the generation, it is
important to raise the topic and speak about it.
Every year, six of the winter weeks are
known as Shovavim—the initials of the
parashot Shemot, Va’eira, Bo, Beshalach, Yitro,
and Mishpatim.3 This is a very propitious time
for the rectification of sins, particularly those
sins that have to do with sexual impropriety
and self-gratification.
The challenge of sexual impropriety is not
limited to men alone. The lust for forbidden
intimacy, along with the entire array of
emotional phenomena associated with it, exists
in both men and in women. Its rectification is
relevant to every human being.
In a short, atypical article, 4 the Alter
Rebbe of Chabad writes about the Shovavim,
a topic that is almost not mentioned in
Chabad sources. He does not use the usual
Chabad terminology, making it easier for
the uninitiated to understand its thoughtprovoking content.

Where are my mind and heart?

O

ne of the greatest challenges in our
generation is the challenge of the drive
for improper sexual gratification. In every
generation, Jewish sources have addressed
this challenge. Given its difficulty, the Talmud

reports that the sages of the early Second
Temple period wanted to nullify the sexual
urge completely. In the end they did not do
so. However, without question, in today’s era
of universal access to information and the

8
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breakdown of all social mores, this challenge blemish is considered so severe. Wasting the
has become even greater. Accompanying the power of life is a form of suicide. Is this sense
great difficulty in guarding the covenant is of essential identification with our power to
the deep impact that sexual self-gratification procreate an error in our understanding of
carves into the soul. The impact is so negative ourselves?
and so deep that the Zohar for instance writes
If we are to be honest, much of the day
that one cannot do teshuvah for this. Why not? our minds and hearts are occupied with our
As opposed to other drives, the sexual drive cravings or just empty foolishness. Of course,
is unique in that it involves the totality of an if we are able to concentrate and focus on
individual’s personality. If a yeshivah student what we really want from life, we can occupy
goes to a football game
our minds with Torah
instead of learning
and mitzvot and
It makes no difference
Torah, or even if he
arouse our hearts to
got caught up in lies,
positive will, but this
how bad our situation is
he will feel that he
requires a great deal
and to what depths we
gave in to a relatively
of conscious effort.
may
sink.
The
true
will
of
external temptation.
The effort does not
External means that
always succeed. Even
the heart, our longing for
he can still feel that
when it does, slacking
God...
will
always
remain
the sin does not truly
off just a bit, the heart
unblemished at its core.
reflect his self. If a
and mind return to
young woman spoke
their unfocused state.
ill of a classmate or
It is difficult to blame
ate a candy that was of questionable kashrut, ourselves for that. We live in a body that must
certainly that is inappropriate, and she should eat in order to live and we need a sex drive
strive to strengthen her commitment. But in order to bear offspring. This is how we
those transgressions stem from a relatively were created. This is who we are. It is not an
peripheral place in the psyche, which accusation, just a fact.
Chassidut refers to as “external.” Falling into
Sexual self-gratification is the complete
sexual impropriety, on the other hand, such as opposite of the concentration and focus
viewing pornographic content, for example, needed to realize our creative potential. It
makes a person feel disgusted with himself. makes the effort to focus and collect the
He feels that it is impossible to attribute his disarray of our natural state all the more
transgression to a momentary weakness or difficult. Most importantly, when the sexual
transient temptation. “I truly enjoyed myself,” drive grips the heart and the mind it arouses
he will think. “Something really low and dark occupies the mind, highlighting the fact
is lurking inside me and apparently, that is my that our hearts and minds are not naturally
true self !”
connected to holiness. As such, if we have
Sexual self-gratification causes such a dark failed in respect to guarding the covenant, we
and foreboding experience because it truly find it nearly impossible to claim that this was
does touch upon the essence of life, our inner an accidental aberration.
drive to create new life using our power of
That is why sexual propriety is such a
procreation. This is also the reason that this difficult and frustrating challenge. We feel
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that we are literally fighting ourselves, battling
a strong force inside us. It seems that the
struggle is practically hopeless and that even
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if we triumph most of the time, the few losses
testify to who we really are, discouraging us
from making a true tikkun, a true rectification.

