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Lectures on chassidic PsychoLogy ∙ 
First Lecture

PsychoLogicaL advice, 
charity, and anxiety 

Part 1
The Wondrous Advisor —  
Advice from the Tree of Life
The direction of our training – “wondrous advisor”

B y Divine Providence today is the 
27th of Tammuz. There is a tradition 

that today is the birthday of Joseph. In our 
book, Transforming Darkness into Light, 
we wrote that Joseph is the archetype of a 
psychologist, or advisor, who helps people 
by interpreting their dreams; he helps 
people figure out who they are and helps 
them solve their psychological problems.

We had some deliberations about 
what the course of study in our school 

should be called. What should a graduate 
of the program be called? Should it be a 
therapist, an advisor, a helper. To use the 
Torah’s nomenclature, the best term is 
an advisor. Even the Mashiach himself is 
called ”a wondrous advisor”1 (ֶלא יֹוֵעץ  ,(ּפֶ
whose value is equal to the word for 
“doctor” (רֹוֵפא), suggesting that every 
doctor should be a wondrous advisor. 
The wondrous part implies that the advice 
comes from a supernatural source.

Advice from the Tree of Life and from the Tree of 
Knowledge

T he root of advice and advisor in 
Hebrew is “tree” (ֵעץ). In the Garden 

of Eden—mankind’s origin—there were 
two trees, the Tree of Life and the Tree of 
Knowledge of Good and Evil. Mankind’s 

primordial sin was eating from the Tree 
of Knowledge before eating from the Tree 
of Life. The Torah states that once the 
order has been reversed, it is not good 
to eat from the Tree of Life. But, if first 
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man would have found his true essence, 
his true self by integrating (eating) 
from the Tree of Life, he would have the 
ability to refine the Tree of Knowledge as 
well—by not tasting from the evil mixed 
into it (this is how the Mei Hasheelo’ach 
explains). 

Since there are two trees, it follows 
that there are two types of advice, two 
types of psychological treatment. One 
type originates from all-encompassing 
life—to this we connect the concept of 
“eternal life.” The second type comes from 

a place of knowledge or consciousness, 
but it contains a mixture of good and evil. 
Its success is predicated on the ability to 
properly distinguish between good and 
evil, thereby guiding the advisee along a 
good path. But normally, even the advisor 
cannot properly distinguish between 
them, therefore most advice offered by 
therapists is mixed. In our program we 
stress the need to pray that the advice 
originates from life and not from the 
mixture of good and evil.

The righteous eye

I n every piece of advice that we give 
someone there could be a mixture 

of good and evil. Just as when light was 
created, in the beginning, light and 
darkness were mixed together. Because of 
this mixture, my advice does not advance 
either my advisee or humanity in general 
towards the true goal of Mashiach. 
The fact that people have problems is 
apparently positive because it forces them 
to search for the Tree of Life.

When we think about the Tree of Life 
as the source of wondrous advice, another 
acronym comes to mind. The two letters 

of “tree,” ayin (ע) and tzaddik (צ), literally 
mean “eye” and “tzaddik,” referring to a 
holy and righteous individual.

But, as long as one is not receiving 
psychological advice from a wondrous 
tzaddik, whose advice originates in the 
Tree of Life, one should assume that the 
advice being given is from the Tree of 
Knowledge of Good and Evil. Here too, 
we can differentiate between three levels 
of advisors and their advice. Let us see 
how this applies to the case of a marriage 
counselor or advisor.

The negative advisor

T here is an advisor, or counselor, who 
acts in opposition to the Torah. His 

or her guiding principle is the release of 
the lower and destructive parts of the 
psyche, so it follows that all his or her 
advice come from the Tree of Knowledge 
of… Evil. Such a person will seek practical 
advice that looks for a quick fix and does 

not demand any change or refinement 
on the part of the individual. In the end, 
such solutions only hurt the inner fabric 
of marital life. They will eventually lead 
to the destruction and death of the power 
of life and birth inherent in marriage. One 
who is sensitive enough feels that in an 
advisor of this type beats the force that 
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seeks to tear marriage apart and prevent 
the birth of offspring!

