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Categories of Psychological 
Work: Seeking New Horizons 
and Nullifying Egocentricity

Methodology

I t is common sense that any type of long-
term change requires us to work. We 

have talked in the past about the importance 
of hard work with respect to psychological 
issues. However, it can be challenging to know 
exactly what kind of work needs to be done. To 
understand what categories of psychological 
work there are, we will be looking at each of 
the psyche’s faculties, represented by the Ten 
Sefirot, and contemplating a particular verse or 
saying from the sages, or a Chassidic teaching, 
that describes the work associated with it. In 
each case, the verse or saying will include the 
verb “to work” (ַלֲעבֹוד) and contemplating it 
will inspire our understanding of this faculty 
and its form of work.

One of the most important principles set 
by the previous Lubavitcher Rebbe in the 

pamphlet titled, “Principles of Education and 
Guidance”1 is that dealing with the psyche 
requires addressing one trait (or problem) 
at a time. The psychological advisor needs 
to diagnose where the most work needs to 
be done, that is the advisor’s most important 
“sense” that he or she needs to develop. Once 
the faculty or area of the psyche has been 
identified, the advisor’s role is to guide the 
advisee on how to go about improving this 
area. 

Let us begin with the crown and work our 
way down. The order of the sefirot is: crown 
ֶתר) יָנה) understanding ,(ָחְכָמה) wisdom ,(ּכֶ  ,(ּבִ
knowledge (ַעת  ,(ֶחֶסד) loving-kindness ,(ּדָ
might (בוָּרה ְפֶאֶרת) beauty ,(ּגְ  ,(ֶנַצח) victory ,(ּתִ
acknowledgment (הֹוד), foundation (ְיסֹוד), and 
kingdom (ַמְלכוּת).

Crown: “The Levite shall work”

Work rectifies the left axis

I n the Book of Numbers, we find an 
interesting verse describing the duty of 

the Levites: “And the Levite shall do the work, 
he [alone], of the Tabernacle”2 (ִוי הוּא ֶאת  ְוָעַבד ַהֵלּ
 The way this is written in the .(ֲעבַֹדת אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד

original Hebrew, the word “he” (הוּא) is left 
hanging and it is only contextually that we can 
understand that the meaning is that the Levite 
alone should do this work, but in that case the 
word “he” still seems to be unnecessary; the 
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verse could have simply read, “And the Levite 
shall do the work of the Tabernacle.”

Now the sefirah of the crown represents 
our ent ire  super-consciousness—the 
consciousness that lies above and beyond our 
rational mind and our regular consciousness. 
There is also of course a sub-conscious part 
to the psyche, but the crown represents the 
part of the unconscious that is not below 
our rational mind but above it. The crown 
contains three faculties: faith, pleasure, and 
will; they are all unconscious. The third-
person pronoun “he” is used to refer to 
someone who is not present, or if he is present 
is “hidden” from direct reference, just as the 
super-consciousness is hidden—which is why 
it is prefixed as “super,” i.e., above. Because 
of this, the word “he” in the verse noted is 
interpreted in Chassidic and Kabbalistic 
thought3 as referring to the superconscious 
faculties (specifically, pleasure) to which the 

Levite can ascend through his devoted work 
in the Tabernacle. 

The Levites themselves are associated with 
the left axis, the left pillar among the three 
pillars of human effort upon which the world 
is sustained:4 the pillar of work or service. The 
other two pillars are acts of loving-kindness—
situated on the right—and Torah—situated 
in the center. As an aside, we learn from this 
that though work as Divine service (avodah) is 
usually associated with the left axis, there are 
types of work like acts of loving-kindness and 
Torah that are associated with the right and 
center axes as well. 

The point of all work or toil is that things 
that have value do not come easily. As Pharaoh 
said, “Let heavier work be laid upon the 
people.”5 We have to work hard in life and life’s 
true blessings cannot be unlocked without 
hard work.

Striving for the unknown

O nce again, “he” refers to that which is 
concealed and hidden. Through his 

work and toil, the Levite is able to ascend to 
that which is concealed, to the crown. This 
is the essence of the Chassidic explanation of 
these words. How should we understand this? 

Every person lives within borders, within 
some situation in life that provides them with 
a frame of reference. It can be work, family, 
relationships, etc. Even if the borders of this 
frame are delimited by holiness, by Torah, they 
are confines and are therefore referred to as 
“an Egypt of holiness,” because Egypt (ִמְצַרִים) 
literally means “constraints” (ֵמָצִרים). Within 
these borders, each of us lives and makes do, 
more or less. But it might be that this person 
does not strive to expand beyond these 
borders, to find new horizons, to reach the 
hidden. There are spiritual areas of the psyche, 

higher worlds, that we are not aware of yet. 
That is the realm of the super-consciousness, 
the unknown—the crown. 

