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chassidic psychology

Categories of
Psychological Work:
Prayer, Music, and
Rectifying the
Imagination
Introduction

I

t is common sense that any type of longterm psychological or personality change
requires us to work. In a previous article,1 we
talked about the importance of hard work with
respect to psychological issues. Let us quote a
small section from that article,
Perhaps the most important article that we
have written is “Rectifying the Ego”2 (in the
book Lev Lada’at). This article tries to explain
what “work” ( )עֲב ֹו ָדהmeans. A Jew needs to
work. When God placed Adam and Eve in the
Garden of Eden, He wanted them to work and
protect it. There is a saying from the Russian
Jews who returned to the land of Israel in the
late 19th century, “Work is our life.” This saying
is basically very true. The question is how you
define “work.”
To reach the Tree of Life you must work,
this is the way of the land that precedes
Torah. Man is not perfect. There is a
gematria that equates “Mashiach” ( ַ) ָמ ׁ ִשיח
with “I am not right/perfect” ()אֲ נִ י לֹא ְ ּבסֵ דֶ ר.
This is the basis for all healthy lowliness in
the psyche. Work means exerting the spirit

and the flesh, as it says in the Tanya, but
one needs some guidance about what to
do. Work implies rational thought; it is not
super-natural advice. The mind must work
hard to control the unrefined cravings and
desires of the heart.
There are people who come to a
psychologist in search of an easy solution.
The first thing to say is, there are no easy
solutions. There is work ahead, and the
work is difficult. With hard work, you can
probably save yourself from having to take
medicine in difficult situations. You do
not have to end up taking pills—instead,
there is work, Divine work (or service),
psychological work, which is truly hard,
but it goes together with joy, “Serve God
with joy.”
However, it can be challenging to know
exactly what kind of work needs to be done.
Among the various categories of psychological
work, we will in this article look at the two
associated with the sefirot of understanding
and knowledge, binah and da’at.

Translated excerpt from Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburhg’s class of 13 Av 5769 given at the
second annual commencement ceremony for Torat Hanefesh graduates. Translated
and annotated by Moshe Genuth. Not reviewed by Rabbi Ginsburgh.
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Understanding (Binah): Prayer and Joy
Contemplative Prayer Awakens Mercy

B

inah, or understanding is about praying understanding—the mother principle. It is in
with a contemplative heart; this is the this context that contemplation gives birth to
work associated with prayer. Contemplation feelings of compassion in the heart. This is one
leads to an awakening of rachmei an Aramaic of the most important goals of contemplative
word meaning [compassion, love and] prayer. prayer, which is the psychological work
As the sages say, “Do not make your prayer associated with the sefirah of understanding
an act of regularity, but one of compassion (binah)—the mother principle. Kingdom,
and supplication before God.”3 Compassion when it descends (from the World of
(rachamim)
is
Emanation, Atzilut)
considered the inner
into the lower worlds
d i m e ns i on of t h e
to give them life,
Rachel cries for her
s e f ira h of b e aut y
is known as the
children
who
are
in
a
(tiferet) and there
Congregation of Israel
state of conscious exile,
a re t w o t y p e s of
(knesset Yisrael). When
compassion. In the
it descends there, it
a state in which they
ar ticle “Rectif ying
cries before God, just
cannot experience God’s
the Ego,” we discuss
as “Rachel cries over
absolute
unity
the unification
her children.” 4 She
between lowliness and
cries for her children
compassion, whereby
who are in exile, or
our lowliness awakens Hashem’s compassion.
in Kabbalistic terms, kingdom is awakening
The first type of compassion is exemplified compassion from above over her progeny
in the relationship between Jacob and Rachel. who are in a state of conscious exile, a state in
When Jacob kissed Rachel and then cried, he which they cannot experience God’s absolute
was awakening his compassion for her. In the unity, they cannot experience that God is
more abstract language of Kabbalah, we would everything; this state of mind is described as
say that in this case, it is beauty (tiferet)— the consciousness of the three lower worlds.
Jacob is the archetypal figure of beauty—
The place of kingdom in the lower worlds
that awakens compassion over kingdom is the place of David, malka meshichah, who
(malchut)—symbolized by Rachel.
describes himself with the words, “I am prayer.”
A second type of compassion appears David’s “I” represents every man and woman
when it is kingdom, whose inner dimension in the Jewish people, and it is incumbent
is lowliness, cries out first in order to awaken upon each of us to awaken compassion from
compassion. This is exemplified in the verse,
above upon our communal self and upon our
Sometimes, beauty is associated with personal self. Again, we have said that Torah
rachamim (compassion) while kingdom is is the work in wisdom—corresponding to the
associated with rachmanuth (the linguistically yud in God’s essential Name, Havayah. And
feminine form of compassion), but the now we have seen that contemplative prayer
root of both is in the rechem, the womb, of that awakens compassion corresponds to both
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the first hei in Havayah (i.e., contemplation
is in understanding) as well as to the vav in
Havayah, which represents compassion and

to the final hei, which represents both the
communal self and the personal self upon
which we are awakening the compassion.