Advice of this sort stems from the “tree 
of death,” the total opposite of the Tree of 
Life.2 In correspondence to the model of 
the Four Worlds, this advisor expresses 
the essence of the world of the World of 

Action, whose majority is evil and only 
a small fraction of which is good.3 This 
advisor’s practical solutions are negative 
and arouse anger and division and it is 
about them that the verse says, “I have 
even [anger] made it,”4 alluding to the 
World of Action.

The sustaining advisor

A second type of advisor seeks to 
develop the more delicate parts 

of the psyche with an eye on preserving 
marriage. Such an advisor addresses the 
person’s ego, teaching him or her how 
to sustain a pleasant and good marital 
relationship, all with the purpose of 
benefitting himself. The advice of such 
an advisor focuses on the client’s feelings 

and how he or she relates to others. But, 
because of the sense of self mixed into the 
advice, they are a mixture of good and 
evil. 

This advice stems from the World of 
Formation, the world of emotions, where 
the good and the delicate are mixed with 
the feelings of self-involvement and 
personal bias.

The good advisor

A third type of advisor is positive 
and worthy. This advisor strives 

to teach the couple 
how to  improve 
their relationship 
through mutual love 
and a willingness to 
surrender to each 
other in order to 
benefit the other. 
The third advisor 
teaches the couple 
t o  e x e rc i s e  t h e 
principle of “the 
mind over the heart,” 
before acting; the 
mind allows a person 
to escape his or her 
s e l f - involvement 

and to act with less self-interest and to 
strive for true goodness and justice. This 

a dv i s or ’s  adv i ce 
stems from the Tree 
of Knowledge of 
Good and expresses 
the consciousness 
of  the World of 
Creation, the world 
of intellect, which is 
described as “mostly 
good,” and only a 
minority of which is 
evil.

However,  even 
the advice coming 
from the Tree of 
Knowledge of Good 
is essentially human 

...even the advice 
coming from the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good 
is essentially human 
and do not reflect the 
wonder inherent in the 
righteous individual’s 
advice, for though it 
elevates the mind over 
the heart, it cannot 
reach the unconscious 
parts of the psyche.
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and do not reflect the wonder inherent 
in the righteous individual’s advice, for 
though it elevates the mind over the heart, 
it cannot reach the unconscious parts of the 
psyche. The advice of the tzaddik originates 
in the Tree of Life, paralleling the World of 
Emanation, the unified reality (known as 

the domain of the One, in Kabbalah). In 
this reality, everything is constantly viewed 
from a Divine perspective. There is no evil 
here at all and the tzaddik can reach the 
roots of the unconscious and purify them 
of all evil. How does the tzaddik do this?

The faithful advisor

T he tzaddik is unique in that he can 
be described as the “wondrous 

advisor,” who can give a couple advice 
that is described by 
Isaiah as, “Advice 
from afar, strong 
faith.”5 The advice 
he offers strengthen 
faith. In the context 
of marriage, they 
s t r e n g t h e n  t h e 
faith husband and 
wife have in one 
another. The tzaddik 
penetrates the unconscious recesses of the 
psyche where faith is lacking and identifies 
them as the source of the problems the 
couple have. His advice then strengthens 
these pockets of distrust. Such advice 
requires one to be a “wondrous advisor” 
because faith in the psyche is considered 
the highest and most unknowable part of 

the unconscious, which is known as “the 
unknowing and unknowable head”—
meaning that it both does not know 

itself and cannot be 
known to others.

I n  g e n e r a l , 
c o n n e c t i n g  a n d 
having a relationship 
with the tzaddik 
of the generation 
who loves al l  of 
Israel, believes in 
t hem,  and fee l s 
their  underly ing 

unity, ingrains us with faith in the better 
and Divine part of every Jew. As the 
absolute trust between husband and wife 
strengthens, they are freed from those 
lingering and unconscious points of 
disconnect and separation between them 
and merit a healthy flowing relationship, 
void of unexpected hurdles.6

Two or one

T he advice that originates in the Tree 
of Knowledge can be attributed 

to the intellectual force of knowledge 
(da’at) in the soul, which is anatomically 
associated with the hindbrain (including 
the medulla, pons, and cerebellum). It is 

responsible for the marital connection 
described as, “And Adam knew Eve, his 
wife,”7 a connection in which the couple 
sense themselves as actually being two 
separate entities whose relationship is 
secondary to their individual essences. 

