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Dedicated to

Emmanuel (Mendel)
Karp

1905 - 1989
son of Bernard (Berl) and Rose (Rezele)

=

Manny Karp was the first of his family born in
the United States, in 1905. His first language
was Yiddish. Losing his mother to the Spanish
Flu shaped his resilience and commitment to
helping others, ultimately leading to a career
as a guidance counselor in Philadelphia public
schools. He also served many years as the

director of Camp Akiba in the Poconos.

Karp’s legacy is characterized by his optimism
and unwavering dedication to learning and

mentorship. Emmanuel Karp died in 1989.
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Adapted from a sichah delivered on Shabbos Parshas Shekalim, 5717 (1957)

Introduction

e need to move beyond the Sunday School understanding of the cycle of reward,

punishment, and atonement. It’s not a simple transaction where bad deeds can be

erased by good ones, as if spiritual growth were just a matter of balancing a cosmic
checkbook. Atonement isn’t something you can purchase — not with good deeds, and certainly
not just by giving money.

Sin creates a blemish within the soul, sometimes penetrating to its very depths. True atone-
ment requires washing away that blemish entirely. This cannot be accomplished merely by
writing a check.

In the sichah that follows, the Rebbe rejects the simplistic approach and invites us to take a
deeper look at these concepts. He challenges our existing assumptions by examining a puzzling
midrash that describes how the half-shekel donation was meant to bring atonement for the sin of
the Golden Calf. By exploring the precise wording of this teaching, he explains that atonement
comes from the core of our being, the essential G-dly potential within us that transcends the
physical and the spiritual and can fuse the two.

This is the mystical meaning of giving charity (tzedakah) and why it can bring about atone-
ment. When a person gives charity with the proper intent, he activates a spiritual dynamic that
taps the inner potential within our souls. Then, the money we give is not a mere physical coin,
it’s a coin of fire.
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A Coin of Fire

When Moshe Was Baffled

A COIN OF FIRE

1. Commenting on the verse,' “This is what they
shall give... half a shekel,” the Talmud Yerushalmi*
quotes Rabbi Meir:

The Holy One, blessed be He, took out some-
thing similar to a coin of fire from beneath the
Throne of Glory and showed it to Moshe, telling
him, Zeh yitnu, “This is what they shall give”;
[i.e.,] they should give [a coin] similar to this.

Our Sages explain that Moshe was given this vi-
sion because he found the commandment to give a
half-shekel perplexing.

In Tractate Chulin, Tosafos® explains that Moshe
was not baffled about what constituted a half-shekel.
After all, that was a known fact. Instead, he won-
dered about G-d’s promise that giving the half-shekel
would bring about atonement for the Jews’ souls. He
did not understand: How can one attain atonement
for his soul? After all, it is written,* “Skin for skin; all
that a man has he will give for his soul” No matter
how much he gives, it could never be enough.®

Based on this explanation, we need to under-
stand G-d’s response to Moshe. How did showing
him a coin of fire from beneath the Throne of Glory
explain that merely giving money could bring about
atonement for the soul?

Defining Terminology

2. To resolve this question, it is first necessary to

1. Shmos 30:13. 4. Iyov 2:4.

2. Talmud Yerushalmi, Shekalim 1:4. 5. Bamidbar Rabbah 12:3.

3. Chulin 42a, s.v. zos hachayah.
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explain the meaning of “a coin of fire from beneath
the Throne of Glory” That expression men-
tions three elements: a) a coin, b) fire, and ¢) the
Throne of Glory. To focus on each of these elements
individually:

a) A coin - The Gemara® states that a coin is
charif latzeis (readily acceptable for business
transactions). This is the distinction between
a transaction carried out with a coin and one in-
volving barter, providing the seller with an item
of equivalent monetary value (shaveh kesef). Not
everyone will value the bartered item the same.
One person may need the object more; hence, it
has greater value for him. Another may need the
object less, so for him, it has less value; and a third
may not need it at all. However, a coin is readily
acceptable for any business transaction. In other
words, a coin has a fixed, standard value that is the
same for everyone.

b) Fire - As is well known, there is a distinction
between fire and the other elements. Earth and
water descend lower. Even air (ruach), which does
not descend lower, nevertheless, does not rise, but
remains in the place where it is found. And that
place is on this lowly material plane, as it is written,’
“The spirit (ruach) of G-d hovered over the surface
of the waters,” remaining in its place. However, the
nature of fire is to rise upward, to the extent that
one must seek various methods to bring fire down
and keep it below so that it provides warmth and
illumination.®

¢) The Throne of Glory - This term itself involves
two elements: i) a throne, and ii) glory. The word
“throne” (kisei, o) isrelated to theword “covering”
(kisui, »10%3), as explained in sacred texts.” “Throne
of Glory” implies that the throne adds glory.