Working with Joy—Therapy with Song

A

part from prayer, understanding is also always recommend that there should be a lot of
related to joy. Joy is its inner dimension. music and spiritual song filling the air. There are
There is a well-known verse that speaks of work two types of melodies: melodies of yearning and
and joy together: “Serve [Work] God with joy.”5 melodies of joy. Melodies of yearning represent
As much as work is not
the type of music that
easy, it should be done
captures the work of
with joy. We began
“the Levite shall work,
to improve the atmowith the verse about
he,” which corresponds
sphere at home, or in
the Levites’ work in
to the crown. Joyful
one’s
personal
space,
we
the Temple. The sages
melodies, on the other
describe this work as
hand are clearly part
almost always recomthe Levites, “raising
of the work involved
mend that there should
their voice,” a reference
with understanding,
be a lot of music and spirto their singing and
which is also the
itual
song
filling
the
air.
playing music.
mother principle, about
We said in our first
which the verse says,
lecture here that the
“the mother of the
most important segulah
sons is joyous.”6 Rebbe
is tzedakah—charity. But whenever someone asks Nachman adds that joyous melodies are a segulah
us what can be done to improve the atmosphere for pregnant women having an easy delivery.
at home, or in one’s personal space, we almost

The Levites Song

O

ne unique feature regarding the work
of the Levites with song in the Temple
is learned from the way the Torah describes
it. Its description appears in a verse that
states, “From the age of thirty years up to the
age of fifty, all who were subject to work of
service and porterage relating to the Tent of
Meeting”7 (ִמ ֶּבן ׁ ְשל ֹ ׁ ִשים ׁ ָשנָה וָמַ עְ לָה וְעַ ד ֶּבן חֲ ִמ ׁ ּ ִשים ׁ ָשנָה
ׂ ָ ּ ַ) ׇּכל הַ ָּבא ַלעֲ בֹד עֲ ב ֹ ַדת עֲ ב ֹ ָדה וַעֲ ב ֹ ַדת מ.
שא ְ ּבאֹהֶ ל מ ֹועֵ ד
The sages explain that the phrase, “work of
service” (  )עֲ ב ֹ ַדת עֲ ב ֹ ָדהrefers to the Levites’
musical service. While the priests were serving
the sacrifices on the altar (in silence, with
inner intent), the Levites would accompany

the service with singing and music. As such,
the work of the Levites was to accompany and
complement the work of the priests. This is
what the Torah means when it calls it, “work
of service” () ֲעב ֹ ַדת ֲעב ֹ ָדה, meaning work that is
for the purpose of some other service.
Let us then summarize that if a person has
problems in the crown, we suggest they fill
their space with melodies of yearning. If the
problem is in understanding, then melodies
of joy will help. When we later come to the
sefirah of acknowledgment (hod), we will see
that there is an entirely different type of work,
work that is not a complement to anything
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else, but rather is considered something that
is final and complete in itself. This, as we will
see, is called, “complete work” ( )עֲ ב ֹו ָדה ּ ַת ּ ָמה.

5
The connection between the two is that the
influence of understanding culminates in
acknowledgment.

Knowledge (Da’at): Working the earth
The first instance of work in Torah—working the earth

O

ne of the central principles we employ whence he had been taken.”9 So the story of
in understanding a word (in our case, man in the Garden of Eden both begins and
“work”) is that we need to look at its first ends with working the land. This is an example
occurrence in the Torah: “Everything follows of the principle that “the end is wedged in the
the inception.” The first instance of the word beginning.”10 As Ecclesiastes says, “Everything
“work” in the Torah
came from dirt and
is at the beginning of
ever ything returns
the second account of
to dirt,”11 “for you are
Leah and Rachel are the
creation, “And there
dirt and to dirt you
rectified versions of the
was no man to work
shall return.”12 Physical
8
first
and
second
Eve....
In
the earth.” It follows
construction also
that work is essentially
begins with moving
the psyche, the first
linked with tilling the
dirt, this is the toil of
Eve represents the power
earth, specifically.
Abraham who said
of imagination.
Tilling and working
about himself, “I am
the land was the motto
[but] dirt and ashes.”13
of those who came to
In both cases,
th
the land of Israel in the late 19 and early working the land is situated outside the
20th centuries. Interestingly, the value of this Garden of Eden. Who was it that continued
phrase, “to work the earth” (  )לַ עֲ בֹד אֶ ת הָ אֲ ָד ָמהis the work of the earth after Adam? It was Cain,
the same as the word “Zionism” () ִצי ּ ֹונו ּת.
his firstborn, not the most positive figure. His
This phrase appears only one other time brother Abel was a shepherd. Working the
in the entire Bible, just after Adam and Eve earth physically requires a lot of rectification.
ate from the Tree of Knowledge, they were The sages note 14 that those who became
cast out from the Garden of Eden. There the obsessed with the earth, deteriorated—these
Torah says, “God cast him [Adam] out from were Cain, Noach, and the Judean king
the Garden of Eden to work the earth from Uziyahu.15