The tzaddik penetrates 
the unconscious recesses 
of the psyche where faith 
is lacking and identifies 
them as the source of the 
problems
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As a result, the advisor inspired by the 
Tree of Knowledge (of Good and Evil) will 
guide the couple by considering their level 
of suitability for one another, approaching 
it form the point of view of two that are 
separate in their essence and must now 
come together. Of course, when two 
people consider themselves essentially 
separate, there is always (consciously 
or sub-consciously) the potential for 
separation or divorce, God forbid.

In contrast, the advice inspired by the 
Tree of Life is associated with consciousness 
and a head-on gaze described as, “See life 

with the woman you love.”8 Seen from this 
perspective, the marital bond is viewed as 
stemming from an essential unity, rooted 
deeply in the combined being of both 
partners. They are essentially one. The 
advisor inspired by the Tree of Life opens 
the couple’s eyes (they have been closed shut 
until now) and reveal to them that their 
bond is their very essence and does not need 
to be revisited or questioned periodically. 
Building upon his sense of this absolute 
truism, the advisor heartens the couple’s 
feeling that every problem or crisis can  
be solved.

The advisor’s point of view

B ased on our exposition, we can 
generalize that the advisors coming 

from the point of view of the three 
lower worlds—action, formation, and 
creation—address the lower parts of 
the psyche (known as: psyche, spirit, 
and soul). The action-oriented advisor 
addresses the lowest part of the couple’s 
psychology thereby focusing on their 
physical compatibility and attachment.

In contrast, the wondrous advisor 
whose consciousness lies in the World 
of emanation is able to penetrate the 
psyche’s unconscious—in particular, the 
two aspects of the super-consciousness 
known as the surrounding faculties of the 
living one (chayah) and the singular one 
(yechidah). The sages describe the living 

one faculty with the words, “Even though 
he [consciousness] cannot see, it [the 
living one] sees.” The living one is also 
known as a person’s mazal. The righteous 
advisor can reveal the common mazal 
surrounding the couple as one. He can 
even reveal their common surrounding 
faculty of faith, awakening their faith 
in one another. These two surrounding 
faculties are revealed in unison: true faith 
in one another supports the feeling that 
they are one and vice versa; this is akin 
to the faith an individual has in himself. 
By recognizing their essential unity, the 
couple can overcome any temporary 
crisis, even coming to reveal its deep 
roots allowing them to rectify it at its 
source.

The path of the Tree of Life—the way of the land 
precedes Torah

T he Torah writes that after man was 
exiled from the Garden of Eden, 

God placed cherubim and a flaming 
revolving blade to guard its entrance and 
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to make it difficult to follow the path 
of the Tree of Life. Some cherubim are 
pleasant, for instance the cherubim in 
the Temple, which were a symbol of love 
between God and the Jewish people, but 
these signify terror.9 Apparently the same 
word is used because the cherubim that 
are guards can be transformed into the 
cherubim of the Temple. 

How does one become worthy of 
approaching  the 
Tree of Life? The 
sages explain that 
“the path [of the 
Tree of Life]” refers 
to what is known as 
“the way of the land,” 
or derech eretz (ֶרְך  ּדֶ
 while the Tree ,(ֶאֶרץ
of Life itself refers 
to Torah. From this 
descr ipt ion they 
learn that “the way of the land precedes 
Torah.” When a person has attained this 
state, he is permitted to approach and 
even eat from the Tree of Life. 

From Eve’s actions, we see that 
whoever eats from the Tree of Knowledge 
immediately wants to share it with others. 