6. Bava Metzia 44a.

7. Bereishis 1:2. See the commentary
of Rabbeinu Bachya on that verse,
which explains that the spirit of G-d

8. See Tanya, ch. 19; Bamidbar
Rabbah 14:12.

is the source for the element of air.
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9. See Or Torah by the Maggid of
Mezritch, Kehos ed., p. 45d (p. 182
in the new edition).
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By way of analogy, when a mortal king sits on his
throne of glory, his honor is enhanced.

Now, at first glance, these two concepts appear
to be inherently opposite; glory comes about spe-
cifically through revelation. When the king reveals
his greatness, he instills awe in all his subjects and
everyone honors him. By contrast, remaining cov-
ered, hidden, and concealed does not generate
honor. Indeed, the opposite is true. How then can
we understand the connection between G-d’s con-
cealment inherent in kisei, “throne” and the concept
of glory, since they are fundamentally opposite?

The explanation is found in the words of the
Maggid of Mezritch,'® who states that if G-d’s great
and abundant supernal light were to shine openly,
it would be so overwhelming that the created be-
ings would be unable to receive their vitality from
it, for an finite entity cannot contain an infinite
light. Therefore, there must be a covering that con-
ceals and veils this light. Yet the concealment is
not total. Instead, only the light that is beyond the
capacity of created beings to receive is concealed
and veiled. Moreover, the concealment is for the
sake of revelation."! The concealment of the loftier
light makes possible the revelation of light that is
on a level proportionate to the created beings. This
revelation affects them, inspiring them to glorify
G-d.

This concept is also reflected in the function of
a throne in its literal sense. A king sits on a throne
and lowers himself when doing so, for when a per-
son stands, he is higher than when he sits down. In
the spiritual counterpart, G-d sitting on the Throne
of Glory reflects His self-contraction and the way
He lowers Himself to the level of the created beings.

This concept is also alluded to by the Hebrew

10. The beginning of Or Torah by
the Maggid of Mezritch. See also
the beginning of the Alter Rebbe’s
Torah Or.

pp. 641-642, et al.

A COIN OF FIRE

X 0T W2 7703 YW 17 o)
Py P PR Y OXN OV T
P’X .7122 7O OXT 1°X 17120 KO3
0707 D33V IRT 1 I 0D
mY3ana JNT LYY TID DI
URY?BLIN 7o T NYWI .Xp1T
TIR Y VDN VRO P
DX T2°3 Y9N TIX TR X [YRYPN
PX 1Y NYW2 W3R UIYTIR 7132
Oy 0'HYIB 2°17IRD PN JUPRIND
»7 71327 RDD D M7 WT PR

207007 1Y ART W

TR P2 PR TIY YT N
219 777 °RD U'?mj oy IR TN
TUPRN PYRPY MIAn PTiN
JDWT 1RV WIVR L3 OK1
PR OXN,”19°2 X 177 111 IXDIYT
12 W7 IR P Rom 0vhYn
N0 0PV R 11 TN X OY
DY ORI 1’3 R PX OY 71037
W7 PR TRom DbYn PN
TN WY PR OXN UMY
TIT PR 22D WIVR ORI
ORN TR YT 7Pa01 v OvT
NP3 YT PR DRI TV PR
7122 1203 TPRT 1,1 N 07PyiD
JOUIYRIR D18

PO PIV IWT PIX PR OXT 7N

LY’T XDI X "X — VDI XD
TPDWATIY RITNPLT TN, I
WOV IV PR UIUY IV DY
TIY I .TPDYA X PR A1 X
IWUTIYIR YT ORI, 79227 XD
[DPK721 73 DU DI TN

TR PIR WP OYT PN

11. The series of maamarim entitled
BeShaah Shehikdimu, 5672, Vol. 2,
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word for throne, kisei. The letters of that word, xo3,
can be divided as X ©3, to read kes alef, meaning “a cov-
ering (kes) of the alef”'> The alef represents the Or Ein
Sof, mo PR MK (“G-d’s Infinite Light”), Alufo shel Olam,
o9 Sw X, “the Master of the World” That alef is
concealed within the kes, “a covering,” and through
this concealment, He is revealed to created beings.