Longing: The Desire of the Heart

T

he Zohar introduces the concept of
“will of the heart” ( ) ֵרעו ָּתא דְּ לִ ָּבא, which
in Chassidut represents the will to be in
close contact with God. This desire cannot
be apprehended by the mind, which is why
it is associated with the heart’s innermost
point. Thus, will of the heart does not refer
to ordinary feelings, but rather to a very deep
emotion that is not in our control. Sometimes
it is called “simple will” ( ) ָרצ ֹון ּ ָפ ׁשו ּט. Today, we
might translate this as “longing.” Longing is
not ours and does not depend on our efforts.
It simply surfaces, like a gift from heaven, from
the soul given to us by God.
While this longing cannot be explained
or understood, it is always within us, even
if we are in a low spiritual state. Longing is
not a focused will. It is a general aspiration
toward God. It can sometimes express itself
as sudden arousal that catches us by surprise
in the middle of the day or by a thought of
repentance (returning to God) that seems to
show up out of nowhere.
In many instances, this longing expresses
itself through our drives for physical
satisfaction. Inside, we are longing for
something spiritual, for Godliness, but
externally, we attempt to satiate ourselves by
means of food or a different physical craving.
Our heart, however, knows what it wants or at
the very least, it knows what it does not want.
Ultimately, our heart tells us that physical
pleasures will not satisfy us and will not calm
the longing.
Chassidut’s parable for this is of a man
searching for a melody that he lost. Although

he does not remember the lost melody, he
does know that any other melody is not the
one he is searching for. In the same manner,
our soul longs for something that even if it
does not know what it is it is not willing to
exchange for something else. In a certain way,
the longing will always remain amorphous
and inexplicable because the object of the
longing, the Almighty, is also above our grasp
and comprehension.
It makes no difference how bad our
situation is and to what depths we may sink.
The true will of the heart, our longing for
God, for the lost melody, will always remain
unblemished at its core. Since it is described
as being a super-rational drive, it cannot be
blemished by our actions.
This is the key to the rectification of the
soul. Even if we have blemished the covenant
and brought ourselves to a lowly state, deep
inside we have a gift that is not ours and is not
dependent upon us or our actions. We did not
create it and we cannot blemish it. It is our job
to reach inward to reveal this state of longing,
to highlight and intensify it.
Sometimes, we may feel like quashing the
longing—the will of the heart—and repressing
the fact that it exists. This can happen because
of a lack of awareness or because we fear
expressing unexplained longing. We may not
be sure where it will lead us. If we wish to
rectify ourselves, however, we must express
this longing at every opportunity. It can be in
prayer, in song, in a gathering of friends, in
Torah study or fulfillment of mitzvot.

10
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Tikun Habrit

R

ectifying sexual lust is known as tikun
habrit, in traditional sources. This
phrase can be translated as “rectifying the
covenant.” What exactly is a covenant and what
does it have to do with sexuality? The first
thing to note is that our drive to procreate—

our sexuality—can only be properly
expressed from within the limits of a marital
union, which itself is a form of a covenant
between a man and a woman. So, here’s that
word “covenant” again, which we need to
define.

What is a covenant?

A

covenant can be defined as a mutual
commitment between two parties
to remain together always, no matter what
happens, and even if all the current reasons for
the connection become irrelevant or are made
null and void. When a man and woman decide
to marry, they enter a covenant of marriage.
When a man and woman initially meet, they
might feel that they do not need to commit to
one another. They may be deeply in love and
feel that they were made for each other. But the
decision to make a covenant means they wish
to persist in their bond, even if all the reasons
for their love disappear, or even if all sorts of
difficulties arise. This is unconditional love.
We are together forever! This is the nature of
a covenant.
A covenant, then, is a deep desire to be in a
relationship that does have any conditions. It
depends on neither intellectual understanding
nor emotional or physical arousal. In
Chassidut, this type of desire is described as
situated, “above reason and knowledge” (לְ מַ עְ לָה
) ִמ ּ ַטעַ ם ו ְַדעַ ת. Many deep crises can be rectified
by the power of this deep desire, for when
the parties know that their relationship is not
dependent on external circumstances, they
can overcome all sorts of impasses. When a
major crisis suddenly rises in their marriage,
the couple’s ability to overcome it depends
upon the memory of their steadfast covenant,
stronger than any current conflict.