Rectifying First Eve—rectifying the power of our
imagination

T

he initials of the words, “to work the
earth” (  )לַ עֲ בֹד אֶ ת הָ אֲ ָדמָ הspell the name,
Leah ()לֵ אָ ה. Leah and Rachel were sisters. The
Torah describes that, “Leah’s eyes were weak

[]וְעֵ ינֵי לֵאָ ה ַרכּ ֹות, and Rachel was of beautiful form
and beautiful visage.”16 Why would working
the earth be related to Leah specifically?
In Kabbalah it is explained that Leah and

6
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Rachel are the rectified versions of the first and imagination as well (Esau was also known
second Eve. Without immersing fully in this deep as Edom, which is related to “imagination,”
topic, let us summarize that at first God created a )דִּ ְמי ֹון. Leah’s eyes were weak because of all the
first Eve, who did not survive. Only then did he tears she shed, and thanks to those tears, she
create a second Eve whom Adam married and merited marrying Jacob (numerically, “Leah’s
had children with.17 Again, this is a very wide and eyes” [ ]וְעֵ ינֵי לֵ אָ הis equal to “Jacob” [)]יַעֲ קֹב.
varied topic that we have
Rachel, on the
discussed in the past,
other hand, represents
but in short, the Arizal
speech. Even though
the root of all mental and
writes18 that Leah is the
there is a Kabbalistic
psychological problems
rectified version of the
insight that “Rachel”
first Eve and Rachel of
( ) ָרחֵ לequals 2 times the
can be found in the sefirah
the second Eve.
value of “tear” () ִּד ְמעָ ה,
of knowledge (da’at) and
In the psyche, the
Rachel’s innate nature
in the imagination
first Eve represents the
is joy. Only when she
power of imagination.
had trouble conceiving
While the first Eve was
did she begin to fear
unrectified in terms of her imagination (she that Jacob would divorce her and that she
imagined herself to be something she was would end up being wed to Esau. The sages
not), Leah has clear and precise thoughts. explain that these unrealistic fears stemming
For this reason, Leah represents the world from her imagination were the product of Esau
of thought in Kabbalah and Chassidut. She coveting her. Later in the Prophets, Rachel
rectifies her imagination in order not to be is described as crying for her children—she
wed to Esau the wicked—his wickedness is learned the art of crying from her older sister,
in his bloodthirsty nature and unrectified Leah.

Working the Earth—Rectifying the Imagination

W

e said that both man (  )אָ ָדםand earth
(  )אֲ ָד מָ הstem from the same twoletter root, blood ( )דָּ ם, and all are related
to “imagination” ( )דִּ ְמ י ֹו ן. Knowledge, the
sefirah of da’at, is where the shattering of the
vessels began. This is where the Primordial
Kings (referring to the emotive sefirot from
knowledge to foundation) of the World of
Nekudeem, or the World of Chaos, started
shattering. In the Torah, 19 these kings are
the kings of Edom (Esau), a name that also is
related to “imagination.”
Rebbe Nachman writes 20 that the value
of “power of imagination” (  ) ּכֹחַ הַ ְּמ ַד ּ ֶמהis
equivalent to the value of “Zilpah” ( )זִ לְ ּ ָפה,

Leah’s maidservant (and half-sister). Of
course, in this context, Zilpah represents the
rectified form of imagination, which is known
as the tikkun of Leah.
In Kabbalah, the root of all mental and
psychological problems can be found in
the sefirah of knowledge (da’at) and in
the imagination. “To work the earth” is
thus, figuratively, working to rectify our
imagination. We do this by integrating into
ourselves the meaning of the verse, “To know
your ways in the earth”21 ()לָ ַדעַ ת ָ ּבאָ ֶרץ ַד ְּר ֶּכ ָך. An
interesting gematria reveals that the initials
of this phrase ( )לבדhave the same numerical
value as “Leah” ()לֵ אָ ה.
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Leah Imagines that Jacob Hates Her

E

ven though Leah is considered the
rectification of first Eve, she too has
some problems with her imagination. She
imagines that Jacob hates her. She says, “For I
am hated.”22 As we mentioned, Rachel too was
affected by this an imagined that Jacob would
divorce her, as we explained.
Indeed, it can certainly be the case that
Jacob loved Rachel more than he loved Leah.
The Torah describes this as, “He loved also
Rachel more than Leah.”23 The unnecessary

“also” in the phrase indicated that Jacob also
loved Leah. The Hebrew original even means,
according to some commentaries that “He
loved also Rachel because of Leah.” Meaning,
that his love for Rachel was the result of his
love for Leah. The Ba’al Shem Tov explained
this as, “the love of Leah became a seat [a
basis] for the love of Rachel,” which is why, he
explains, that Divine Providence dictated that
he had to first marry Leah. In short, Jacob did
not hate Leah, but Leah imagined that he did.