This, then, is the concept of the Throne of Glory -
the connection between G-d and created beings, the
beginning of the revelation of the Infinite Light to
creation. (As is well-known, " in the hierarchy of spir-
itual realms, the place of the Throne of Glory is in the
World of Beriah, the World of Creation, also known
as the Realm of the Throne).
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Two Complementary Motifs

3. The revelation of the Throne of Glory evokes two
opposing motifs within the created beings: ratzo, a
yearning to transcend, and shov, a tendency to return.

Regarding ratzo: When created beings perceive
G-d’s wondrous transcendence - the richness of
G-dliness, which they cannot grasp within their finite
capacities, neither intellectually nor in their heart’s
emotional experience - this awakens within them a
yearning and a longing. As a result, they inherently
seek to transcend their limitations and boundaries,
desiring to become absorbed within Divinity.

By contrast, the level of G-dliness that transcends
entirely the Throne of Glory is so far removed from
man’s perception that it cannot evoke a yearning with-
in the soul. Since it is utterly beyond comparison to
creation, the created beings cannot even perceive its
transcendence. Conversely, although the Throne of
Glory is entirely above our possibility to perceive, at
least its wondrous transcendence can be comprehend-
ed intellectually and that can inspire our souls to yearn
for G-d.

12. Torah Or, p. 77a; Derech Mitz-
vosecha, p. 128b.

Likkutei Torah, Haazinu, 74:d, et al.

13. See Eitz Chayim, shaar 46:11F;
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Regarding shov, “return”: Chassidus explains that the
motivation for creation was that “the Holy One, bless-
ed be He, desired a dwelling in the lower realms.”**
For this purpose, G-d concealed Himself through the
Throne of Glory, enabling His revelation to descend
to the level of the created beings. The knowledge of
this Divine will and intent evokes a movement of
shov, causing the created beings to appreciate the pur-
pose of living in this lowly realm, accept the yoke of
His sovereignty, and fulfill the Torah and its mitzvos
in this world.

A COIN OF FIRE
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The Individual and the Universal

4. The two motifs of ratzo and shov are also reflect-
ed in the two elements of a coin and fire mentioned
above.

Ratzo is identified with fire, whose nature is to
rise upward - representing the yearning and longing
to ascend higher. Shov corresponds to a coin, which
is “readily acceptable for a business transaction” - it
will be accepted by everyone and has a standard val-
ue, the same for every person.

These two points stem from the fundamental dif-
ference between ratzo and shov:

Ratzo arises as a result of a created being’s feel-
ings. When a person perceives the transcendence of
G-dliness - how it is lofty and wondrous, exceeding
his capacities for comprehension - a yearning to cling
to G-d awakens within his soul.

Since the yearning stems from an individual’s per-
ception, there are varying levels, for the intensity of
each person’s yearning and longing depends on the
extent of his comprehension and emotional sensitivi-
ty to the greatness and transcendence of G-dliness in
relation to his will, intellect, and emotions.

By contrast, there are no individual differences

14. Tanya, ch. 36, based on Midrash
Tanchuma, Parshas Naso, sec. 16.

PR XIZT Diyun oMy 07 .7
D3Iy CNZ T PN I W
WX TR Y2UR 11D

R PO IV WT PR KIXT
NixY - A%ynY nivy? iyauw
PR 2 .a%yne nivy? 11
TIW VAR PO Y WT
TIX DY 073 YRR 2 - NIXY?
723 OXT PR IUBYPX 2

Ni¥7 P P12°m Y7 O1IRN
TR 23 0D

UINm Oy T8 PR NS
XD T W3R PX 1Y K127
IV PR ORT N MPYX 1D
VDI, NIMD Y17 1D KPDIM PR
ni?> X X ™2 01K ONT
PR IXIND UPT XD .WI
OIRND NI R oy
D7 oD PR PP ¥ T
YT UM A1 0T
P 337 MPPRT AX79IM
Bk tackei /20 1 3|

PD ATIAY T 2 PRY 0



R NN DO DD |

within the Divine service of shov. This motif does
not stem from recognizing the distance and tran-
scendence of G-dliness relative to one’s limitations,
but from accepting the yoke of G-d’s sovereignty
- each person desiring simply to fulfill G-d’s will.
Therefore, this approach is fundamentally the same
for everyone.

There is another reason why a matbeia, “coin,”
corresponds to shov: The word matbeia (vavn,
“coin”) shares its root letters with the word teva
(vaw, nature).

These two interpretations of the word matbeia
are connected. The fact that a coin is “readily ac-
ceptable for business transactions” and possesses a
standard, fixed value means that it does not depend
on the feelings of each person who uses it. Rather,
this is a “natural” result of the coin’s physical prop-
erties and the like. Therefore, it has equal value for
many different people despite the variance in their
other characteristics.