The two-letter root6 of “crown” (ֶתר  (ּכֶ
is כר, which is also the two-letter root of 
“consciousness” or “awareness” ( ָרה  (ַהּכָ
and of “stranger” (ָנְכִרי). An example of the 
connections between these words can be found 
in the Book of Ruth. Ruth, a newly converted 
convert from the nation of Moab follows her 
mother-in-law Naomi to Bethlehem and there 
goes out to the field to gather leftover wheat. 
The owner of the field, Boaz turns to Ruth, 
to which Ruth says, “Why have I found favor 
in your eyes that you are aware of me and yet 
I am a stranger.”7 Ruth, who is a stranger in 
a strange land is suddenly approached by a 
prince of Judah who recognizes that she is 
destined to become the matriarch of the 
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kingship. This obviously is foreign territory 
for her, but by opening herself up to it, she 
eventually becomes aware of her potential. 

In each of our psyches, there is without 
doubt an infinite expanse of unknown. So if 

a person does not yearn to break beyond that 
which he or she is familiar with, if they feel 
comfortable where they are and do not want 
to go beyond, that is a deep problem in the 
psyche.

Inability to function in familiar surroundings

O ne should be drawn to the concealed, 
for example a person who yearns to 

learn Kabbalah and Chassidut. But there are 
individuals who are 
afraid of this or are 
just not drawn to it—
they are comfortable 
in their world, the 
revealed world, and 
they are not searching 
for new horizons. 
They only want their 
familiar life to be good. 
But normally if that is 
what a person wants, 
it will not be good in 
the way he would like 
it to. He cannot figure 
out why things do not 
feel so good. He tries 
to develop where he is 
and cannot understand 
why it is not working 
out. This is particularly 
the case for women.

T h e  c r o w n  i s 
where the difference 
between a Jew and 
a non-Jew is most pronounced. A non-Jew 
might be content, more or less, in a familiar 
environment. He can develop it, fashion it as 
best he can, and does not have to search for 
the concealed. We see that in modern science 
there is a constant search for the unknown. 

Sometimes, we need to learn from science. 
This is a principle known as, “from it, we 
will learn how to serve God,”8 meaning that 

the way in which the 
p r o f a n e  o r  e v e n 
impure parts of reality 
conduct themselves, 
can provide us with 
lessons on how we 
should be ser ving 
the Almighty. In this 
case, science’s search 
for the unknown, its 
profound belief that 
the concealed exists, its 
recognition that we can 
be said to be locked in 
a black box, these can 
all inspire us. There is 
even a form of anxiety, 
claustrophobia, where 
one feels as if one is 
locked into a box and 
needs to get out to 
breathe. 

Let us connect this 
with Torah. On Sukkot, 
we sit in the Sukkah 

for seven days and everything we do there is 
considered a part of the mitzvah of dwelling 
in the Sukkah. But someone, who in order to 
learn Torah (in the Sukkah), needs to get out 
to breathe some air, is allowed to.9 

We see that in modern 
science there is a constant 
search for the unknown. 
Sometimes, we need to 
learn from science. This 
is a principle known as, 
“from it, we will learn how 
to serve God”
The way in which the 
profane or even impure 
parts of reality conduct 
themselves, can provide 
us with lessons on how 
we should be serving the 
Almighty.
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Experiencing a “return” after the “run”

W e have explained that a person needs 
to strive towards the concealed. But 

what does it means for us to serve the “he.” The 
phrase, “the Levite shall serve he” implies that 
we are supposed to do something with that 
which is hidden, we are meant to work with it 
and in this manner to serve God.

To understand this, we need to introduce 
the notion that service includes a dynamic 
known as “run and return”10 (ָרצֹוא וָׁשֹוב). Serving 
God entails periods of drawing near followed 
by periods of drawing apart. We are here trying 
to explain how this run and return play out in 
the sefirah of crown. The “run,” in this case, is 
the attraction to that which is hidden, while 
the “return” is the attempt to make the “he” 
into “you,” meaning to reveal the concealed, 
to make it clear and present. 

In the crown, the “run” is associated 

with its lower half (technically, its lower 
partzuf), known as Arich Anpin (the long 
countenance). Arich is the relatively external 
half of the crown. The “return” is associated 
with the crown’s inner half, Atik Yomin, which 
represents the Creator’s ultimate yearning to 
make Himself a dwelling place below. In Sefer 
Yetzirah this is described as, “If your heart 
runs [to the Creator], let it return to the one.”

We can state all of this in simple, less 
technical language: Regarding the crown, 
we say that if you see a person who has no 
aspirations, who is not looking to discover 
new horizons in his life, he has a psychological 
problem (especially if he or she is a Jew). As an 
advisor, you need to help them work on their 
conception of “he”—their crown, their super-
consciousness. Your role is to help them aspire 
to reach the “he” and to reveal it.

Summary of the crown

W e have seen that the category of 
psychological work associated with 

the crown is learned from the phrase, “And the 
Levite shall work he” (ִוי הוּא  indicating ,(ְוָעַבד ַהֵלּ
an attraction and yearning to run and return 
in the crown. To run towards and be attracted 
to the unknown, the concealed, that which 

is hidden, and then to reveal the “he,” to 
reveal it. The worst malady in this area is an 
indifferent person who has no yearning at all, 
for anything, no drive to “run.” If as an advisor 
you meet an individual that is apathetic, you 
need to work with them on their crown.

