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There is no way to tell 
the difference between 
the body of a Jew and 
the body of a non-Jew. 
It is also very difficult to 
differentiate between the 
intellectual soul of a Jew 
and that of a non-Jew.

Weaknesses Are 
Not Faults

Minor, regular, and major letters

T he Tanach includes special letters that are 
either smaller or larger than the average 

letters. Chassidic thought explains that the 
major letters are meant to draw our attention 
to a Jew’s positive traits. They are larger letters 
because we are meant to magnify the positive 
traits—to look at them as if they were under a 
magnifying glass. This is especially important 
if you want to help someone psychologically—
you need to know how to find positive traits 
and magnify them. However, when you 

suddenly uncover a negative trait, a fault in 
another person’s character, you need to have a 
way to minimize it, you need to carry a reverse 
magnifying glass in your toolbox. This doesn’t 
mean that you should completely ignore the 
fault. We can learn from a Sefer Torah that if 
one letter is missing it is not kosher. You can’t 
just ignore a fault, but you need to know how 
to reduce its weight while at the same time 
increasing that of positive traits.

We are all mostly “human”

N ow, major and minor letters are actually 
rare. In the entire Tanach, according to 

the Mesorah, there are only 22 major letters 
and 22 minor letters—one of each letter of 
the alephbet.1 The vast 
majority of the letters 
are regular sized. How 
does this affect the way 
in which we see others 
and how we should 
help them? One might 
say that the positive 
t ra i t s  ( t he  maj or 
letters) of a Jew stem 
from his or her Divine 
soul while the negative 
t rai t s  ( t he  minor 
letters) stem from their 
animal soul. But the 
majority of what constitutes their personality 

is just the “human” in them. 
By human, we mean those areas in which it 

is impossible to tell the difference between them 
and a non-Jew. This is the same as the notion that 

there is no way to tell 
the difference between 
the body of a Jew and 
the body of a non-Jew. 
It is also very difficult 
to differentiate between 
the intellectual soul of a 
Jew and that of a non-
Jew. Thus, to a degree, 
if you can help rectify 
the intellectual soul of a 
Jew, it should be useful 
for non-Jews as well. 
The intellectual soul 
is similar—it is what 

we call the ability to sanely judge reality. The 
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intellectual soul should reach a state in which 
the person can sanely choose to help himself 
by choosing the good over the bad. Thus, the 
metaphor of the three 
letter sizes in the Torah 
teaches us that the 
majority of our analysis 
of a person should be 
based on ascertaining 
his common human 
q u a l i t i e s ,  w h i l e 
retaining the knowledge 
that the superior traits 
are the ones that are 
Divine,  whi le  the 
inferior traits are the 
ones in which he or she 
resembles a brute.

There are many Chassidic sayings—some 
of them appear in the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 
collection of daily aphorisms, Hayom Yom—
that describe a person walking down the road, 

his mind empty of any positive thoughts or 
words and as a result, a stone says to him, 
“What gives you the right to walk over me? 

You are no better 
than a brute.” Today, 
we cannot hear this 
question, but in the 
future, we will. 

S t i l l ,  t h e 
o v e r w h e l m i n g 
majority of a person is 
simply human. When 
the advisor realizes 
this, we can describe 
it as the ability to sit in 
front of someone who 
has come seeking good 
advice and talking to 

them at “eye level.” I too wish that I would at 
least be human (similar to the way chassidim 
coined the phrase, “Were I at least be a 
beinoni,” ינֹוִני .(about the Tanya ,ַהְלוַאי ּבֵ

Virtues and faults

L et’s add something more. This next 
idea could serve as a title for our entire 

discussion today. If human beings have virtues 
(ma’alot) and they have faults (chesronot), 
then what lies in between? We said that 
the intermediate state is the “Adam,” the 
intellectual soul, but here we mean something 
else. We are looking for something between a 
virtue and a fault.