This parallels the motif of shov and the accep-
tance of G-d’s yoke. This motif is fundamentally the
same for everyone because it stems from the rec-
ognition that G-d desires a dwelling in the lower
realms - within this world - one that encompasses
its physical matter and the garments of nature. This
Divine desire defines our reality and exists entirely
independent of man’s subjective feelings.

Fusing Two Opposites

5. The ultimate goal is for there to be “a coin of
fire” - fusing a coin and fire together.

It is human nature that when a person per-
forms an act motivated by his feelings, his actions
are charged with energy and enthusiasm. (This is
another reason why ratzo is identified with “fire”;
fire is often associated with energy and passion.) By
contrast, when one performs an act based solely on

M ups
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the acceptance of G-d’s yoke, it lacks passion and
vitality.'®

However, the ideal is to achieve a “coin of fire” -
combining both qualities. Our Divine service must
be characterized by the “coin” aspect, the accep-
tance of G-d’s yoke. Nevertheless, it must also be
charged with enthusiasm and passion. This passion
should be directed not toward matters of personal
desire, but toward carrying out actions that reflect
the acceptance of G-d’s sovereignty.

A COIN OF FIRE
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A Potential that Transcends Our Own

6. How can these two opposites be combined?
In truth, doing so is beyond the capacity of a cre-
ated being. Rather, the potential stems from the
revelation of G-dliness invested within the created
beings, for only G-d can unite opposites.

This is the inner meaning behind “a coin of fire
from beneath the Throne of Glory”: From where
does the potential for a “coin of fire” originate?
From beneath the Throne of Glory - the beginning
of G-dly revelation within created beings, as ex-
plained above.

More specifically, in relation to the souls of the
Jewish people, the “Throne of Glory” is identified
with the essence of the soul which is “hewn from
beneath the Throne of Glory,”° containing within
it “the tiny spark of the Creator.”’” The G-dly po-
tential invested within this spark enables the Divine
service of a “coin of fire”
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Where Sin Has No Sway

7. Based on this, we can now understand how

15. See also Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 2,

p. 426fF.

16. See Zohar, Vol. 111, p. 29b. .
Torah, Devarim, p. 27a, sec. 2

17. Eitz Chayim, Shaar Derushei

Atzilus, Beriah, Yetzirah VeAsiyah,
ch. 1, cited in the second maamar
entitled VeSamti Kadkod, Likkutei
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G-d showing Moshe a “coin of fire from beneath
the Throne of Glory” answered his question
about how gaining atonement for one’s soul is
possible.

Sins - even the sin of the Golden Calf - and
the spiritual blemishes they cause impact only the
soul’s revealed dimensions. However, the essence
of the soul always remains intact. Even at the time
of sin, it remains faithful to Him, blessed be He.'®
The Divine service of a “coin of fire” - the fusion
of ratzo and shov which originates from beneath
the Throne of Glory, i.e., from the source of the
essence of the soul - affects even the revealed
aspects of the soul that can be tainted by sin. It
brings about atonement for the soul, cleansing'® it
entirely. This Divine service removes all blemish-
es. Moreover, the person becomes cherished by
G-d as before the sin.”
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Spiritual Truths Mirrored in Halachic Principles

8. The above explanation regarding the Divine
service associated with the half-shekel enables
us to understand various details concerning the
laws that applied to its annual donation:

a) Regarding the half-shekel, the law is that
“the wealthy shall not give more and the poor
shall not give less.”*' At first glance, since the per-
son is wealthy, why should he not give more? This
question is even more puzzling when we consider
that the half-shekel was used to purchase commu-
nal offerings. Now, regarding offerings, the law is
that “a wealthy person who brings an offering fit
for a poor man does not fulfill his obligation.”*
Why then in this case does the Torah state that
“the wealthy shall not give more”?

18. Tanya, ch. 24. Iggeres HaTeshuvah, ch. 1).

19. The Hebrew word for “atone- 20. Ibid., ch. 2.
ment,” kaparah, also has the con-

21. Sh 30:15.
notation of “washing clean” (Ibid., mos
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However, based on the above explanation, this
is understood: The difference between the wealthy
and the poor exists only vis-a-vis their revealed
capacities. However, on the levels of the soul that
transcends revealed capacities, and certainly regard-
ing the soul’s essence, “they are all identical and have
a single Father...”” When Divine service that stems
from the essence of the soul is called for, all are the

same, without any distinction whatsoever.

b) The half-shekel had to be given specifically in
silver currency and not in items of equivalent val-
ue.” Since there are no distinctions among the Jewish
people regarding Divine service that stems from the
essence of the soul, the donation that gives expression
to this level of the soul must also be one in which there
are no differences. Therefore, it must come specifical-
ly from silver coinage, which is “readily acceptable
for business transactions,” equal for everyone.