Wisdom: “You shall serve Havayah your God”

The source for the obligation to serve God and the 
blessings dependent on it

W hat is the source of our obligation 
to serve God [also, to work God, in 

Hebrew]? It can be found in a verse at the end 
of parashat Mishpatim (the parashah itself 
begins with the topic of service and work 
in context of the laws of a Jewish servant), 

“You shall serve Havayah your God and He 
will bless your bread and your water and I 
will remove illness from you. Women will 
not miscarry, nor will there be infertility in 
your land; I will fill your days”11 (ם ֵאת  וֲַעַבְדֶתּ
 הוי' ֱא-לֵֹהיֶכם וֵּבַרְך ֶאת ַלְחְמָך ְוֶאת ֵמיֶמיָך וֲַהִסרִֹתי ַמֲחָלה
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ר יֶָמיָך ַאְרֶצָך ֶאת ִמְסַפּ ָלה וֲַעָקָרה ְבּ ֵכּ ָך. לֹא ִתְהיֶה ְמַשׁ ְרֶבּ  ִמִקּ
א  What this verse and the verse right .(ֲאַמֵלּ
after it are saying is that by serving God all 

the blessings of this world come (children, 
health, and livelihood). Everything depends 
on work.

Four blessings

B efore looking at the type of work implied 
by these verses, let us take a few minutes 

to contemplate their contents. The Ibn Ezra 
notes that these two verses contain four 
blessings,12 which we can easily see correspond 
to the four letters of Havayah, God’s essential 
Name. 

The first two blessings, corresponding 
to the final two letters of Havayah, are in 
the first verse. “He will bless your bread 
and your water” corresponds to the lower 
hei and to the sefirah of kingdom; kingdom 
represents the responsibility to provide food 
(livelihood) for the people. This is the most 
basic need people have. Here the blessing is 
that not only will our basic needs be met, 
but that they will be met with abundance—
the bread and water will be blessed in our  
bodies. 

“I will remove illness from you” corresponds 
to the letter vav in Havayah and the sefirah 
of beauty (tiferet). Bodily illness is related 
to this sefirah, which represents the body 
itself. Psychological maladies correspond to 
the sefirah of knowledge (da’at). These are 
two of the features of our model of the Torah 
Academy, a model that arranges the various 

disciplines in the modern academic world 
according to the sefirot.13 Indeed, da’at and 
tiferet are considered like a soul and its body 
and they are the external and internal aspects 
of the letter vav in Havayah. Thus, “I will 
remove illness from you” covers both physical 
and psychological illness. 

The next blessings, “nor will there be 
infertility in your land” obviously corresponds 
to the mother principle, the sefirah of 
understanding (binah) and the first letter hei 
in Havayah.

The final blessing in these verses, “I will 
fill your days,” corresponds with wisdom 
and the letter yud of Havayah. A long life 
is characterized by having many days filled 
with light, i.e., Divine revelation, the subject 
of the verse, “And God called the light ‘day.’” 
The revelation of Divine light is the hallmark 
of the sefirah of wisdom. Moreover, the letter 
yud also has a tip that alludes to the crown 
above it. The lower part of the crown, as we 
have seen, is called Arich Anpin, meaning 
literally, “long days.” Thus, its extension into 
the yud, of which it is a part, brings long life 
into wisdom, as well as new insights every  
day.

Prayer as work

L et us now return to the phrase we are 
focusing on, “You shall serve Havayah 

your God.” According to Maimonides, even 
though this would seem to be a general all-
inclusive statement regarding our obligation 
to serve God and Maimonides does not count 
such obligations among the 613 particular 
commandments, this is not the case. This verse 

is referring to a particular way in which we 
serve God—prayer.14 

In the Temple, the daily service was 
conducted through sacrifices. When the 
Temple was destroyed, the sages substituted 
the daily sacrifices with regular daily prayers. 
Still, Maimonides explains that this verse 
indicates that there is an obligation already 
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from the Torah itself to pray, at least once 
a day. This obligation is independent of 
the substitution of prayer for the sacrifices, 
according to Maimonides. 

Because of this verse, it is common among 
chassidim to designate an individual who 
goes above and beyond to invest his time and 

effort in prayer an oved, which literally means, 
“one who serves,” or “one who works.” In our 
generation, an oved could certainly be used to 
describe a person who is committed to serving 
God in other ways as well, but prayer was in 
times past the hallmark of the oved.

Serving God and Obliterating Idolatry

H owever, if we look at the context of 
this verse, this 

phrase describing our 
obligation to serve/
work God, we find 
that the two verses that 
precede it read, “When 
My angel goes before 
you and brings you 
to the Amorites, the 
Hittites, the Perizzites, 
t h e  C a n a a n i t e s , 
t h e  Hiv i te s ,  an d 
the Jebusites,  and 
I annihilate them. 
You shall not bow 
down to their gods 
in worship or follow 
their practices but 
shall tear them down 
and smash their pillars 
to bits.”15 So, serving God comes after the 

obligation to obliterate idolatry—which can 
also be understood as 
referring to negative 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
practices.

B e c aus e  of  t he 
proximity between 
these two obligations—
obliterating idolatry in 
the land of Israel and 
serving God—there are 
commentaries, such 
as the Or Hachaim, 
that explain that this 
is what makes the 
obligation to serve 
God here unique and 
particular, allowing it 
to be identified with 
prayer. In any case, 
obliterating idolatry is 

part of what it means to serve or work God.