Stealing Laban’s Idols—Saving Laban from his
Imagination

L

eah and Rachel were the daughters of
Laban, who was a swindler. One of the
most obvious symbols in the Torah for the
power of imagination (and the worship that
surrounds it) are Laban’s idols. The Hebrew
word for idols in this case is terafim ( ) ְּת ָר ִפים,
which is related to the word for “chemical
medicine” ( —) ְּת ר ו ּפָ הsuggesting that the
rectification of the imagination is necessary
in order to properly deal with false systems
and false doctrines in psychology and beyond.
Just as Jacob had to “steal” Laban’s heart—
essentially, his trust in Jacob—in order to
escape from his grip without his knowing
about Jacob’s plans, so too Rachel stole
Laban’s idols in order to release her father
from the iron-grip idolatry had on his mind
and heart; and yet, there are opinions that she
was punished for this act, since in the end it
disrespected her father.
When Laban caught up with Jacob and his
family, he searched everywhere for his idols.
Finally, he came to Rachel who had indeed
stolen the terafim. Why would Rachel be the
one involved in rectifying her father’s power
of imagination? The background story is that

on her planned wedding night, when Laban
cheated Jacob and switched her with Leah,
Rachel in an act of emotional self-sacrifice
passed the secret bodily gestures that Jacob
had revealed to her to Leah so that Leah would
not be ashamed if Jacob would realize it was
her and not Rachel whom he was wed to.24 On
that very first night, Leah conceived Reuben.
Now, legally, if Jacob was expecting Rachel, but
ended up with Leah, having relations with a
woman other than the one he meant to would
make the conceived child, Reuben, into what is
known as a ben temurah—meaning, the son of
the exchanged [woman]. There are 9 different
types of blemishes that can relate to a child
who was born from an irregular conception,
a topic we have discussed elsewhere. 25 So
how is it that Reuben is not considered to be
blemished in this manner?
According to Kabbalah, by handing
the bodily gestures over to Leah, Rachel is
considered to have “impregnated” herself in
Leah. It is as if Jacob was with Rachel that first
night—following his pure intent. In return for
her sacrifice, Leah gave Rachel the power to
rectify their father’s imagination by stealing

8
his idols. It is easy to surmise that just as
Rachel gave Leah the gestures Jacob taught
her—gestures that are considered to purify
the mind of husband and wife during marital
relations—so Leah gave Rachel the “gestures”
taught to her by their father Laban—gestures,
or techniques that would have prevented Jacob
from realizing that he was having relations not
with Rachel, but with someone else. These
“gestures” are based on tricking the mind
using Laban’s impure mastery of the powers
of imagination and suggestion. So, though it
was Leah who was meant to rectify Laban’s
imagination, Rachel received the power to
rectify Laban from Leah when she divulged
the gestures Jacob had taught her. There is a
beautiful allusion to this in the Torah, as the
initials of the words, “She [Rachel] took the
idols”26 ( )לָ ְקחָ ה אֶ ת הַ ְּת ָר ִפיםspell Leah (!)לֵ אָ ה
That Laban’s consciousness is drowning
in his imagination we see when he confronts
Jacob and says, “the daughters [your wives] are
my daughters, your children are my children,
the cattle is my cattle, and all that you see
belongs to me.”27 As far as Laban is concerned,
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Jacob does not exist. He is nothing more than
an imaginary placeholder connecting him
with his extended holdings and property.
Rachel wants to sever the hold that Laban’s
imagination has on his mind, but in the
process, she herself is affected by the impurity
and reality-bending effect of her father’s idols.
This is somewhat like what we have seen in
our school here, that sometimes students
come with knowledge of various methods they
have learned elsewhere and believe that they
have already succeeded in “converting” these
methods making them kosher. But in reality,
it is only their imagination that convinces
them of this. How do we know that Rachel
was made impure by the idols she stole from
her father in her attempt to break their hold
on him? Because she excuses herself for not
standing up in his presence by saying, “I
cannot stand before you, because I have the
way of women.”28 In other words, she herself is
likening her state to the impurity of a niddah,
whose essence is also related to the power of
imagination, which leads to defilement.