¢) The half-shekel was used to purchase commu-
nal offerings and not individual offerings.”® There
are distinctions between different individual offer-
ings, as reflected in the law that a wealthy person who
brings a poor man’s offering has not fulfilled his ob-
ligation.”* By contrast, communal offerings express
the unity and collective nature of the Jewish people,
for all Jews together constitute a complete structure.

d) The second half-shekel donation was used spe-
cifically for the sockets of the Sanctuary and not for
its curtains and beams. The curtains and beams were
donated by “each person according to his heart’s
generosity, ?® because the curtains and beams relate
to the soul’s revealed capacities; on that level, there
are distinctions between one Jew and another. By
contrast, in our Divine service, the sockets of the
Sanctuary - the foundation of the Sanctuary - cor-
respond to the acceptance of G-d’s yoke,”” a mode of
Divine service that is the same for all Jews.

23. Tanya, ch. 32. 26. Shmos 25:2.

24. Bechoros 49b.

25. See also Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 1, p- 165-166.

p. 164.

27. See also Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 1,
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Giving a Half-Shekel Today

9. After the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash,
the obligation to give a half-shekel was transferred to
the mitzvah of tzedakah (“charity”).”® Herein lies the
connection to the half-shekalim.

We find that tzedakah is given in the morning
before prayer, as our Sages state,”” “[Rabbi Eliezer]
would give a coin to a poor person and then pray.”

The connection between prayer and giving tzeda-
kah can be understood as follows:

a) “The prayers were instituted in correspondence
to the daily offerings,”’
communal offerings, purchased with the half-sheka-

lim, whose contemporary equivalent is tzedakah.

and the daily offerings were

b) Like the sockets of the Sanctuary, prayer serves
as a foundation; on it is based the entire day’s Divine
service (for it is the beginning of the Divine service
of the entire day). It encompasses the entire person
“to the last ounce of the soul,” as the Sifri*' states.
Consequently, we can understand the connection
of prayer to tzedakah, which similarly encompasses
“one’s entire life-force... the life of one’s soul.”*
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T IXT PR OORT O1INY)
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121 PR XD 1007 119D
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»1 13 NPIPna WDl Y2 uny)
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Drawing Down G-d's Presence

10. As mentioned above, the half-shekel represents
the fusion of a “coin” and “fire.” A similar fusion ap-
plies regarding tzedakah.

Tzedakah involves giving one’s money to a poor
person. Earning this money can be compared to fire,
because, a person must invest labor and effort — the
fire of his soul - to earn his money. At the very least,
the money would have enabled him to purchase his

28. See Shaarei Teshuvah, Orach
Chayim, sec. 694.

31. Sifri on Devarim 6:5.

32. See Tanya, ch. 37, which ex-
plains that earning the money given
to tzedakah requires the person to

29. Bava Basra 10a.
30. Berachos 26b.

expend all his energies; alternatively,

PRWI 1IN PR M IR L
SR IR Y20 11D 21 T PR
JTRTE PR IR PR IR

PYNIR 123 Y IR LI 373

ORT INRYIN D% 0oyl 77
110V PR PV 0T R
LRI V9Y3 0T PIX DIIRD WX
PY IR UINYINRIVE RT Y
VY3 7 IND LN Y ,0°1D 7D

he could purchase things he desires
with the money he possesses. Hence,
by giving this money to tzedakah,

he is giving his energy and/or the
pleasure he might have otherwise
derived.
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life’s necessities. Consequently, he is intensely in-
volved with it; it ignites his enthusiasm and energy.*

And yet what does he do with this money? He
gives it away to a poor person “who has nothing of
his own.”** The intent is that the poor person lacks not
only material resources but spiritual ones. He does not
possess any redeeming qualities that would otherwise
serve as a reason or rationale for the donor to give
him.* Were there to be a reason for the donor to give,
this would not be pure charity to the poor, nor would
it be appropriate to term the recipient a poor person
“who has nothing of his own.” On the contrary, such a
person possesses a quality that makes him deserving
to be given a gift. Instead, pure tzedakah is when the
gift is motivated solely by the acceptance of G-d’s yoke.

This makes the donor’s tzedakah a “coin of fire” He
takes his “fire” - his energy and vitality - and trans-
forms it into a “coin,” representing his acceptance of
G-d’s yoke.