Nullifying one’s egocentricity

N ow we need to take these concepts and 
abstract them. We do not usually expect 

to go outside and find an idol to shatter, as did 
Abraham. The reference here is to something 
far more abstract and commonplace—to the 
idol in our heart. An idol is also called an etzev 
in Hebrew.16 This Hebrew word is also related 
to “mood,” especially when meant in a negative 
sense, as in, “He’s in a mood.” So, this idol, this 

monument that each individual erects in his 
own honor, today we call this egocentricity. 
This is the hubris, the feeling of self-pride of 
man. It is written that of all forms of idolatry, 
the worst is self-worship; there is no greater 
abomination. The way to obliterate it is by 
making fun of it, just as one would act towards 
classic idolatry. The Talmud writes that if an 
individual seduces others to worship him—

We do not usually expect 
to go outside and find 
an idol to shatter, as did 
Abraham. The reference 
here is to something 
far more abstract and 
commonplace—to the 
idol in our heart... this 
monument that each 
individual erects in his 
own honor... we call this 
egocentricity... self-pride
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he makes himself into an object of worship—
you need to make fun and ridicule him.17 The 
ability to nullify the ego, the idolatry and self-
worship of the ego comes from the sefirah of 
wisdom, whose inner experience is one of self-
nullification.

There is a principle in Hebrew that the 
two letters ayin (ע) and alef (א) are related 
in a manner that the ayin is like a garment 
that conceals an alef. So, many times, when 
you find an ayin in a word, there is an alef 
concealed inside. Thus, to serve/work God, 
which is avad with an ayin (ָעַבד) is harboring 

in itself an avad with an alef (ָאַבד), which is 
the root of “to obliterate,” as in our verse. In 
order to serve and work for God, one has to 
first obliterate one’s hubris. As God says, “He  
[one who is prideful] and I cannot dwell in the 
same place.”18

If there is one concept that is the most 
central and important in all our classes, it is 
this notion of submission and nullification, 
and of course its compliment, lowliness. We 
have then seen that nullifying one’s hubris is 
akin to obliterating idolatry and this act itself 
is designated as serving/working for God.

Nullifying the Different Aspects of Idolatry

O bliterating idolatry was actually the 
first mitzvah performed by Abraham, 

our forefather when he shattered his father’s 
idols. Abraham was all loving-kindness. His 
intent was to bring the idolaters closer to 
God, to convert them to monotheism. But 
when it came to the idols themselves—the 
false superstitions—these he obliterated and 
so should we. Doing so is serving God. 

As mentioned elsewhere, there are certain so-
called mental treatments that are absolute deceit, 
yet they are presented as if they are psychological 
treatments. Not only are these methods false 
and people in need are being taken advantage 
of, but sometimes they actually contain actual 
idolatrous practices. To begin working for God, 

you must eliminate these practices. 
The most important form of wiping out 

idolatry is in knowledge (da’at), the shattering 
is in the heart, and the obliteration represents 
the power of action. Again, the verse contains 
all three acts, “You shall not bow down to their 
gods in worship or follow their practices but 
shall tear them down and smash their pillars 
to bits.” There is a clear structure to this 
verse. “You shall tear them down” parallels 
“you shall not… follow their practices.” “You 
shall tear down and smash their pillars to 
bits” parallels “You shall not bow down to 
their gods.” The first two refer to matters of 
the heart and the second two to matters of 
practical worship and ritual.

Wisdom and Nullification

I n the model of categories of psychological 
work that we are developing here, we are 

discussing wisdom and we place the obligation 
to obliterate idolatry in wisdom. Wisdom is 
about nullification and what we are saying is 
that nullifying our callous ego is the type of 
work done in this category. It is possible to 
reach a true state of self-nullification, which 
in Chassidic thought is called nullification of 

being (ְמִציאוּת ּטוּל ּבִ  or true nullification of ,(ּבִ
being (ׁש ְמִציאוּת ַמּמָ ּטוּל ּבִ  .(ּבִ

We thus have a category of psychological 
work that relates to wisdom. According to 
Maimonides, the essence of the entire Torah is 
the nullification and eradication of idolatry. A 
chassid would say that if we were to summarize 
the entire Tanya in one phrase, it would be, 
“Do not fool yourself.” Do not fool yourself 
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into thinking that you have reached the state 
of being a tzaddik. Do not think about yourself 
as a tzaddik. But, once again, according to 
Maimonides, the essence of the entire Torah 

is the eradication of idolatry beginning, as 
we have explained, with every hint of self-
worship.

The Beginning of Work

S ince all work is associated with the left 
axis of the sefirot, psychological work also 

should begin with, “the left rejects.” We need 
to, first of all, reject any hint of idolatry, any 
aberration or deviation from the absolutely 
clear truth of serving God alone. That is the 
way to fulfill the verse, “Turn away from evil 
and do good,” according to its literal order: 
first refrain from the evil—in this case, by 
eradicating idolatry, self worship—and only 
then can you turn to do good by serving God. 