The same is true of the Tree of Life. One 
who has found life, immediately wants 
to share it so that others can attain life 
as well, eternal life. So what is the way 
of the land that precedes Torah? It too is 
part of the Torah actually, but it refers 
specifically to rectifying one’s character, 
the tikkun of the psyche. Any problems 
we might suffer from psychologically, 
they are problems in our way of the 

land, the way to live 
as a Jew. There is a 
concept known as 
“Jewish nature.” The 
way of the land is the 
Jewish nature that 
we need to adopt in 
order to live a good 
life in this world. 
This certainly also 
includes performing 
mitzvoth ,  which 

means that the Torah that this all 
precedes is not just the literal Torah, 
but the secrets of the Torah which reveal 
Godliness. All this happens after the 
individual has rectified himself. This 
rectification itself needs to be based on 
the Torah and on the mitzvoth.

Advice from the Torah

O ne can study psychology in 
university. There are many systems 

to be learnt and much advice stemming 
from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and 
Evil. But, following these just repeats 
what is related in Genesis. Not only will 
it not lead to the Tree of Life, it will cause 
the cherubim and the revolving blade to 

be erected to guard the way of the Tree 
of Life. Advice that mixes good and evil 
prevent progress to the real goal. What 
we are striving for is to give true advice 
based on Torah.

...what is the “way of 
the land” (derech eretz) 
that precedes Torah? It 
too is part of the Torah 
actually, but it refers to 
rectifying one’s character
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The foundation of therapy—hard work and joy

L et’s say something more about the 
root of “advice” (ֵעָצה) in the word 

“tree” (ֵעץ). Perhaps the most important 
article that we have written is “Rectifying 
the Ego” (in the book Lev Lada’at). This 
article tries to explain what “work” 
 .means. A Jew needs to work (ֲעבֹוָדה)
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 have to work, this is the way 
of the land that precedes Torah. Man 
is not perfect. There is a gematria that 
equates “Mashiach” (יַח  with “I am (ָמׁשִ
not right/perfect” (ֵסֶדר  This is .(ֲאִני לֹא ּבְ

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 has 
to 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.”

Charms—spiritual medicine

Work (ֲעבֹוָדה) is alluded to in the 
initial letter of “tree” (ֵעץ). The 

Jewish people are called am segulah, 
which tongue in cheek means that we are 
looking for “segulot,” which are “charms” 
or “shortcuts.” 

A charm is magical in a sense because 
you see the cause and the effect, but you 
can’t understand the connection between 
them. These are meant to be simple things 
that every person can do, like reading a 
few chapters of Psalms, and it makes you 
feel better. In a sense it is like taking a pill, 
but in this case, a spiritual pill. 

In the epistles in the Tanya, the Alter 

Rebbe explains that the charm for 
anything you might need in the world 
is charity. The sages say, “He who has 
compassion for created beings, the 
heavens have compassion for him.” There 
is a verse that reads, “free yourself from 
your sins with acts of charity.”10 If a person 
has some sin—and all our problems 
are the result of our sins, beginning 
with Adam’s first sin, which we have all 
inherited—it can be solved with charity. 
Charity does not necessarily have to be 
money, it can be done with one’s body, 
etc. One can commit to helping someone. 
Charity is so powerful, that the Alter 
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Rebbe promises that if we would give 
above and beyond our ability, we would 
live the best possible life, both materially 
and spiritually. 

So apart from being one of the Torah’s 
commandments, charity is the all-purpose 
charm of the Torah. The letter tzaddik (צ) 
in “tree” stands for “charity” (ְצָדָקה). Thus, 

we can start by saying that comprehensive 
advice should include two pillars, properly 
balanced: first, work and exertion on our 
psyche—which really refers to lowliness 
and nullification—and second, dedicating 
yourself to others above and beyond your 
good and kind nature.