Moreover, his acceptance of G-d’s yoke itself is in-
fused with energy and feeling, because when he gives
to a poor person, he must “appease him”* - in other
words, speak to him with sensitivity and empathy so
that the poor person feels comfortable accepting the
gift. However, his desire to give to the other person
should not be evoked by his natural feelings, his sense
of what the other deserves, but should be motivated
by his commitment to carry out G-d’s will and accept
His yoke.”

Thus, there are two reasons why money given to tze-
dakah is called a “coin of fire”: a) one gives away the
fruits of his energy in acceptance of G-d’s yoke; and
b) his acceptance of G-d’s yoke itself is infused with
vitality and inner feeling.

33. Moreover, as stated in Yoma 85b, 36. See Bava Basra 9b.
a person will risk his very life to save

his money. 37. When a person’s gifts to charity

are motivated by his personal feel-
ings that the recipient deserves the
gift, there will always be some people
that he considers undeserving.

34. Cf. Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 168b.

35. See Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 2, p.
396ft.
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When his motivation is to carry out
G-d’s will, he will give to everyone
and - since we are commanded to
give with sensitivity and empathy -
do so with warmth and love.
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Since, as explained above, the potential to fuse these
two opposites stems from the acceptance of G-d’s yoke
and accessing the power of the essence of the soul, his
gift becomes an atonement for his soul, enabling him
to “redeem [his] sins with charity”*® It atones for all
sins, even the sin of the Golden Calf, which parallels
the sin of the Tree of Knowledge®” and caused the
withdrawal of the Divine Presence from the world.*

Through tzedakah, one atones for all sins until he
becomes worthy to behold the King’s countenance,*!
recalling the verse,* “I will behold Your countenance.”
In other words, the Divine Presence will be internal-
ized within the person, as it is written,* “They shall
make Me a Sanctuary and I will dwell among them,”
interpreted by our Sages* to mean “within each and
every Jew.”

38. Daniel 4:24. See Tanya, Iggeres
HaTeshuvah, ch. 3, et al. Note
Mechilta, Shmos 21:30.

stood that the same applies regard-
ing the sin of the Golden Calf.

39. Zohar, Vol. I, p. 52b. 41. See Bava Basra 10a.

40. Bereishis Rabbah 19:7 makes
this statement regarding the sin of
the Tree of Knowledge. Due to the

42. Tehillim 17:15.
43. Shmos 25:8.

parallel between the two, it is under-
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44, See Reishis Chochmah, Shaar
HaAhavah, ch. 6 (close to the be-
ginning); Shalah, Shaar HaOsios, os
lamed; Maseches Taanis, s.v. mei’in-
yan haavodah at the beginning;
Parshas Terumabh, chelek Torah Or,
pp. 325b, 326b.
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KI SISSA 1T | 2 NN °D

Adapted from a sichah delivered on Shabbos Parshas Ki Sissa, 5717 [1957]

Introduction

he sichah to follow was delivered in 1957 and its words will resonate with anyone familiar
with the state of American Jewry at that time. Then, Orthodoxy was on the defensive.
Rabbis who were observant in their own personal lives were taking up positions in
non-observant congregations. There was widespread talk about the need for compromising re-
ligious principles and practice. Despite their strong attachment to their Jewish heritage, many
felt they needed to sacrifice certain elements to fit in with American life to earn their livelihood.

In response, the Rebbe took an activist position, explaining that Torah Judaism should look
confidently to the future. A Jew should realize that his heritage has the depth, relevance, and joy
necessary not only to establish itself successfully in Western Society, but to attract not-yet obser-
vant American Jewish youth searching for purpose and meaning. In this sichah, the Rebbe lays
down a challenge - that those willing to compromise confront themselves and take an honest
look at their inner motivation.

However, its relevance is far more than historical, as illustrated by this well-known Lubavitch
story:!

When the Alter Rebbe was being questioned by czarist authorities during his imprisonment
that led to the redemption of Yud-Tes Kislev, the interrogator was a deputy minister who knew
the Tanach by heart. He asked the Rebbe: “How can it be understood that after the Sin of the
Tree of Knowledge, G-d asked Adam,” ‘Where are you?” After all, He knew where Adam was!”

The Alter Rebbe answered by quoting Rashi’s explanation, but the interrogator was not sat-
isfied. He replied that he already knew Rashi’s explanation and was hoping to hear something
original from the Rebbe. The Alter Rebbe answered him: ““Where are you?, G-d’s question to
Adam, is addressed to every individual, as if to say: Ayeka? Where are you?” What ought you
have accomplished in this world, and what in fact have you accomplished?”