We might say that what lies in between is 

“human nature—that would be correct, but we 
need to focus a bit more. In between are what 
we are going to call “weaknesses” (chulshot). 
To be a human means to live with weaknesses. 
Someone who has no weakness is Superman 
and we don’t like him at all—he is simply not 
interesting. He is like an angel and a human 
is superior to angels. We like people who are 
humans and to be a human means to have 
weaknesses.

Weaknesses are not faults

O ur main point  is  that  to give 
psychological advice you need to 

differentiate between a weakness and a 
fault. Very often the underlying reason for 
psychological distress is that the individual 
identifies his or her weaknesses as faults. 

But if you, the advisor, or the teacher, or 
the counselor can internalize the idea that 
a weakness is not a fault, that is a very big 
principle in healing the psyche.

Of course, if a weakness intensifies—like 
any intermediate state, which in general is 

A person walking down 
the road, his mind empty 
of any positive thoughts 
or words and as a result, 
a stone says to him, 
“What gives you the right 
to walk over me? You are 
no better than a brute.”
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represented in Kabbalah as kelipat nogah, the 
intermediate husk—it can go either way and can 
become a fault. When the individual believes 
that this weakness is a fault, indeed that is indeed 
what might happen to it. But having a weakness 
does not mean you are missing something, it 

means you have a weak limb. 
For instance, if you are weak at mathematics, 

is that a fault? Perhaps. So, someone might 
leave school because he is weak at math. But it 
is the duty of the teacher to explain that being 
weak is not a fault.

Virtues can become faults

T here is a question that can be asked from 
the major and minor alef in Chronicles 

and Vayikra. Chronicles begins with the word 
“Adam” written with a major alef (ָאָדם). The 
book of Leviticus, Vayikra, begins with a minor 
alef in its first word, “And He called” (ְקָרא ִּ  .(וַי
It is explained that the major alef indicates 
that Adam was aware of his importance, his 
virtue, and it was because of this that he fell 
and sinned. In other words, even though it was 
a virtue, it became his fault. 

On the other hand, the minor alef that 
begins Vayikra, when God calls to Moshe 
Rabbeinu from within the Tabernacle, the 
minor alef alludes to Moshe’s humility, “And 
the man Moshe was exceedingly humble, 
more than any man on the face of the earth”2 
ֵני ָהֲאָדָמה) ר ַעל־ּפְ ה ָעָניו ְמאֹד ִמּכֹל ָהָאָדם ֲאׁשֶ  .(ְוָהִאיׁש מֹׁשֶ

Normally, humility is a weakness, since a 
person feels himself to be inferior especially 
according to the Chassidic explanation that 
he saw that his own level of faith was inferior 
to those of sincere, earnest Jews at the end of 
times. 

But out of his weakness, Moshe merits the 
highest virtue, “You have made him [man] a 
little less than Divine” (ַעט ֵמֱא-לִֹהים ֵרהוּ ּמְ ַחּסְ  .(וַּתְ
In any case, we see that the relationship 
between virtues and weaknesses and their role 
in our psychology are not as simple as they 
initially seem. A virtue can turn out to be a 
weakness and a weakness can become a virtue 
or strength. They all come together in what 
are the regular-sized letters, that make up the 
overwhelming majority of letters in the Torah 
(and the Bible).

Notes:
1. Menachem Me’iri Kiryat Sefer 2:1.
2. Numbers 12:3.

4 Terumah  5782



TZaddiKiM

The Mittler 
Rebbe: It’s How 
You Tell the 
Story

Rebbe Dov Ber Schneori, the Mittler Rebbe, was the second Rebbe in the 
Chabad dynasty, the son and successor of the Alter Rebbe of Chabad, Rabbi 
Schneor Zalman of Liadi. The Mittler Rebbe was born after the passing 
of the Maggid of Mezritch, his father’s teacher, and was named after him. 
He is known for the length and depth of his chassidic essays—so much so 
that his son-in-law, the third Rebbe, the Tzemach Tzedek said that, “If 
they my father-in-law’s finger was cut, blood would not spurt out, but 
rather, chassidic teachings.” Like his father, the Mittler Rebbe was also 
imprisoned because of the accusations of those opposed to Chassidut. His 
day of redemption from prison is the tenth of Kislev. The day before that, the 
ninth of Kislev, is his birthday and day of passing. Being born and passing 
away on the same date is an expression of the verse, “I shall fill the number 
of your days.” The Mittler Rebbe lead Chabad for 15 years. He died while 
writing a chassidic discourse and is buried in Nizhyn, Ukraine.