The work of tzedakah and the act of tzedakah

L et’s  cont inue with something 
m ore  f rom  t h e  Tany a .  T h e 

sages say that every Jew has three 
innate characteristics—compassion, 
bashfulness, and benevolence. Because a 
Jew is by nature compassionate, he wants 
to help someone in need in any way he 
can. This innate trait, says the Tanya, 
is called, “the service of tzedakah,” 
as in the verse, “And the service of 
tzedakah will be peace, and the toil 
of tzedakah quiet and trust forever”11 
ֵקט) ָדָקה ַהׁשְ לֹום וֲַעבַֹדת ַהּצְ ָדָקה ׁשָ ה ַהּצְ  ְוָהיָה ַמֲעׂשֵ
 It is a good idea to teach .(וֶָבַטח ַעד עֹוָלם
children to recite this verse when they 
give tzedakah. It’s actually a good thing 
for anyone doing tzedakah to recite. It 
is a truly wondrous verse. The phrase, 
“the service of tzedakah” in Hebrew 
is literally “the work of tzedakah,” 
echoing the connection we just saw 
about comprehensive advice consisting 
of both work and tzedakah. The Tanya 
writes that “the service of tzedakah” 
refers to a Jew’s innate proclivity to be 
charitable. His heart tells him to help 
someone in need. That brings peace not 
the world, but does not lead to “quiet 
and trust,” just yet. So, what exactly is 

“quiet and trust?”
The Tanya explains in so many words 

that just as the “act of tzedakah” refers 
to the Jewish nature for charitability, so 
too “peace” means feeling good when 
things are going well, but there is no 
assurance that you will feel this way all 
the time. When standing in prayer, a Jew 
feels connected to God; he feels Divine 
revelation. But there is no guarantee that 
when he finishes praying and goes out to 
work and meets people and situations and 
events in his life, that he will continue to 
feel so good. The state of peace remains 
present spiritually. It is waiting for you. 
But it might not be present in your daily 
activities. All this if you have given 
tzedakah based on your innate nature. 
But, if you make a superhuman effort 
to go beyond your nature, that is called 
the “toil of tzedakah.” Toil means going 
beyond your nature. God created nature 
and created man to go beyond his nature, 
to be better than just naturally good (as 
in the Yiddish proverb, “If good is good, 
is not better—better?”). To be better than 
good requires toil in the psyche. 

The toil of tzedakah means giving 
more, far more than what your spiritual 
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treasures demand and much more than 
the amount in your pocket. If a person 
gets in this habit than a habit becomes our 
second nature. Acts of tzedakah are also 
good, but if you are able to get into the 
tzedakah “zone” then the Torah promises 
you, “quiet and trust forever.” You psyche 
will be perennially calm and quiet.

In the Tanya’s introduction, it is written 

that the entire book is to help a person 
find “serenity for his psyche.” The entire 
book is good advice for what ails the 
psyche (so says the previous Rebbe). A 
person who has heeled himself is serene, 
he has “quiet and trust forever.” In fact, the 
book is about good advice, serenity, and 
trust. This can only be achieved through 
hard work and tzedakah, acts of tzedakah.

Advice from the Tree of Life goes beyond nature

T he common denominator of tzedakah 
and hard work is that with them a 

person merits to reenter the Garden of 
Eden, to return to the place where God 
meant him to thrive 
and to return to the 
Tree of Life. A Jew 
is referred to as “a 
walker,” “And I will 
give you the power 
to walk among these 
that stand.” Angels 
stand. Though they 
are  in  const ant 
motion—run and 
return, up and down—they only seem 
to be moving, because they always go 
back to their origin. Only a Jew truly 
makes progress to some goal. The initials 

of “the path of the Tree of Life” (ֶרְך ֵעץ  ּדֶ
ים ִּ ָעה) ”spell “consciousness (ַהַחי  Only a .(ּדֵ
Jew has comprehensive consciousness—
recognition that the way of the land 

precedes the Torah. 
The remaining letters 
of this phrase equal 
“chashmal” (ַמל  (ַחׁשְ
the most mysterious 
word in the Tanach 
that alludes to the 
perfection of Divine 
service (the chash-
mal-mal taught by 
the Ba’al Shem Tov). 

In a certain sense, the end is already 
included in the beginning, because the 
advice—the way of the land—are already 
inspired by the Tree of Life.

Notes:
1. “For a child has been born to us, a son has been 
given to us. And authority will be settled on his 
shoulders, he has been named, ‘Wondrous advisor, 
mighty force, an eternal father, minister of peace’” 
(Isaiah 9:5).
2. See Zohar 3:119a.
3. Tanya c. 6 and c. 24.
4. Isaiah 43:7.
5. Isaiah 25:1.
6. Another way of saying this is that the 
relationship between the World of Emanation and 

the three lower worlds—Creation, Formation, 
and Action—is like the difference between the 
conscious and the unconscious. This will be further 
explored in the next section.
7. Genesis 4:1.
8. Ecclesiastes 9:9.
9. Yet it seems that the suggestion is being made 
that these terrible cherubim can be transformed 
into their loving counterparts in the Temple.
10. Daniel 4:24.
11. Isaiah 32:17.