Moshe Rabbeinu—the All-Inclusive Knowledge

T

he one who most rectified the partzuf of
Leah (i.e., the sefirah of understanding,
binah) was Moshe Rabbeinu. He is described
as, “And the man Moshe was humbler than
all men on the face of the earth.”29 The words
for “very,” “man,” and “earth” () ְמאֹד אָ ָדם אֲ ָדמָ ה
are all related. In passing, let us mention that
there are three verses that conclude with the
word “the earth” ( )הָ אֲ ָדמָ הand that are related
to self-nullification, humility, lowliness, and
humility: “And there was no man to work the
earth,”30 which we saw above—is about selfnullification; the verse, “Havayah Elokim
formed man dirt from the earth”31—is about
lowliness; and, this verse about Moshe—

describing humility.
Returning to the way in which Moshe
Rabbeinu rectifies the imagination. In
this episode, where his sister and brother
were speaking about him, Moshe could
have imagined that they hate him. But this
statement, that he was the humblest of men,
is meant to justify why it is that he does not
fall into fanciful speculation. Rashi explains
that “humble” means, “lowly and patient.”
His power of imagination is so rectified that
he is the only prophet to have transformed
the “thus” ( כּ ֹה, an approximate description)
that opens prophecies into “this” (זֶה, an exact
description).
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That is why when Moshe prophesies, he a consummate state of self-nullification (bitul).
starts with the word “this.” His prophecy was There are many levels of self-nullification
seen through a transparent pane. Not like discussed in Chassidut, among them the
someone seeing through a mirror, but like unique state attained by Moshe Rabbeinu, a
seeing through a pane of transparent glass. In state that is predicated on his humility. This is
this respect, it is worth mentioning that women the inner meaning of the sages’ statement that
like Leah and Rachel can look at their image “Moshe merited understanding.” The sefirah
in a mirror—doing so
of understanding
helps them rectify their
is ass o ciated with
power of imagination.
humility ( )עֲ ָנ וָה. As
How can you show
But a man like Moshe
we said, Moshe
someone
who
is
certain
Rabbeinu, who has
corresponds to
that everyone hates
already rectified his
the all-inclusive
power of imagination,
knowledge (da’at) of
him that he is lost in
is forbidden f rom
the Jewish people and
delusions? The only way
seeing his image.
this phrase, “Moshe
is
to
help
him
deepen
his
Thus, Moshe
merited understanding
Rabbeinu ascended to
[through his humility]”
understanding of reality.
this level of prophecy,
(  )מ ֹ ׁ ֶש ה ָז כָ ה לְ בֵ י ָנ ּהhas
of seeing precisely
the same value as
and not seeing images
“knowledge” ( ) ָּד עַ ת.
alone, because of his humility. This can serve as At times Moshe Rabbeinu is associated with
an illustration of the Ba’al Shem Tov’s teaching wisdom and at times he is associated with
on the verse, “And there was no man to work knowledge (in this case, the knowledge that
the earth,” because of which God had not unifies the intellect with the emotions). As
rained on the earth. His novel interpretation the all-inclusive knowledge of the Jewish
states that in order to become someone who people he is known as the “Shepherd of Faith”
can work the earth—and in whose merit God (Raya Mehemna) in the Zohar, as he sustains
does rain on the earth, i.e., God reveals the and nurtures the faith of the Jewish people
Torah—one has to attain the state of being a by imbuing them with his own knowledge or
“no man” ()אָ ָדם אַ יִן, meaning a person who is in consciousness.

Rectifying Knowledge—Learning to Not Be Shallow

N

ow we are getting to what “working the
earth” means. We already said that it
involves rectifying the power of imagination.
This is certainly hard work. To heal someone
of their paranoia for instance, you first have
to put them in touch with reality—show him
what is really going on—and get them to admit
that the rest is a flight of fancy. How do you do
this? This is a very important goal. On the one

hand, you do not want to give them a pill—a
charm—and in 99 percent of the cases, you
really do not need drugs. In 1 percent of the
cases, you do end up needing to use drugs, but
we started our school to prevent people from
getting to the stage where they would need to
take drugs. So, what should you do?
To succeed, a lot of hard work is needed.
Knowledge (da’at) is akin to deep reflection on
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reality. The intellectual faculties of the mind
(wisdom, understanding, and knowledge) are
described as the three dimensions of length,
breadth, and depth. Knowledge (da’at) is the
depth.
What are the delusions that imagination
gives rise to? They are a shallow and external
assessment of reality. How can you show
someone who is certain that everyone hates
him that he is lost in delusions? The only
way is to help him deepen his understanding
of reality. We had some classes recently on
the topic of shallowness in general. Most
people live their lives in the shallowest way.
They do not know that it is shallow, that it is

haphazard, but everything they do in life is
shallow without any attempt at reaching depth.
In order to attain depth, one has to be humble,
like Moshe Rabbeinu. This is the quality of the
sefirah of knowledge.
If you are able to teach someone, train
them to be deep, that is the rectification of
knowledge. That is the way to extract a person
from their delusions. All the delusions are a
result of interpreting reality in a shallow
manner. These are all shallow interpretations
that have no real connection with reality,
conclusions that have no real basis and it is
all the result of being shallow-minded.