Once the Alter Rebbe sent his son, the Mittler Rebbe on a mission for the 
good of the Jewish nation. (Since the time of the Alter Rebbe, the custom 
in Chabad is that the Rebbe sends his heir on missions for the good of the 
public). While the Mittler Rebbe was still on the road, Purim came. On 
Purim, of course, we read the Scroll of Esther (Megillat Esther) and the 
Mittler Rebbe entered the local synagogue to hear the Megillah reading. 

In those days, it was customary that after the reading of the Megillah, the 
congregants would give megillah gelt, a tip for the person who read the scroll. 
After the megillah reading, each congregant would approach the reader 
and give him his tip. The Mittler Rebbe, who was a young man at the time, 
put five silver rubles in the reader’s hat. All the coins given by all the other 
congregants combined did not even reach the sum of one ruble. The reader, 
who was a modest man, said to the Mittler Rebbe: “Rebbe, this is too much 
money. Nobody gives me this sum.” “No, no,” the Mittler Rebbe insisted. “I 
have never heard such a wondrous and beautiful story in my life.” 
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T his story does not tell us how old the 
Mittler Rebbe was at the time, but we can 

assume that he had already heard the megillah 
at least twenty or thirty times in his lifetime. 
Why did he say that he had never heard the 
story?

The chassidim who heard this story 
explained that the Mittler Rebbe had never 
really heard the story of the megillah. He had 

been with his holy father on all the previous 
Purims. When a tzaddik like the Alter Rebbe 
reads the megillah and a tzaddik like his son, 
the Mittler Rebbe, listens, the entire megillah 
is filled with secrets of the Torah. The simple, 
dramatic story was lost among all the secrets. 

A similar story that took place a number of 
years prior to our first story strengthens this 
explanation: 

When the Mittler Rebbe was about twelve years old, he heard the rebuke and 
curses in the Torah reading of Ki Tavo and fainted from sorrow. When asked 
why he fainted he answered that these were terrible curses that were read. 
When asked, But every year we read these curses? He answered, that every 
year he hears the reading from his father, the Alter Rebbe, and, “When my 
father reads this Torah portion, all that can be heard are blessings…”

T hese two stories outline a central 
characteristic in the Mittler Rebbe’s 

personality: In the merit of his father, the 
Mittler Rebbe spent 
his formative years in 
a heavenly, concealed 
world.  Curses  are 
blessings, stories are 
Torah secrets, and the 
depths of the Torah 
seem like the simplest 
of meanings. When 
for the first time, he 
encounters what we 
consider  ordinar y 
reality, he is taken by 
surprise. Sometimes, it 
is difficult and painful, 
as in the reading of the 
Torah rebuke, and sometimes surprising and 
refreshing, as in the megillah. 

A similar story is told about one of the 
later rabbis who became a town rabbi and was 
asked to rule whether a particular chicken was 

kosher. Upon seeing an 
real chicken gizzard 
in the flesh, “the holy 
pupik (gizzard),” he 
exclaimed, “just like 
those described in the 
holy books.”

Pa re nt h e t i c a l l y, 
we will add that there 
are tzaddikim who are 
completely different 
from the Mittler Rebbe. 
The Mittler Rebbe’s 
successor and son-
in-law, the Tzemach 
Tzedek, was one such 

tzaddik, as exemplified by the following  
story:

The first time that the Tzemach Tzedek rode with the wagon driver who had 

In the merit of his father, 
the Mittler Rebbe spent 
his formative years in a 
heavenly, concealed world. 
Curses are blessings, 
stories are Torah secrets, 
and the depths of the 
Torah seem like the 
simplest of meanings.
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previously served his father-in-law, he stopped at an inn for some rest. As 
was customary, he gave a coin to the wagon driver so that he could buy 
himself a cup of ale. The wagon driver returned to the wagon after his drink 
but did not return the change to the Tzemach Tzedek. “Where is the change?” 
asked the Tzemach Tzedek.