The common denominator 
of tzedakah and hard 
work is that with them a 
person merits to reenter 
the Garden of Eden
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From the  
Teachings of the 
Mei HaSHilo’acH

Rabbi Mordechai Yosef Leiner
The seventh of Tevet is the day of passing of Rabbi Mordechai Yosef Leiner 
of Izbica, the author of the book “Mei HaShilo’ach.” Rabbi Mordechai Yosef 
was one of the illustrious disciples of Rabbi Simchah Bunim of Parshischa. 
After Rabbi Simcha Bunim’s passing, he followed the leadership of his 
colleague, Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk until he understood with his 
holy vision that he should lead his own congregation. His son and successor 
was Rabbi Yaakov, author of the Beit Yaakov, who greatly expanded upon 
his father’s teachings. His grandson was Rabbi Gershon Chanoch Henech, 
known as “Ba’al Hatchelet,” referring to his book on the identification of 
the Biblical blue-violet color required for the tzitzit. The Mei HaShilo’ach’s 
famous disciples were Rabbi Leibel Eiger (known eponymously as the Torat 
Emet) and Rabbi Tzaddok Hacohen of Lublin. 

Dance of the Tzaddikim

T he Mei HaShilo’ach explains that 
when we recite the Shema, we 

should concentrate on the words of the 
sages that, “In the future, God will make 
a dance for the tzaddikim and He will sit 
among them in the Garden of Eden.”1 The 
dance referred to here is the Hebrew word, 
machol, which means circle. A circle has 
no beginning and no end. When people 
are dancing in a circle, they are all equal, 

since they are all the same distance from 
the center, and God is in the center of the 
circle. This is possible when we realize 
that relative to God’s essence, we are all 
equal. This depiction of the tzaddikim 
dancing in a circle reminds us of the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe’s words, that in the 
future, we will all dance with God in the 
Holy of Holies. This dance to is meant to 
also reveal the equality of all. 

The Anger Test

O ne of the important teachings of 
the Mei HaShilo’ach is based on 

the sages’ saying, “One should always 
aggravate his good inclination against his 

evil inclination…if he defeats him, that 
is good, and if not, he should engage in 
Torah study…. If he defeats him, that is 
good, and if not, he should read the Shema 
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Yisrael prayer…. If he defeats him, that is 
good, and if not, he should remember his 
day of death.”2 This teaching was taught 
by the Mei HaShilo’ach in reference to 
parashat Vayigash; his yahrzeit, the 7th of 
Tevet always occurs during the week of 
parashat Vayigash. Moreover, its topic is 
using anger in a positive manner in order 
to overcome the evil inclination and anger 
is the special soul sense of the month of 
Tevet. Let us now delve into this beautiful 
and timely teaching.

The Mei HaShilo’ach explains this 
four-part teaching as follows: Every time 
that a person has a thought or a wish, a 
desire or expects to experience joy from 
a particular event or item, he should 
analyze it with four soulful tests that 
build on one another. Testing his expected 
desire or wish in this way will reveal if it 
originates from holiness or if it includes 
some sort of personal interest from which, 
he should sever himself. A person seeking 
to serve God fully should be asking 
himself, “Are the joys and wishes in my 
life truly what God wants from me? Or 
are they just the product of my personal 
whims and cravings” If he finds that he is 
self-absorbed, he can rectify the situation 
by nullify his own will before God’s will. 

The first step of the test is described 
by the sages’ words, “One should always 
aggravate his good inclination against 
his evil inclination.” Contemplate the 
fact that attaining or fulfilling a desire or 
lust in this world, i.e., our present reality, 
can only be temporary and fleeting. Even 
holy joy in this world has an evanescent 
element. Ours is the “world of falsehood”. 
Today we are here, tomorrow we are not. 