This is also true of our relationship with
God; it too is a covenant. One of the lowest
points of the relationship between the
Children of Israel and God was hit just before
God sent Moses to redeem them from Egypt.
Moses revealed to the people that the sign
of the coming redemption from Egypt was
the words, “I have deeply remembered” (ּ ָפקֹד
) ּ ָפקַ ְד ִּתי, using the verb pakod instead of the
more common zachor. Chassidut explains
zachor represents the arousal to return to a
good relationship with the other based on his
positive qualities and reliance on factors that
we have almost forgotten. However, pakod—
deep remembrance—is completely different.
It is an expression of a desire that does not
depend on reason. Hence, God redeemed us
from Egypt purely due to the covenant that He
made with the patriarchs and this covenant
did not depend on anything, therefore it could
serve as the motivation for the redemption
regardless of whatever the current spiritual
state of the Children of Israel might be.
Essentially, God’s unconditional love for
us is the Divine response to the longing that
we feel for Him, which is also unconditional.
When a Jew is asked why he desires God, he
answers that he does not have an explanation.
In precisely this manner, when the angels
come to God and ask Him why He chooses
Israel, he answers, “I do not know.” It would
be deplorable if my love for God would be
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dependent on a particular reason and vice
versa. When there is no reason for love, no
counter-logic can destroy it.
Our irrational longing for God is an
unblemished gift from Heaven. Those longings
are the very covenant embedded in our souls.
No debasement can blemish that point in the
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soul. Even sexual impropriety, which as we saw
subjugates our entire personality, our intellect,
and our hearts, can at the very most conceal the
longing from our consciousness, causing what
is referred to in Chassidut as “a concealment of
the essential wholeness” ()הֶ עְ לֵם הַ ׁ ּ ְשלֵמו ּת הָ עַ צְ ִמית. It
cannot, however, sever our connection with God.

Rectifying the Covenant in Practice

L

et us go back to the beginning. Failures
involving sexuality are comparable to
losing our sense of self, the very essence of our
being. They leave us with a sense of despair
that encompasses our entire personality. How
can we do teshuvah for this? What does it mean
to rectify the covenant?
In essence, all repentance constitutes a
return to an original condition. I have fallen
and I rise and return to my initial place.
But when we blemish the sexual covenant,
however, we do not experience an external,
marginal fall; rather we discover an existential
state inside us, one from where it is not at all
clear how to return. This is why it is written
in Kabbalah that ordinary teshuvah, regular
repentance is not effective for rectifying the
sexual covenant. Naturally, this should not
be taken as condoning misconduct. We are
still obligated to feel remorse and make every
effort not to blemish ourselves sexually again.
We are expected to suppress lustful thoughts
and to direct our attention to positive matters.
With effort, it is certainly possible to succeed.
But even if we never transgress again, we

cannot recreate ourselves. Still, we have to
acknowledge the fact that this is who we are,
and if we do fall, we should not be shocked.
This is precisely the reason for the despair that
accompanies many when they confront their
sexual lusts—the feeling that repentance in the
usual sense simply doesn’t work.
But this is not the end of the road. Far from
it. When we recognize that we do not have the
power to change ourselves, that is when we can
begin to grasp onto that which is on the one
hand not us but is somehow always inside us. We
are referring to the will of the heart, the re’uta
deleeba we discussed earlier. Chassidut teaches
that rectification of the covenant is very simply
a rediscovery of the covenant that is already
engraved in us. It is the memory that our inherent
connection with God is unconditional and even
when we are guilty of misconduct, we are still
bound to Him. Instead of torturing ourselves over
the fact that we have fallen, rejecting the image
that we see in the mirror with repulsion, and
feeling sorry for ourselves we need only return
to the gift of longing and remember our eternal
covenant with God.

Notes:
1. This article is based on a class given by Rabbi
Ginsburgh on a short essay by the Alter Rebbe given
on his yahrzeit, 24 Tevet 5779. The full annotated
transcript from this class appeared in Ve’abita
(Hebrew) for parashat Bo 5779, pp. 22-30. It can be
accessed online on the following link: http://www.
pnimi.org.il/images/files/Vaabita/bo_79.pdf.

2. See Igrot Kodesh – Vol. 9, Letter #2642, accessible
online on the following link: https://chabadlibrary.
org/books/admur/ig/9/2642.htm.
3. In an intercalated year (such as 5782, our present
year), two more weeks are added—Terumah and
Tetzaveh—and the initials become Shovavim Tat.
4. Ma’amarei Admur Hazaken – Haketzareem, p. 549.
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Rabbi Moshe
Leib of Sassov:
Redeeming
Converts
Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov was born in 5505 (1745). His foremost disciple
was Rabbi Shmelke of Nicholsburg. Rabbi Moshe Leib was known as a
wondrous lover of Israel, who selflessly redeemed captives and sustained
the poor. He was also extremely devoted to helping non-Jews convert. Rabbi
Moshe Leib passed away on the 4th of Shevat, 5567 (1807). He requested
that at his funeral, the melody that he had sung to bring joy to the bride and
groom at a particular wedding be played. Amazingly, the ensemble that had
accompanied him at that wedding turned up at the funeral.
Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov and Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev once set
out on a journey from Sassov. They brought an aide with them, as well as a
circumcision knife and wine. On their way, they found a baby wrapped in
some sheets on the side of the road. His mother had placed him there and
was working in a nearby field. The three men constituted a Jewish court of
law and secretly circumcised the baby. When the mother saw that her baby
had been circumcised, she gave him to an orphanage in the nearby town of
Brody. The rabbis wrote anonymously to the orphanage that the baby was
a righteous convert and that he should immerse in a mikveh when he grew
up in order to complete the conversion process. On his wedding day, Rabbi
Moshe Leib came to Brody and revealed the story of the circumcision to the
groom. (He was no longer afraid, for many years had passed and the incident
had been forgotten). The groom was overjoyed. Certainly, the holy rabbis
had seen that this baby was a holy soul, a great spark, and so had endangered
their lives to circumcise and convert him against his parents’ will.