By repeating this story, the Alter Rebbe and the succeeding Rebbeim challenged their listen-
ers to an ongoing process of self-introspection. In this sichah, the Rebbe maintains this tradition,
compelling his readers to candidly look themselves in the mirror and continually ask whether
they are being genuinely truthful and consistent in their Jewish observance.

1. Sichas Yud Tes Kislev, 5698, cited
in Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 1, p. 73.

2. Bereishis 3:9.
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When a Prophet Confronts a People

A Perplexing Challenge

1. The Haftarah of this weeks parshah, Ki Sissa,
describes the action that the Prophet Eliyahu took in
a period of distress for the Jewish people. Like every
period of distress, this one came about because of the
people’s blurred thoughts and confused understand-
ing. As they tried to navigate the cultural changes
taking place around them, they lost focus. To restore
clarity, Eliyahu gathered all the prophets of Baal'
and the entire Jewish people for a confrontation. He
challenged the Jews,? “Until when will you continue
vacillating from one side to the other? If G-d is the
L-rd, follow Him; and if Baal is, follow Baal.”

The question arises: Why did Eliyahu challenge
them, “Until when will you continue vacillating
from one side to the other?” Seemingly, his ques-
tion should have been, “Until when will you serve
Baal? It’s time for you to stop worshiping this false
deity and start proclaiming, ‘G-d is the L-rd.”

This question can be resolved by clarifying the
difference between serving false deities and vacil-
lating between sides.

A Genuine Question

2. In truth, it is difficult to understand: How
can a Jew possibly serve a false deity? The Jews
are “believers, the descendants of believers”® De-
nying G-d’s existence, (Heaven forbid,) is entirely
unnatural for them.

The possibility for such an error can be understood
according to Rambam’s explanation® that, initially,

1. A false deity worshipped by the 3. Shabbos 97a.

pagans of that era.

2. I Melachim 18:21.

4. Hilchos Avodas Kochavim 1:1.
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people began to worship false deities because they
understood that G-d’s beneficence flows to this world
through intermediaries: the stars and the constellations.
For this reason, they bowed down to and honored the
stars and the constellations so that these intermediaries
would facilitate the flow of Divine beneficence to them.

In truth, however, although Divine beneficence flows
through such channels, one should not bestow honor upon
the intermediaries, for they are nothing more than an ax
in the hands of a chopper.’ To clarify this point, Chassidus®
explains that there is a difference between one’s parents -
whom one is commanded to honor - and intermediaries
like the stars and the constellations - whom not only is one
not commanded to honor, but is prohibited to worship.

When parents conceive a child, their actions are
performed in partnership with G-d, as our Sages state,”
“There are three partners in [the conception of] a child:
the Holy One, blessed be He, his father, and his moth-
er” Although G-d is the primary partner — as our Sages
continue, “the Holy One, blessed be He, implants in him
the soul...” — a child is obligated to honor his parents
because they had the choice whether to conceive him or
not. This is also the point of a saying of our Sages,® “The
wine belongs to the owner, but the waiter deserves favor,”
i.e., although the wine does not belong to the waiter, he
deserves recognition for his willingness to serve it. Sim-
ilarly, even though G-d is the source of a child’s life, his
parents deserve honor for choosing to conceive him. By
contrast, intermediaries like the stars and the constella-
tions have no choice but to convey Divine beneficence.
They are no more than an ax in the hands of a chopper.

Thus, for a Jew to honor and bow down to them con-
stitutes the worship of a false deity,” one of the most
severe transgressions, as our Sages state,'® “[See] how
severe [a prohibition] the worship of false deities is!

5. Cf. Yeshayahu 10:15. cha, p. 6aff., and Toras Menachem,
Sefer HaMaamarim Melukat, Vol. 3,
p. 127, translated in Lessons in Sefer

HaMaamarim, p. 175ff.

6. See the maamar entitled Mayim
Rabbim, 5717 (Toras Menachem,
Sefer HaMaamarim Melukat, Vol. 1,

p- 323fL.). See also Derech Mitzvose- 7. Nidah 31a.
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8. Bava Kama 92b.

9. See the discussion of the prohibi-
tion of shituf in footnote 13 below.

10. Nedarim 25a.
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Anyone who denies them is considered as if he
acknowledges the entire Torah.”

Accordingly, the original reasoning behind
the pagans’ worship of false deities was based
on their misconception that they would receive
material beneficence from this worship.!" Their
worship was based on their self-interest.

This is also the reason why a Jew, even though
he is a “believer who descends from believers,” can
stumble and sin by worshiping false deities, (Heav-
en forbid). He is not serving the false deity out of
an inner, essential connection, (Heaven forbid); he
serves it solely because of perceived self-interest.