This contemplation helps us identify the 
fact that the thought or desire we have is 
not truly for the best and we can reject it. 
If however, we still feel an attraction, then 
we know that the thought or desire has 
passed the first test and we can continue 
to the next one.

The second test is “engage in Torah 
study.” The Torah is the spice needed 
for the evil inclination. It reveals 
that anything that we can attain in a 
forbidden manner can also be attained 
in a holy manner. “Everything that the 
Compassionate One prohibited, He 
allowed something similar.”3 In this test, 
we should think: If my desire is positive, 
then I will certainly find a way to satisfy 
it within the Torah. If the desire is then 
nullified, good. If the desire persists, we 
move on to the third test.

The third test is “read the Shema.” 
There is a touch of pride in the study of 
Torah. A person my feel that he knows 
Torah, he is even quite the Torah scholar. 
But when saying the Shema, we are all 
literally the same—like the round circular 
dance of the tzaddikim. This completely 
nullifies pride. If after nullifying our 
pride, the desire is nullified, that is good. 
If not, we proceed to the fourth and final 
test of its origin.

The fourth test is: “Remember the day 
of death.” The first stage of this analysis 
is to employ the awareness that every 
person ultimately dies. The next step is 
to generate the feeling that I am literally 
dying at this very moment (this is the 
inner intention of bending over with 
head on the arm in the Tachanun prayer, 
according to Kabbalah). If after this, I still 
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have the same desire, it is a completely 
blessed wish, from the side of holiness. 
Then we can proceed to fulfill the desire, 
to enjoy it boundlessly with “assertiveness 

and through material extension”—two 
foundational concepts found in the 
teachings of the Mei HaShilo’ach. 

Jacob’s Test

T he Rabbi Leiner uses the principle 
behind these 4 tests to explain 

Jacob’s reaction to hearing that his 
beloved son, Joseph, was still alive. After 
twenty-two years of disconnection, Jacob 
feels tremendous joy at the prospect of 
seeing his son again. However, to do so, he 
realizes that he will have to, in his very old 
age, travel to Egypt and leave the land of 
Canaan, because Joseph would not be able 
to abandon his duties as viceroy in order 
to come and visit him. In addition, Jacob 
wants to determine if this joy and his 
anticipation and desire to see his father 
stem from natural fatherly feelings or if 
it is completely from the side of holiness, 
which goes beyond nature to add a Divine 
dimension to nature. Jacob had spent 
his entire life with apprehension about 
committing a sin that would distance him 
from holiness. So Jacob begins to apply 
these four tests.

First Jacob says, “I will go and I will see 
him [Joseph] before I die.” Jacob reminds 
himself that everything in this world is 
transient. This is the first test. Later, the 
Torah relates, “And he offered sacrifices 
to the God of his father Isaac.”4 This 
refers to his engaging in Torah study, 

the second test, for the Torah was given 
“from the mouth of might,” and Isaac 
is the archetypal soul of the sefirah (or 
attribute) of might.

Next, the dramatic meeting between 
Jacob and Joseph happens. Joseph falls 
on his father’s neck and cries. Rashi 
comments that even though Joseph cried 
on his father’s neck, “But Jacob did not 
fall on Joseph’s neck and did not kiss him, 
and our rabbis said, that he was reciting 
the Shema prayer.”5 This is the third test, 
as we saw earlier. Finally, after this, Jacob 
says to Joseph, “I will die this time, after 
I have seen your face, that you are still 
alive.” This is the fourth test. Now Jacob 
returns to the starting point. “I will die 
this time” parallels his words during the 
first test, which were, “before I die.” After 
he has successfully passed all the tests, he 
returns to his initial emotion of joy, with 
even more intensity. The words “after I 
have seen your face” are added here. I see 
your face literally means (in Hebrew) that 
I see your internal qualities. I see that you 
have remained righteous and sense that 
all is in line with the inner dimension of 
God’s will. 

Notes:
1. Ta’anit 31a.
2. Berachot 5a
3. Chullin 109b.

4. Genesis 46:1. 
5. Genesis 46:29.
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Giving Thanks
Saying thank you has to be genuine and not merely lip-service. As a rule, 
worthy things are direct and true, flowing forth from our inner world. But 
more than for anything else, when we say thank you, we need to be genuinely 
honest. When we say thank you only in order to seem well-mannered or 
because it will be beneficial to us, the recipient senses the fraud. 