There is a well-known verse that reads, “On 
that day, Havayah will be one and His Name 
will be one”19 (מֹו ֶאָחד יֹּום ַההוּא ִיְהיֶה הוי' ֶאָחד וּׁשְ  .(ְוָהיָה ּבַ
The first part of the verse, “Havayah will be 
one” implies serving only God, who is one 
and singular, alone. That “His Name will be 
one” implies the eradication of idolatry (and 
self-worship). The value of “His Name [will 

be] one” (מֹו ֶאָחד  equals “the eradication (וּׁשְ
of idolatry” (ּטוּל ֲעבֹוָדה ָזָרה  By eradicating .(ּבִ
idolatry, God’s Name is revealed and sanctified 
in reality.

These two pillars of Divine service or 
work are symbolized in the two pillars that 
stood at the entrance to the Sanctuary in the 
Temple. These pillars were known as Yachin 
and Bo’az.20 Yachin alludes to “preparation” 
of one’s heart to serve God, until one sees 
that God is one. While Bo’az alludes to the 
eradication of idolatry, as its name applies—
Bo’az means “might is in him.” The letters of 
Bo’az (ּבַֹעז) are also an acronym for the phrase, 
“the eradication of idolatry” (ּטוּל ֲעבֹוָדה ָזָרה  .(ּבִ
In fact, the sum of these two names, Yachin 
and Bo’az (ָיִכין ּבַֹעז) is 169, or the square of the 
value of “one” (ֶאָחד), 13, instruction us that 
all is one.

Therapy for Hubris

N ow, if someone walks into our advisor, 
it might become readily apparent that 

the root cause of all their problems is that they 
have a great deal of hubris and vanity. This 
is the case with most people, but sometimes 
the problem really stands out. Sometimes the 
self-worship is so formidable that we can only 

hope that this person does not stand in front of 
the mirror worshipping himself. What kind of 
therapy, what kind of work does he need? He 
needs this labor of “You shall serve Havayah 
your God,” which according to the Or Hachaim 
and other commentaries, literally refers to 
eradicating idolatry.

The Toil of Learning Torah—the Tree of Life

T he Sifrei offers us another interpretation 
of the phrase we have been considering, 

apart from it relating to prayer. The Sifrei 
says that it refers to learning. The connection 
between this interpretation and the sefirah of 

wisdom is even clearer than the interpretation 
that it refers to eradicating idolatry. 

Many times, when the Torah speaks of toil, 
it is referring to the toil invested in learning 
Torah. If a person comes to seek advice and 

Wonders 9



they are a scholar, someone who can learn and 
for some reason he is not using the intellect 
that God gave him, he does not have a daily 
learning schedule, that is a problem. All the 
advice we need can be found in the Torah. 
We spoke in the previous class on the advice 
that comes from the Tree of Life. The Torah 

itself is the Tree of Life for those who cling 
to it, and those who support it are happy. So 
once again, there are those who want to find 
charms or shortcuts. But as Jews we have 
the Torah and the mitzvoth and so we have 
the commandments to nullify and eradicate 
idolatry and to learn Torah.

Finding Advice through the Toil in Torah

W here should we place the Sifrei’s 
interpretation? This is another aspect 

of wisdom without a doubt, which the Zohar 
describes as, “Torah emerges from wisdom.”21 
To serve God with study is certainly connected 
to serving Him through prayer.

It is written that God placed man in the 
Garden of Eden in order to work it and in 
order to safeguard it.22 The Zohar writes23 
that to “work” the garden refers to the 248 
prescriptive commandments—the good advice 
on what we should do—and “safeguarding” 
the garden refers to the 356 prohibitive 
commandments—the advice on what NOT to 
do. The inner essence of the Garden of Eden is 

the Tree of Life and so all these pieces of advice 
are meant to help us merit attaining the Tree of 
Life. There is also a statement from the sages 
that “to work it” refers to learning Torah and 
“to safeguard it” refers to the commandments. 

So, we have two important verses that tell 
us that to work means to learn Torah. This is 
the most straightforward idea: a Jew, if he has a 
problem, must invest himself in learning Torah 
with toil. Where is the cure? In the Torah. You 
will find it yourself. It says that if someone 
learns Torah with real yirat shamayim (fear of 
Heaven), one will find the cure himself in the 
Torah. Thus, we have seen a second category of 
psychological work that is related to wisdom.

1. See in length in our volume, The Art of 
Education, particularly part 2, chapter 6, regarding 
the importance of prioritization.
2. Numbers 18:23.
3. Zohar 1:154b (based on another similar verse, 
Genesis 30:16) and Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi’s 
Likutei Torah Korach 55b.
4. Avot 1:2.
5. Exodus 5:9. See Lubavitcher Rebbe’s Hayom Yom 
for the 24th of Tammuz. 
6. Prior to the development of the three-letter verb 
grammar in the Middle Ages, Hebrew grammar 
was based on two-letter roots known as “gates” 
ָעִרים) .Sefer Yetzirah 2:4 ;(ׁשְ
7. Ruth 2:10.
8. Exodus 10:26.
9. To use Kabbalistic terms, doing would be 
described as exiting the realm of the mocha 
stima’ah (“concealed mind”) in order to reach the 
avira (“air”) above it. Both are parts of the sefirah 

of crown, but it is the avira that navigates the 
individual to find new ideas and conceptions.
10. Ezekiel 1:14.
11. Exodus 23:25-26.
12. Ibn Ezra Ha’aroch to Ibid.
13. The Torah Academy was published by Gal Einai 
Institute in 1995. Go to https://www.inner.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/03/Torah_Academy.pdf for 
the text of the original pamphlet.
14. Hilchot Tefillah 1:1.
15. Exodus 23:23-24.
16. See for example Jeremiah 22:28.
17. Megillah 25b. See also Tosafot s.v. Avnei to 
Avodah Zarah 50a.
18. Sotah 5a.
19. Zechariah 14:9.
20. 1 Kings 7:15-20. Jeremiah 52:21-23.
21. Zohar 2:121a.
22. Genesis 2:15.
23. Zohar 1:27a and 2:165b.