“Are you a rebbe?” asked the non-Jewish driver. “The rebbe who I served all 
these years never asked for change!”

A s opposed to his father-in-law, the 
Tzemach Tzedek was entrenched in this 

world. Ever aware of worldly matters, he used 
his knowledge to determine the Torah ruling in 
complex cases. The Mittler Rebbe, on the other 
hand, transcended worldly matters. When he 
did encounter them, he was surprised. 

We can learn much about educating 
children from the first two stories, which 
happened at different times in the Mittler 
Rebbe’s life. As much as possible, a small child 
should grow up in a protected environment, 

without encountering actual evil. The time 
comes, however, approximately around ages 
12-13, when a Jewish female or male accepts 
the yoke of mitzvot upon her/himself, when a 
child must mature and understand that evil 
does exist in the world. Suffering and sorrow, 
sin and punishment all exist, and so it will be 
until Mashiach comes. This is particularly 
relevant to a child who is going to become a 
Rebbe and leader. Interestingly, the Mittler 
Rebbe’s passing is also connected to a similar 
story:

While traveling, the Mittler Rebbe had stopped in the town of Nizhyn, 
Ukraine. A woman came to the room where he was staying and cried, 
“Rebbe! Save me! They took my only son to the army!” The Mittler Rebbe 
felt such deep sorrow that he became ill and passed away a few days later.  

A child should be exposed to the 
existence of evil as an adolescent, who 

is preparing himself for life. But after the 
rebuke (in parashat Ki Tavo) comes the time 
for reading the megillah and learning from it 
too. As the Mittler Rebbe realized, an adult 
that embarks on a mission, needs to learn how 
to step into reality with all its twists and turns 
and navigate it successfully. In the megillah, 
he must primarily sense the self-sacrifice of 

Esther and Mordechai. It is at this point in his 
life that he needs to hear and integrate their 
story and the wondrous Divine Providence 
that accompanied them throughout. The 
Mittler Rebbe, who was occupied at that time 
with nullifying evil decrees, was surprised to 
suddenly discover that the Scroll of Esther was 
also about the reality that he was facing. 

A good story like that, at exactly the right 
time, was certainly worth five silver rubles…
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lighT UnTo The naTions

The Ascent of 
Man

From Sons of Adam to Sons of Noah

T he topic of the Fourth Revolution—
the study of Torah for non-Jews—has 

aroused much interest. We can see that this 
concept is taking root. True, it has not yet 
reached a critical mass and has not reached 
everyone in the world, but we hope that soon, 
it will. The destiny of the Jewish people is to be 
“a light unto the nations”1 bringing the world 
to the fulfillment of the goal of “serving Him 
[God] with one shoulder.”2 

We usually call those non-Jews who keep 
the seven commandments given to Noah 
“Sons of Noah,” or “Noahides.” Adam was 
commanded to keep six commandments, while 
Noah received an additional commandment, 
the prohibition against eating a part of a living 
animal.3 Actually, we would have expected that 
a non-Jew who is influenced by the spirit of 
Judaism would be called a Son of Abraham. 
Abraham, who was blessed to be, “the father 
of a multitude of nations,”4 is the true spiritual 
father of all non-Jews. Thus, a non-Jew who is 
inspired by Abraham to recognize and believe 
that God is one, can be identified as a “son 

of Abraham.” However, it is customary today 
that only when a non-Jew actually converts to 
Judaism, he is called a Son of Abraham.5

Still, the fact that the Torah refers to 
Abraham as “a father of a multitude of nations” 
designates Abraham as the father of non-Jews 
before they convert. The multitude of nations 
will belong to the House of Abraham and he 
will teach them in the spirit of the people of his 
household, as the Torah writes, “For I [God] 
know him…to safeguard the path of God…
to do righteousness and justice.”6 The path 
of Abraham is already higher than the path 
followed by Noah.7 When a non-Jew identifies 
with Abraham, he has already ascended to 
a level above keeping the seven Noahide 
Commandments.