Deepening Knowledge—Truly Understanding Reality

T

o penetrate reality is not a simple
thing. You need a Chassidic mashpee’a
or counselor in order to teach you how to
thoroughly consider what your eyes see. It
is not a simple thing to analyze the world we
see with depth. This is the work taught by
Chassidut, particularly the deep thought of
Chabad. But if you do this successfully, you can
get rid of delusions that all stem from making
incorrect associations and connections.
Imagination is about association, likening
one thing to another. One thing happened
and another thing happened and perhaps
they are connected. Something happened
and then I heard another thing on the radio.
If this becomes a mental illness then one
begins to think that the radio is talking to
them personally. The general problem is that
a person takes unconnected points and draws
lines to connect them, imaginary lines that
have no basis. This is how insanity begins. All

because there is no real connection with reality
and no truly deep knowledge.
Deep knowledge is referred to as pitching
or planting one’s knowledge, like in the verse,
“I will fix him as a peg in a firm place” 32
( )ו ְּתקַ ְע ִּתיו י ֵָתד ְ ּבמָ ק ֹום נֶאֱ מָ ן. You have to fix your
faculty of knowledge in firm ground and with
that you work the earth, you fix the power
of imagination. The word for “peg” (  )י ֵָתדis
an acronym for the sefirot along the middle
of the middle axis (foundation, beauty, and
knowledge— )יְס ֹוד ִּת ְפאֶ ֶרת ָּדעַ ת.
In the Tanya,33 it states that if there is no
da’at, no consciousness or knowledge, then
the feelings born in the heart end up being
delusions. A delusion is like a miscarriage. The
mother is a symbol for understanding and if
there is no knowledge to go with it, no true
connection or association, then what is born
cannot thrive.

Without Knowledge there is No Differentiation

A

nother statement by the sages is that
if there is no knowledge, there can be

no differentiation. Knowledge is the power
to differentiate—to recognize the difference
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between phenomena. As we said, when
knowledge is deep, no false connections or
associations are created. It means that one does
not drive oneself crazy by finding all types of
flimsy connections between what one heard on
the street and what one saw on an internet site.
You need to be able to differentiate.
Normally, we say that the Ba’al Shem Tov
taught us that we need to learn something in
our path of serving God from every encounter
and every experience in life. He espoused that
in every word spoken by every person—even
though they are speaking out of their own
volition—God is speaking to me, guiding me.
Yet, this was a teaching meant for people who
had a strong faculty of knowledge (of da’at)
people that are able to tell the difference
between truth and falsehood (i.e., delusions);
those who are people who are accustomed
to profound and penetrating thought, as the
Rebbe’im taught us to do. The Ba’al Shem Tov’s
injunction to learn something from everything
we see or hear is pertinent only if a person
is able to glean insight from these regarding
his own inner state; not if what he “discovers”

are hints regarding the future, nor all kinds
of threats or revelations of danger, nor even
accolades or praise. The only acceptable types
of insight are those that lead one to give thanks
to God for what the person has seen, or those
that cause him to rectify something in his
conduct out of a sense of joyful teshuvah—
nothing else! There need to be very strong
reasons to associate or tie two things together,
just like when the sages teach about links in
the Torah text known as gezeirah shavah. Such
links are only true if they have a tradition
that runs back to Moshe Rabbeinu (and the
soul of every Jew contains a spark of Moshe
Rabbeinu, as explained in the Tanya, and thus
the most important thing is to be humble
like Moshe). So, seeing the connection or
association between two phenomena requires
a special sensitivity that not everyone has. This
sensitivity can be described as the ability to
draw correct parallels and as is well known,
the word “Kabbalah” literally derives from the
word meaning “parallels.” Not everyone can do
this properly and certainly not when they still
see reality from a shallow perspective.

Notes:
1. See Wonders, issue 1 (Mikeitz 5782), or online:
https://inner.tiny.us/2k8xap8e.
2. See https://inner.tiny.us/2p8ne8tw.
3. Avot 2:13.
4. Jeremiah 31:14.
5. Psalms 100:2.
6. Ibid. 113:9.
7. Numbers 4:47.
8. Genesis 2:5.
9. Ibid. 3:23.
10. Sefer Yetzirah 1:7.
11. Ecclesiastes 3:20. See in length in our volume
on evolution, The Breath of Life, chapter 4.
12. Genesis 3:19.
13. Ibid. 18:27.
14. Bereisheet Rabbah 36:3.
15. See our Hebrew volume, אֲ ָדמָ ה ׁ ָשמַ יִם ְּתה ֹום.
16. Genesis 29:17.
17. Bereisheet Rabbah 17:11, 18:5, 22:16. Zohar
3:19a, 1:34b. Zohar Chadash 16b.