Notes:
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TZaddiKiM

Rebbe Zusha of Anapoli: 
Sweet Pleasures

Rabbi Meshulam Zusil of Anapoli, better known as Rebbe Zusha, was born 
in the year 5478 (1718) to his father Rabbi Eliezer Lipa. He was a senior 
student of the Maggid of Mezritch and brother to the renowned Rebbe 
Elimelech of Lizhensk. As one of the most beloved Chassidic followers, many 
stories surround his birth and life. Rebbe Zusha is known to have been a 
Torah scholar and a genius in earnestness and sincerity. Many of the stories 
about him highlight his earnest nature. He passed away on 2 Shevat, 5560 
(1800) and was laid to rest to the side of his teacher, the Maggid of Mezritch.

O nce, a Torah scholar came to the Maggid 
of Mezritch and asked him to explain 

the meaning of the saying of the sages: “One 
is obligated to bless God for the bad just as 
one is obligated to bless God for the good.”1 
The Talmudic sage Rava explains this means 
that one should, “accept it with happiness.” The 
Torah scholar asked the Maggid how this can 
be. “Go to my disciple, Rebbe Zusha, and ask 
him,” replied the Maggid. The Torah scholar 
went to Rebbe Zusha and asked him. When 
Rebbe Zusha heard the question, he was quite 
amazed. “I don’t understand why the Maggid 
sent you to me. I have no insight regarding 
blessing God for the bad. I don’t even know 
what bad is….”

What did Rebbe Zusha teach the Torah 
scholar? If he had previously thought that it 
was difficult to bless God for the bad things 
in life, after Rebbe Zusha’s answer it must have 
seemed impossible. Rebbe Zusha’s simple 
sincerity is a living example of this concept. 

When he describes his experience, everyone 
understands. 

The verse in Psalms says, regarding God 
“Evil cannot abide with you.”2 The same can 
be said of Rebbe Zusha. Evil does not live 
in him and thus, he is not afraid of the bad. 
Rebbe Zusha’s full name is Meshulam Zusel. 
Meshulam means “complete” and Zusel means 
“sweet”. As such, his name means “consummate 
sweetness.” A person who perpetrates evil 
often blames those around him, society, or his 
life’s circumstances. Ultimately, consciously or 
not, he will even blame God for his suffering. 
A man of Zusha’s character—filled with 
goodness and sweetness—does not see evil in 
external reality. What is the source of such a 
positive and sweet character? 

In his will, the Maggid of Mezritch 
instructed his son, Rabbi Avraham the Malach, 
who to turn to for advice once he, the Maggid 
had passed on, and his son had succeeded. He 
wrote, 

He should consult when needed with Rebbe Menachem Mendel of Vitebsk. 
he should cling to the attributes of Rabbi Yehudah-Leib of Anapoli. And, he 
should learn from the humility of Rebbe Zusha.

R ebbe Zusha is noted for more than his 
humility in the Maggid’s will. After 

mentioning Rebbe Zusha a first time, the 
Maggid continues to praise the wisdom of 

Rebbe Shneur Zalman of Liadi. But then, he 
return to discuss Rebbe Zusha a second time 
and instructs his son: 
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Do not entreat my disciple, Rebbe Zusha, to be the shepherd of a holy flock 
[to be a Chassidic Rebbe] for this holy person has already ascended above 
this path. 

A ccording to the Maggid, Rebbe Zusha’s 
path in life was not to lead a congregation 

for he is “above the path” on which the Alter 
Rebbe, using his wisdom, treads. Rebbe Zusha 
is on the path of the sefirah of crown, which 
is above the intellectual faculties—wisdom, 
understanding, and knowledge. 

The Maggid’s words give us a glimpse 
of Rebbe Zusha’s unique path—the path of 
the sefirah of crown—which is why he was 
unable to perceive 
evil in the first place. 
The outer dimension 
of crown represents 
the Creator’s strong 
will for creating and 
sustaining the world. 
The crown’s inner 
dimension represents 
t h e  c o n s u m m a t e 
p le asure  t hat  t he 
Creator extracts from 
the world; actually, 
even more than that, 
there is the absolutely 
simple pleasure the 
Creator finds in the 
world’s very existence. 
Rebb e  Zusha  was 
in touch with this 
ab s o lute ly  s i mpl e 
pleasure about which 
the Zohar says, “there 
is no left side in Atika—this highest aspect 
of the crown’s inner dimension—there is 
only a right side.” In the deep place of Atika, 
where Rebbe Zusha was entrenched, there 
was no sense of the left side of reality, which 
constitutes the powers of harsh judgement 

and contraction. With the left side of reality 
absent from his constitution, all Rebbe 
Zusha experienced were the supernal will 
and pleasure the Creator gets from reality. 
His experience was thus, “This is what God 
desires and if so, it cannot be bad.” 