T

his almost surrealistic story, which
includes a definite element of danger to
the rabbis who performed the circumcision
requires a deep explanation. The story relates
that the baby had a precious soul which,
without the help of the tzaddikim, would have

remained abandoned—out of its place—at
the side of the road. The fact that his mother
abandoned him at the side of the road and then
gave him to an orphanage and forgot about
him attests to this fact. Rabbi Moshe Leib
wondrously explains the secret of conversion

Wonders
in our times as follows: In the Talmud, we
find a discussion regarding the prohibition
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of reading by candlelight on Shabbat. The
Talmud states,

One should not read by the light of the candle (on Shabbat) for fear that he
will tip it [in order to improve the quality of the flame].
Rabbi Yishmael said, “I read [by candlelight] and [I even] tipped it. And
when the Holy Temple will be rebuilt, I will bring a fat sin-offering” 1

R

abbi Moshe Leib of Sassov understood
this passage symbolically, leading to a
truly remarkable explanation. The Torah,
he says, is the source of abundance in the
world. When we learn the Torah’s revealed
dimension, the abundance we draw down
is carefully measured so that it reaches only
those who are worthy of it. But when learn the
Torah’s concealed dimension, the abundance
that is drawn down into the world is “major
loving-kindness,” so its recipients are not
judged whether they are worthy of it or not. As
a result, the abundance reaches every human
being—including non-Jews.
When Rabbi Yishmael says that he “tipped”
the candle, he meant to say that he accessed
and brought abundance down from the Torah’s
concealed dimension and it will therefore
extend and reach non-Jews, sustaining them
as well. As a result, Rabbi Yishmael took upon
himself to bring a fat sin-offering, which Rabbi
Moshe Leib explains is an allusion to the verse
from Proverbs that reads, “The kindness of the
nations is a sin [lit., a sin-offering].” 2 Rabbi
Yishmael’s cryptic statement means that he
will in the future convert non-Jews in order

to make them worthy of the abundance they
had received.
Mistakenly tipping a candle on Shabbat
seems like the result of inattentiveness
( )הֶ ּ ַסח הַ דַּ עַ ת, but the sages say that Mashiach
also comes when we are in a state of
inattentiveness. 3 The Ba’al Shem Tov’s
chassidic revolution spread the inner
dimension of the Torah outward. The
resulting abundance has been spilling out
into all realms of life in the world—from
the material affluence and well-being the
whole world is enjoying to the development
of psychology and technology—all of which
need to be rectified and completed in the
Fourth Revolution in Torah learning4 whose
aim is to bring all of humanity closer to God
through the spreading of Torah. The Fourth
Revolution purposefully tips the light of the
candle of the Torah so that it shines to the
non-Jewish world and lovingly draws near
those scattered sparks that were spread around
the world through the study of Chassidut.
This concept is expressed in another
story about Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov and
conversion:

Once Rabbi Yisrael of Pikov, the son of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev,
came to visit Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sassov.
“I would like to go visit acquaintances of mine, a righteous innkeeper and his
wife. Would you please come with me?” Rabbi Moshe Leib said to Rabbi Yisrael.
They set off in an uncovered wagon. As they reached the innkeeper’s village, it
began to pour. “Please come into my house and get out of the downpour,” the
innkeeper said. The rabbis entered his home. Rabbi Moshe Leib was repeating a
prayer, “Master of the Universe, please do not suspend my joy.”
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“What joy is he talking about?” wondered Rabbi Yisrael. He knew, however,
that it was not always possible to understand Rabbi Moshe Leib’s ways. They
prayed the evening prayers and their host brought them a jug of warm milk.
He placed straw on the floor so that they would have a place to sleep and
even added his calf to sleep next to them and keep them warm.
Rabbi Moshe Leib joyously rose in the morning and turned to the innkeeper’s
wife, “Rasi, what is for breakfast?”
“Please pray, Rabbi, and I will give you the morning meal,” Rasi replied.
After they prayed, the innkeepers served a bowl of millet cooked in milk.
Rabbi Yisrael had never eaten such coarse food.
“Eat the millet, it is very good!” Rabbi Moshe Leib encouraged him. “Have
you ever tasted such delicious millet?”
“Rasi, where did you get such delicious millet?” asked Rabbi Moshe Leib.
“From my non-Jewish neighbor, the miller’s wife,” Rasi replied.
“And she is a good person?” Rabbi Moshe Leib asked.
“Yes.”
“And what about her husband, the miller, is he also a good person?”
“No!” Rasi answered. “He is a bad dog, and constantly beats her. When that
happens, she runs away from him to my house.
“Does she have more of this millet?” asked Rabbi Moshe Leib.
“No, just the small amount that she lent me.”
“And if her husband will discover that she lent you her last millet, what will
he say?”
“He will beat her to death,” Rasi replied.
“Listen to what I am telling you, Rasi,” said Rabbi Moshe Leib. The miller
will come home and ask about the millet. He will beat his wife and she will
run away to you and tell you that she wishes to convert to Judaism. When
that happens, come to me.”
The story unfolded just as Rabbi Moshe Leib predicted. He sent the woman
to a different city, where she converted and married a Jewish man. Some of
her descendants were the greatest Torah scholars of their generation.

L

et us delve more deeply into the soul root
of converts in light of a teaching from
Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev, who was
a primary partner (as was his son) in Rabbi

Moshe Leib’s ‘conversion journeys. On the
verse in the Song of Songs, “May he kiss me
from the kisses of his mouth,” 5 Rabbi Levi
Yitzchak explains:
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He had a love for the souls of Israel before they were created and afterwards,
as well… This love [prior to creation] is called alef, alluding to the verse
in Job “I will teach you wisdom”6 ( )אֲ אַ ֶל ְּפ ָך חָ כְ מָ ה. And the love… after they
were created is called beit, the first letter of “understanding” ( ) ִ ּבינָה. And it
is known that the soul of Israel is called hei ( )ה. And whom does He [God]
love with the love that is called alef? The hei. And whom does He [God]
love with the love that is called beit? The hei, as well. When you put them all
together—the alef with the hei and the beit with the hei, it all spells the word
“love” ( )אַ הֲ בָ ה. And this is the meaning of “May he kiss me with the kisses of
his mouth,” meaning, with two loves.
The root of the souls of Israel is love
(the inner dimension of loving-kindness,
chessed). The souls of Jews from birth are
drawn down from the unification of the alef
and hei that occurred prior to creation. This
is the equivalent of the sages saying that, “the
thought of [creating] Israel preceded all else.”7
The souls of righteous converts are drawn
down from the unification of the beit and
hei, the unification that came after creation.
This is alluded to in the first appearance in
the Torah of the word composed of the two
letters beit and hei (  )בָ ּהin the Torah in the
verse, “And you, you shall be fruitful and
multiply [alluding to the birth of the people of
Israel] swarm the earth and multiply in it ( ּ)בָ ה
[alluding to an abundance of converts from
the progeny of Noach, with love].”8
Rabbi Yaakov Emden taught that a child
born to a non-Jewish couple whose union
was with true love will convert to Judaism.

True love, void of personal interests, also
flows down to righteous non-Jews. The two
righteous rabbis in the first story are actually
the parents of the baby whom they converted.
In the second story, replete with love, the sign
that the woman is a potential convert was
the love of Israel that she displayed toward
her Jewish neighbor by lending her millet
at considerable danger to herself. Initially,
Rabbi Moshe Leib sensed a nearby spark and
thought that its source was the love between
the miller and his wife, who could possibly
give birth to a child who would convert.
When he understood, however, that the love
was concentrated in the miller’s wife alone
and not in her wicked husband, he knew that
she would convert. This is the essence of the
Fourth Revolution: drawing down an effluence
of God’s love to the entire world, with love for
all His creations and seeing His goodness and
love in everything.

1. Shabbat 12a.
2. Proverbs 14:34.
3. Sanhedrin 97a.
4. For more on the Fourth Revolution, see https://www.inner.org/chassidut/the-fourth-revolution-intorah-learning.
5. Song of Songs 1:2.
6. Job 33:33.
7. Bereisheet Rabbah 1:4.
8. Genesis 9:7.
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