18. Eitz Chaim 38:2. Mevo She’areem 6. See our
class from 17 Adar 5778.
19. Genesis 36:31-39.
20. Likutei Moharan 1:25.
21. Psalms 67:3.
22. Genesis 29:33.
23. Ibid. v. 30.
24. Rashi to Ibid. 29:25 based on Megillah 13b.
25. See Nedarim 20b. These nine blemishes
correspond to the sefirot. The ben temurah, in this
case theoretically referring to Reuben, corresponds
to the sefirah of beauty (tiferet), the sefirah
corresponding to Jacob himself.
26. Genesis 31:34.
27. Ibid. v. 43.
28. Ibid. v. 35.
29. Numbers 12:3.
30. Genesis 2:5.
31. Genesis 2:7.
32. Isaiah 22:23.
33. End of chapter 3.
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The Baba Sali:
Miracles and Mandates
Rabbi Yisrael Abuhatzera, known as the Baba Sali, was born in Morocco
in 5650 (1889) to his father Rabbi Masoud, the son of Rabbi Yaakov
Abuhatzera, author of the Abir Yaakov. Even as a youth, he distanced
himself completely from mundane pleasures. He did not eat meat and would
often fast. The Baba Sali married at the age of 13 and had several children,
the most famous of whom is the Baba Meir. After the death of his first wife,
he remarried, and more children were born to him. After the death of his
second wife, the Baba Sali married Rebbetzin Simi, may she enjoy many
more years in good health. At the age of 18, the Baba Sali succeeded his
father after his passing as head of the yeshivah. In 5682 (1922) he made
aliyah to the Land of Israel but returned to Morocco for a number of years.
Later, he once again made aliyah to Israel and returned again to Morocco.
In 5724 (1964) the Baba Sali settled in Israel, where he remained until his
passing on the 4th of Shevat, 5744 (1984).
One day, a young man in a wheelchair came to the Baba Sali. He related how
he had been severely injured in the Yom Kippur War and how, after a series
of operations, he remained in a wheelchair. One of his legs did not function at
all and had begun to deteriorate. The doctors recommended amputation. In an
act of desperation, the young man, who was not at all observant, had decided
to journey to the Baba Sali’s home in Netivot to see if there was any truth to
the stories that he had heard about the miracles that he effected.
The Baba Sali heard the young man’s story, turned to him and asked, “Do you
pray with tefillin every day?”
“No,” the young man answered.
“Do you keep Shabbat?”
“No.”
“If so,” the Baba Sali said with wonderment, “you should be grateful that one
of your legs is healthy! After all, we receive our energy from God and if we do
not do His will, He can take everything that He has given us. As you are not
observant, all the good that you do have is a free gift.”
When the young man heard this, he burst into tears, moving all those present.
Silence fell on the room. The Baba Sali looked straight into the eyes of the
young man and asked:
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“If I bless you with a complete recovery and you will be able to stand
independently on your two feet, will you be willing to become observant?
“Yes,” the young man answered.
“If so,” the Baba Sali replied, “give me your hand, and I bless you with a
complete recovery so that you may serve God.”
The young man kissed the Baba Sali’s hand, as is traditional. The people in
the room told him to try to stand up on his feet. To his surprise, he managed
to stand fully upright and to even take a few steps, unassisted. Astonished
by the immediate change in his situation, he tried to walk faster and quickly
found himself facing the door to the Baba Sali’s apartment. In a moment, he
was outside running, asking passersby, “Is there a public phone nearby?”
The closest public phone was at Yeshivat Hanegev, about 200 meters from the
Baba Sali’s home. The young man ran into the yeshivah, dialed his family, and
breathlessly described what had transpired. The yeshivah students listened
in amazement, finding it hard to believe their ears. After the young man
repeated the story several times, the yeshivah boys broke into an enthusiastic
dance together with the young man, thanking God for His great salvation.
Later, many crowded into the Baba Sali’s small apartment for an impromptu
thanksgiving feast in honor of the miracle.
The elated young man kept his promise to the Baba Sali and became an
observant Jew.

T

his story reflects the Baba Sali’s great love
for his fellow Jews, his power to bless
others, as well as his intense desire to see his
fellow Jews observing the mitzvoth.
The Baba Sali came to the Land of Israel
three times before permanently settling here.
The first time, he stayed for about a year, but
when he saw that the spiritual situation was on
the brink of collapse, he returned to Morocco.
The second time he came to Israel, he ended up
returning to Morocco for the same reason. The
third time, as well, the Baba Sali was shocked
by the dismal level of Jewish education in
Israel and considered leaving once again.
The second time that the Baba Sali and
his family made aliyah to Israel, he shared
his deliberations about whether to stay or
to return to Morocco with the Lubavitcher
Rebbe. He related that from the time that he
was fifteen years old, he had not opened a
book that was not in keeping with the path