Why isn’t a righteous non-Jew called a Son 
of Abraham? After all, this is how the Torah 
defines the relationship between the first Jew 
(Abraham) and the nations of the world. We 
need to better define the status of a non-Jew 
who is above being a Noahide but is not yet a 
convert to Judaism. 

First, a Son of Adam

W e can fine-tune this question even 
more and suggest that on the surface, it 

would have been enough to call righteous non-

Jews the Sons of Adam. Adam was commanded 
to keep six commandments, and only one 
more commandment was added for Noah. The 
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six commandments of Adam include all the 
principles of human morality: Not to worship 
idols, Not to curse the Creator, Not to murder, 
Not to steal, Not to act promiscuously, and To 
institute a justice system. Adam received all the 
principles of a rectified society. If the non-Jews 
of the world would safeguard these six laws, 
even without the addition of the prohibition 
against eating a limb from a live animal (which 
is the non-Jewish version of the dietary laws of 
keeping kosher) they would apparently be very 
righteous. Perhaps it is enough for a non-Jew 
to simply be a good person, a Son of Adam?

A Jew also has to be a Son of Adam, a good 
person, often called “a mentsch.” Our sages 
teach that “Proper moral conduct precedes 

the Torah.”8 A good person, a Son of Adam, 
conducts himself morally. Everyone in the 
world first has to be a Son of Adam. He can 
then ascend to the level of being a Son of 
Noah and then to the level of being a Son of 
Abraham. He can then continue his ascent. 
But to where does one continue one’s journey 
after the level of being a Son of Abraham? This 
question will also help us clarify what stage 
of the Fourth Revolution we are currently in.

When God created the world, its inhabitants 
were initially non-Jews. This includes 
Abraham, who, before he became the patriarch 
of the Jewish people by means of the ten trials 
that he overcame, was not Jewish. God wants 
us all to be in a state of constant ascent.

The Ladder of Human Ascent

T he Fourth Revolution requires a graded 
ladder upon which all of humanity can 

ascend. Actually, the 
ladder already exists. 
The Jewish people 
were selected to grow 
out  of  the  ent ire 
family of nations. This 
didn’t happen all at 
once. It took several 
generations. The path 
that the Jewish people 
followed is the ladder 
that we can offer every 
individual  and to 
humanity as a whole. 

The first and second 
rungs of the ladder 
represent the fact that 
we are all sons of Adam 
and sons of Noah and 
we are all obligated 
by the seven Noahide 
commandments. This 

is the background upon which Abraham, the 
first Jew, appeared. Abraham publicized the 

belief in the One God 
and introduced the 
concept of altruistic 
giving to the world. 
Abraham, the first 
Jewish patriarch, was 
called “the father of a 
multitude of nations.” 
Sons of Noah are also 
welcome to progress 
to the level of Sons of 
Abraham. And just 
as the first Jewish 
patriarch is relevant to 
the entire world, so are 
the next two patriarchs. 

The three patriarchs 
parallel the three pillars 
upon which the world – 
in its entirety – stands: 
Torah, Divine service 
and acts of kindness:

these are the five levels 
that we must present to 
humanity, welcoming each 
person to ascend the ladder, 
level by level: To become 
a Son of Adam, and then 
a Son of Noah and then a 
Son of Abraham, a Son of 
Isaac and finally, a Son of 
Jacob. And for those who 
wish to ascend an additional 
level and truly join the 
Nation of Israel, the door 
to conversion according to 
Jewish law is wide open.