When we experience difficulty that is forced 
upon us externally, we generally comfort 
ourselves (or attempt to comfort ourselves) 
with the thought that this is the will of the 

Creator who certainly 
has only our ultimate 
good in mind. Rebbe 
Zusha, on the other 
hand, experiences his 
difficulties as part of 
the pleasure that God 
takes in the world. 
He understands that 
the entire world—all 
of its difficulties and 
problems included—
was created by God 
for his pleasure. God’s 
pleasure is always good 
and Rebbe Zusha takes 
pleasure in that good 
at  e ver y  moment 
of  h i s  l i fe .  Even 
Rebbe Zusha’s name, 
Me s hu l am  Zu s s e l 
( זוִּסיל  equals (ְמׁשוָּלם 
“pleasure” (ֲענוּג  .(ּתַ

Nonetheless, Rebbe Zusha is well aware of 
the impact of hardship. We can understand this 
from the special Mi Shebeirach prayer that he 
would say in his synagogue on Rosh Hashanah. 
Every year, after he would bless his chassidim, 
he would bless himself that he should have the 

When we experience 
difficulty that is forced 
upon us externally, 
we generally comfort 
ourselves with the 
thought that this is the 
will of the Creator who 
certainly has only our 
ultimate good in mind. 
Rebbe Zusha, on the 
other hand, experiences 
his difficulties as part of 
the pleasure that God 
takes in the world.
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merit to receive all the hardships that were 
supposed to befall all of the Jewish people. 
When the aghast congregation remained 
silent,” Rebbe Zusha would insist that they 
answer “Amen” on his blessing. He knew that 

not everyone could feel the suffering of the 
Jewish people as he could. He wanted all the 
pain and sorrow to actualize in the place and 
in the person who could also feel their Divine 
pleasure. 

In the same vein, the Rebbe Rayatz related that once, the disciples of the 
Maggid—all of them tzaddikim endowed with ru’ach hakodesh—sat together 
and saw that an extremely difficult period was about to befall the Jewish 
people. They saw that this time period would demand of all the Jews, young 
and old alike, great self-sacrifice and that it would be a time of intense 
suffering. Rebbe Zusha sat on the side, listening. Finally, he said (referring 
to himself in the third person, as was his custom), “Zusha says: ‘Zusha does 
not want to have to act with self-sacrifice for Torah and mitzvot. Zusha 
wants to fulfill the Torah and mitzvot with a raised chin.’” That was the 
end of the gathering. 

T he Rebbe Rayatz said that the power of 
the words of Rebbe Zusha postponed 

that difficult time period for many years and 
that even when it did eventually come, it was 
much less intense. It is very likely that the 
Rebbe Rayatz was referring to his own time-
period, the Holocaust and Communist rule in 
Russia. It is frightening to think what could 
have been worse than that…

As in many stories about him, we also see 
Rebbe Zusha’s propensity for speaking in the 
name of other Jews and even all the Jews, in 
this story as well. For this reason, Rebbe Zusha 
is not interested in self-sacrifice even though 

he, himself, is not afraid of hardship. He does 
not approve of the experience of difficulty, the 
worry, nor the doubt that befall most people. 
While the other disciples of the Maggid view 
the necessity of bearing these difficulties as 
part of mankind’s role, Rebbe Zusha sees the 
very experience of things that are bad or evil 
as a distortion. We can hazard to suggest that 
the feelings of fear and apprehension that filled 
the gathering of his friends and colleagues 
was even worse in Zusha’s eyes than the dark 
clouds that they saw gathering on the horizon. 
For Rebbe Zusha, Torah and mitzvot are pure 
pleasure and nothing else. 

1. Berachot 60b.
2. Psalms 5:5.
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music

The Inner Dimension 
is Musical

W hen the Alter Rebbe returned from 
Mezeritch after his first visit to his 

rebbe, the Maggid, he said that he had learned 
three things during his stay; he learned what 
God is, what the [People of] Israel is, and what 
a niggun (a melody) is. The two first concepts 
are commonly quoted together—the connection 
between God and His Chosen People goes 
without saying. But what could he learn about 
music that placed it on the same level as these 
the Torah and the People of Israel?

Usually, when we speak of three inseparable 
entities, we refer to the statement in the Zohar, 
“There are three things that are bonded with 
one another: the Torah, [the People of] Israel 
and the Holy blessed One.”1 This passage 
is quoted profusely throughout Chassidic 

teachings. Once the Alter Rebbe mentioned 
the Almighty and Israel, we would expect him 
to call upon the Torah as the third member of 
this group, but a niggun?! Can music be placed 
on that same level as Torah, so much so that 
it replaces it?!

Actually, music is an integral part of the 
Torah. The ta’amim, the music of the Torah, 
cloak the Torah’s highest and conceal its 
hidden mysteries. Music is the media via 
which God chose to give us the Torah.