of the Ba’al Shem Tov. The Baba Sali viewed
the Lubavitcher Rebbe as the Ba’al Shem Tov’s
successor in his generation and asked him for
his opinion.
The Rebbe wrote a long and wondrous
answer to the Baba Sali, replete with great
praise and deep thoughts on Kabbalah. In
his letter, the Rebbe called the Baba Sali “a
public figure and leader in Israel” and wrote
that he is like a king who should not leave his
nation, which is in the Land of Israel. The
Rebbe defined the Baba Sali’s special power
and role with the words: “Now is the time to
capture, with a strong hand, the entire young
generation.” This expression exemplifies the
messianic power that the Rebbe attributed
to the Baba Sali, for one of the tasks of the
Mashiach is to “enjoin all of Israel to follow
in its ways (the ways of Torah) and encourage
them to repair its breaches.”1
In its special context, the expression “to
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capture with a strong hand” opens a window has overpowered him must be subdued by
to an interesting fact. In the modern world, force.2 Coercion by verbal persuasion effects
the concept of religious coercion is negative. separation and intellectual differentiation
It is diametrically opposed to the religious between good and evil. The third form
freedom preached by the Western world. By of coercion is according to the Chassidic
contrast, the Baba Sali’s audience possessed explanation of the sages statement that in order
no fear of religious coercion and they had to convince the Jews to accept the Torah, God
“held the mountain
no compulsions
over their heads as if
about employing fear
it were a casket.” God
of pu n ish me nt as
The Baba Sali’s audience
manifested so much
an educational tool.
possessed no fear of
They understood that
love for the Jewish
religious coercion and
coercion can help tame
people at Mt. Sinai that
individual disorders
they felt overwhelmed
they had no compulsions
caused by society or
and c omp el l e d to
about employing fear
by one’s evil inclination
devotedly reflect that
of
punishment
as
an
(and thus, we too
love back to Him and
beseech God daily to
agree to His ever y
educational tool. They
“coerce our inclination
condition. This type
understood that coercion
to submit to You”).
of coercion is total
can help tame individual
According to
sweetening.
Chassidut, coercion
In our story, the
disorders caused by
must also ultimately be
Baba Sali employs all
society or by one’s evil
joyous. There are three
three methods. He
inclination
landmarks on the path
coerces the young man
to that joy, as taught
into promising that he
by the Ba’al Shem Tov:
will improve his Torah
submission, separation, and sweetening.
observance, he strongly reprimands him and
In Jewish law, there are two possible forms awakens his heart and finally, the sweetening:
of coercion. These two forms parallel the he gives him his hand and pulls him up to his
stages of submission and separation. They feet. In the merit of the sweet tzaddikim that
are coercion by physical force and coercion by have the power to sweeten those around them,
various levels of verbal persuasion: command, who conquer hearts as they tread the path of
rebuke, or request.
the Ba’al Shem Tov, may we soon witness the
Physical coercion is based on submission, fulfillment of the destiny of creation, “fill the
employing the assumption that a person’s true world and conquer it,” with the immediate
will is good and that the evil inclination that coming of Mashiach.
Notes:
1. Rambam, Hilchot Melachim 11:4.
2. Ibid. Hilchot Geirushin 2:20.
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Bo: A Slap
in the Face
(excerpted from Rabbi Ginsburgh’s shiur of 21 Tevet 5772)

A

fter Moses informed Pharaoh of the
In the Talmud, Rabbi Yochanan seems to
upcoming plague of the firstborn and disagree with Reish Lakish, saying that Moses
the exodus from Egypt that would follow on should have shown “respect for the kingdom”
its heels, the Torah says, “And he left Pharaoh’s from start to finish. But in our generation, a
presence in hot anger.”1 In the Talmud,2 Reish generation of ba’alei teshuvah, returnees to
Lakish explains this verse in an extraordinary God, we can certainly identify with Reish
manner: “He slapped him and left.” Moses Lakish, who was also a ba’al teshuvah. Reish
did not simply leave angrily. He drew near Lakish understands that to defeat evil, we
to Pharaoh, slapped
sometimes must give
him in the face, turned
it a resounding slap in
around, and left. Can
the face.
our generation of ba’alei
you imagine that?
One of the most
teshuvah can certainly
Reish Lakish imagined
interesting and
it well enough, and
t houg ht-provoking
identify with Reish
apparently imagined
principles of gematria
Lakish, that to defeat
himself doing it;
that we use is that in
evil, we sometimes must
otherwise, the source
every Torah portion,
of his comment is not
there is a phrase whose
give it a resounding slap
clear.
numerical value is
in the face.
According to this
913, the value of the
explanation, Moses
Torah’s first word,
gradually gained more
“in the beginning”
ִ ׁ ) ְ ּב ֵר. In parashat Bo, this phrase is “And
and more confidence and daring in the face ( אשית
of the evil Pharaoh until the grand finale—a he left Pharaoh’s presence in hot anger” ( ַויֵּצֵ א
stinging, categorical slap in the face. Now ) ֵמ ִעם ּ ַפ ְרעֹה ׇ ּבחֳ ִרי ָאף. We may surmise that the
that Moses is free of the remnants of his resounding slap to Pharaoh’s face signaled the
apprehension of Pharaoh, Israel can leave beginning of the redemption.
Egypt.
Notes:
1. Exodus 11:8.
2. Zevachim 102a.

— 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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