So how do we really say thank you? 

Simple Sincerity

T he ability to say thank you (todah in 
Hebrew) comes from the sefirah of 

hod, which we usually translate as either 
thanksgiving (or acknowledgment). The 
inner dimension of hod is temimut, which 
means “simple sincerity.”

To give thanks, we have to be simply 
sincere. The more sophisticated we are, 
the more difficult it becomes to express 
genuine thanks. It is even scary to really 
give thanks. In our minds, when we thank 
others, we are exposing our weakness. We 
are either afraid to reveal our dependence 
on others or express our personal needs 

which is in our own mind’s eye. Or, it 
might be that by thanking, we think 
we are admitting that we owe someone 
something and cannot pay our debt but 
can only say thank-you. A sophisticated 
person—even if good manners force him 
to give thanks—will find all sorts of ways 
to deny that anybody did him a favor. He 
will explain that in truth, the other person 
had no choice but to perform the act of 
kindness. A simply sincere person, on the 
other hand, will tell the truth as it is. You 
did me a favor. You put yourself out for 
me, you filled my need. Thank you!

Gratitude

F or the thanks to be genuine, we 
have to recognize that someone 

performed an act of kindness for us. The 
sages say, “A good guest, what does he 
say? All the trouble to which the host 
went was for me” (Berachot 58a). The 
more we contemplate the good for which 
we are giving thanks, the more we can 
recognize it as good and give thanks with 

our whole heart. We have to contemplate 
how important and heartwarming the 
act of kindness was and to appreciate 
every detail of the act. For example: Your 
cake came exactly when I needed it, it 
was beautiful and delicious, suited my 
preferences and brought me joy. 

It is important not to take acts of 
kindness for granted. We need to 
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recognize how much trouble and effort 
went into them (while overcoming our 
tendency to minimize the difficulty and 
effort of others and to focus only on what 
is difficult for us). In addition, we need to 
develop an internal sense for identifying 

the deep emotional world hiding behind 
apparently simple deeds—how much the 
effort and willingness to help express true 
caring. We need to give thanks for that 
and reciprocate goodness for goodness. 

The Joy of Giving Thanks

G ratitude is not merely a response 
to a favor done. It is a way of life. 

To recognize all the good that we receive, 
we have to do away 
with any sense of 
entitlement. When 
we internalize this 
concept, every act 
of kindness that we 
encounter arouses 
joy and gratitude 
inside us. 

A person who feels 
that he is entitled 
to everything, has 
nothing for which 
to give thanks. True 
thankfulness relates 
to what is above and 
beyond the call of 
duty. A person who 
feels entitled, with 
all his sophisticated 
justifications, lives in an eternal state of 
dissatisfaction. According to him, not only 
is there nothing for which he should be 
thankful for, but he has plenty to complain 
about. He develops imaginary needs and is 
pained that he cannot fulfill them. 

By contrast, a person who analyzes 
what he really needs and what he 

deserves with simple sincerity and 
honesty, discovers that he receives above 
and beyond his basic needs and that he 

has much for which 
to  b e  t h an k f u l . 
Going deeper, he 
discovers how much 
his basic needs—
f a m i l y,  f r i e n d s , 
health, bread to eat 
and water to drink, 
basic clothing and a 
place to sleep—are 
huge gifts. They are 
great and precious 
presents, never to be 
taken for granted. 
Each and every one 
of them justifies a 
huge thank-you and 
fills the heart with 
joy. We must thank 
the Creator for each 

and every one of these gifts and also give 
thanks to all those who are part of the 
giving—our friends, family, and even our 
boss or customer. A person who knows 
that he is entitled to nothing is filled with 
gratitude. He lives a life of thanksgiving 
and his heart is always filled with  
joy.

A person who feels 
entitled, with all his 
sophisticated justifications, 
lives in an eternal state of 
dissatisfaction.
According to him, not only 
is there nothing for which 
he should be thankful 
for, but he has plenty to 
complain about.
He develops imaginary 
needs and is pained that he 
cannot fulfill them.
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