This explains why the Alter Rebbe’s reference 
to music here replaces the Torah as the third 
component of the threefold bond. Yet his 
statement remains a startling innovation. Did 
the founder of Chabad Chassidut not know God 
before this? Did he not know what Israel is?

The Concealed and the Revealed

W e can find a hint to the answer to 
this question in the (less familiar) 

conclusion to the abovementioned statement 
from the Zohar, “There are three things that are 
bonded with one another: the Torah, [the People 
of] Israel and the Holy blessed One and each 
has a hidden and a revealed level.” This means 
that just as the hidden dimension of the Torah 

is music, so the Almighty Himself has a hidden 
level that corresponds to music, and so does 
Israel. Just as the Maggid revealed the innermost 
musical level of the Torah to the Alter Rebbe, so 
too he introduced him to the innermost secrets 
of the Almighty and the hidden dimension of 
Israel, the Jewish People. The inner element of 
each entity is its messianic dimension.

The Sin of the Ten Spies

W e can illustrate the difference between 
an acquaintance with God’s superficial 

facet and a deeper knowledge of His messianic 
dimension, by taking a look at the sin of the Ten 
Spies who slandered the Holy Land. All of them 
were great, righteous men.2 They obviously 
knew “what God is, what Israel is and what the 
Torah is,” but they sinned in their assessment 

of God’s ability to bring the Jewish People into 
the Holy Land and sustain them there. They 
reached the erroneous conclusion that, “They 
[the inhabitants of the land] are stronger than 
us.”3 The sages interpret that they were not 
referring to “stronger than us” but “stronger 
than He,”4 which is spelled identically. It was as 
if they were slandering God, believing that the 
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This week, we are highlighting a beautiful meditative melody to the words 
from Psalms 19:2: יד ָהָרִקיַע ה ָיָדיו ַמּגִ בֹוד ֵא־ל וַּמֲעׂשֵ ִרים ּכְ ַמִים ְמַסּפְ ָ  The heavens" ַהׁשּ
declare the glory of God and the firmament proclaims His handiwork." A 
beautiful addition to accompany the Psukei Dezimra on Shabbat morning.
Scan the QR code to hear the melody. 

inhabitants of the land were stronger than Him 
as it were, and that “the land-owner is unable 
to remove his vessels from there.”5

Their perception of the Almighty was 
an ethereal God who is unable to confront 
terrestrial reality. As if God was unable to 
contend with the non-Jewish nations who lived 
in the land, and unable to expel them. Only two 
of the spies, Joshua and Caleb, knew that God 
has a more profound dimension than is apparent 
to the eye, and they encouraged the people, “we 
shall surely alight and conquer them.”6 They 
perceived that the inhabitants of the land no 
longer had a “shadow,”7 which proved that they 
had no defense against the Jewish People.8

As strange as it is to consider, the ten spies, 
who were such great men, were familiar with 
God without really knowing Him. Even though 
they were great Torah scholars, they erred in 
their belief that the inhabitants of the Land 
were “stronger than He.” Someone with only 
a superficial acquaintance with God imagines 
that even though the Almighty created the 
entire cosmos, there could be a challenge in 

reality that is beyond His powers.
In contrast, we can learn about God at His 

musical-messianic level. Although by natural 
means, it seems impossible for God to redeem 
us, He can infuse us with an influx of messianic 
power. He can overcome the peoples who have 
settled in Zion and can remove his “vessels” 
from there. No task is too big for God, not even 
bringing the redemption.

This demonstrates the innovation the Alter 
Rebbe experienced when the Maggid taught 
him the music of the Torah, of God, and of 
Israel.

The innermost level of the Torah is its 
music, which manifests in the ta’amim. We 
know the grammatical rules of the ta’amim, 
and we know how to sing the melody of the 
ta’amim, which each community received 
through their tradition, but the secrets hidden 
in the cantillation marks are so profound that 
in this world they will never be revealed by 
more than a feeble allusion. The ta’amim are 
the “kisses” of the Torah, the “clinging of spirit 
to spirit,” which is more potent than wine.

Wonders 15



Wonders is distributed weekly in Israel. 
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— New on the Gal Einai Bookshelf —

Wondrous Stories: An anthology of  
stories of tzaddikim with commentary

by Harav Yitzchak Ginsburgh

Stories of tzaddikim purify our minds and hearts. They remind us that the world is 
not nature alone, but is also home to tzaddikim, wondrous events, miracles large 
and small, and Divine Providence. They highlight that it is God who is running the 
world. We discover a person of flesh and blood who is living in a dimension that 
is inside the parameters of the natural world—but is simultaneously in the upper 
worlds, above nature, as well.

When we read stories of tzaddikim, we 
learn that we are living stories, as well. 
Rebbe Dovid of Lelov said that just as there 
is the Tractate of Bava Kama, so there 
will be a Tractate of Dovid of Lelov when 
Mashiach comes. If we understand that 
the world is a flow of stories and we too 
are in a story, then we are inspired to live 
differently. This is the true Torah meaning 
of being woke to reality.

The stories in this volume are arranged 
according to the yahrzeit (day of passing) 
of each tzaddik with a short biography of 
each tzaddik.

Scan the QR code to order 
in Israel or call Achiyah at 
054-7827702. Also available 
through Amazon.
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