Wonders 9



Abraham teaches the world to act with 
charity and justice. He is the pillar of loving 
kindness. Isaac adds the concept of inner Divine 
service and prayer, represented by the wells he 
dug deep into the earth, with contemplation 
and emotional devotion. Beyond the good 
nature of the Sons of Abraham, Sons of Isaac 
from throughout the world are welcome to 
serve God with fear and joy. 

The Sons of Jacob belong to the Fourth 
Revolution. They sit and study Torah, just as 
Jacob sat and studied Torah in the tent of Shem 

and Ever, who were not Jews.
These f ive levels  preceded Jewish 

nationhood. Thus, these are the five levels 
that we must present to humanity, welcoming 
each person to ascend the ladder, level by level: 
To become a Son of Adam, and then a Son 
of Noah and then a Son of Abraham, a Son 
of Isaac and finally, a Son of Jacob. And for 
those who wish to ascend an additional level 
and truly join the Nation of Israel, the door 
to conversion according to Jewish law is wide 
open.

* Based on a class given by Harav Ginsburgh on the 7th of Shevat 5782 (Jan. 9, 2022) in memory of his 
mother, Braina Malkah Ginsburgh o.b.m.
1. Abarbanel to Isaiah 49.
2. Zephania 3:9.
3. Maimonides, Laws of Kings 9:1.
4. Genesis 17:5.
5. Maimonides, Laws of First Fruits 4:3.000
6. Genesis 18:19.
7. Explained in length in our series of classes on Faith and Confidence. In short, Noah’s path is to walk 
with God (Genesis 6:9), while God commanded Abraham to walk before Him (Ibid. 17:1).
8. Vayikra Rabbah 9:3. Tana Debei Eliyahu Rabbah, ch. 1.
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The outer altar symbolizes 
the rectification of the 
external dimension of an 
individual’s character

paRashah

Trumah: The 
Rectification of 
the Snake

“A nd you shall make the altar of acacia 
wood…and you shall overlay it 

with copper.”1 This altar, which stood in the 
courtyard of the Tabernacle, has a number of 
different names: the copper altar, the altar of 
ascent offering, and the outer altar. Though 
the laver and its pedestal were also made of 
copper, only the outer altar was named for its 
copper. It is the main vessel in the Tabernacle 
that was made of copper. Rashi notes that 
because of this, the 
sages learned that the 
copper altar atones 
for brazenness (which 
is related to brass, an 
alloy made of copper).

The copper altar is 
where the main service 
of the Tabernacle—
the offering of the 
communal and personal sacrifices—took 
place daily. The outer altar symbolizes the 
rectification of the external dimension of 
an individual’s character. It is of his external 
character that an individual is self-conscious 
and which strengthens the ego with all its 
crudeness and brazenness. The outer altar 
thus suggests that we must give this part of 

ourselves up and sacrifice it to God, on a daily 
basis. This is the rectification of brazenness. 

The Hebrew word for copper (or brass) is 
nechoshet, which shares a root with the word 
nachash, snake, which is why the snake that 
Moses made was also made of copper. The 
primordial snake caused Adam to sin and as 
a result, we humans are described as having 
an external snakeskin (mashcha dechivya), 
referring to our coarse and unrefined character 

traits that are driven 
by our overpowering 
sense  of  se l f  and 
selfishness. All of this 
was rectified by the 
copper altar.

T h e  n u m e r i c a l 
value of “copper altar” 
ת) חֹׁשֶ ַהּנְ ח   is the (ִמְזּבַ
same as, ”Love your 

neighbor as yourself מֹוָך) ”  Love“ .(ְוָאַהְבּתָ ְלֵרֲעָך ּכָ
your neighbor as yourself ” is a major Torah 
principle and the foundation of the service 
of self-rectification. The numerical value of 
“copper altar” also equals the phrase, “Know 
before whom you stand” (ה עֹוֵמד ע ִלְפֵני ִמי ַאּתָ —(ּדַ
the state of consciousness that accompanies all 
service of God. 

1. Exodus 27:1-2.
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