(When a Jew serves G-d, even when he has his
self-interest in mind, his intent is not only so that
G-d will provide him with his needs. Instead, the
inner core of a Jew is deeply and wholeheartedly
devoted to G-d, without the thought of receiving
a reward. By contrast, one who serves a false de-
ity does so only because of the benefits he thinks
it will bring him.)

To refer back to the narrative with Eliyahu,
this is the reason the Jews served Baal, as im-
plied by the verse,'> “Ever since we stopped
burning incense..., we have lacked everything.”

Erring Honestly

3. Although a person generally serves false
deities for the sake of the benefits he thinks
he will receive because of it, there are two ap-
proaches to such service: worshiping false
deities in earnest and vacillating between the
sides.

When a person earnestly serves false deities,
he genuinely believes that they grant him benefi-
cence. Thus, although he acts out of self-interest,

11. Le., the pagans believed that
since G-d’s beneficence flows
through different channels and

intermediaries, these channels and
intermediaries should be worshiped.
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12. Yirmeyahu 44:18.
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he is honest and truthful, genuinely believing that
serving the false deities will cause them to grant him
a flow of blessing.

By contrast, a person who vacillates from side to
side lives in a state of doubt. There are some people
who have no certainty whatsoever; they are always in a
state of doubt. From time to time, they realize that the
worship of false deities is insubstantial. Nevertheless,
they continue to vacillate from one side to the other.

Another manner of shifting sides is what the
Sages referred to as shituf,’® a belief that there is a
“partnership” between these deities and G-d. One
who has adopted this way of thinking believes in G-d
but also, (7*7127%), in a false deity.

In truth, when one serves a false deity either with
shituf or out of doubt - even when he does so mere-
ly in speech or performs an act of worship without
believing in the false deity at all - he is committing a
very serious transgression, one which a Jew will in-
nately avoid, even if doing so requires him to sacrifice
his life, as stated in Tanya.'* However, when a person
becomes used to vacillating from side to side, he does
not take such transgressions so seriously because he
also serves G-d from time to time.
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Y DRN IR U DK P2 179 0T
ORI OV JNT X YPRD VPN3
nivIm 0°229 7 YT LYN Y

YD 12V3 0K 1 oYM

nw Py nois PRy
OY 11X ,PD032 X7 'K ,0°D°Y0]]
TIT T ORN YIPYIX KT VP
LOXD 77 TN ,PDOR TR
PR PR 377 A7y 07X T Y
- I0IB 11D TDIN X N1 . WM 72
Oy7 PR 02123 Y PPYT Y
W PR PR PR JUWIVRIR
207309 1 ATy

X INT PR DX WT OXN

AW 777 ATIY 1YPT 120K
IR 19°DX - PDO DWW VIR
PR AT M v WD
DR DWW 7R X 72K Ayna
ATV R TIX PR 99D 273
PIR PIX TR 2,092 19973
D QI TR X PT PR OYT

JRUNI RIPRTD

Is the Spiritual Really Important?

4. On this basis, it can be understood why

13. There are three of the 613
mitzvos that concern the belief and
knowledge of G-d:

understand G-d’s unity (Ram-
bam, Sefer HaMitzvos, positive

a) the mitzvah to know G-d and HaTorah 1.7).

believe in His existence (Ram-
bam, Sefer HaMitzvos, positive
commandment 1: Hilchos Yesodei
HaTorah 1:1-6);

Menachem, Sefer HaMaamarim
Melukat, Vol. 1, p. 323fF.) that the

commandment 2: Hilchos Yesodei

The Tzemach Tzedek explains (Derech
Mitzvosecha, p. 59b fF; see also Toras

b) the prohibition against believ-
ing in and serving other gods
(Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvos, neg-
ative commandment 1: Hilchos
Yesodei HaTorah 1:6);

c) the mitzvah to believe in and

latter mitzvah includes the awareness
that no entity other than G-d has the
power to choose to change the fate of
an entity in this world. Accordingly,
it is forbidden to serve any of the
intermediaries through which G-d
conveys beneficence to this world.

wn o owyn oyl i T

Serving them is referred to as shituf,
“partnership,” i.e., G-d controls the
world in partnership with these
intermediaries, delegating a certain
amount of authority to them.

Rama (Orach Chayim 156:1; see also
Ramaz, Parshas Haazinu) states that
non-Jews are not prohibited against
believing that G-d controls the world
in such a manner. All authorities
agree that a Jew, by contrast, is forbid-
den to do so. That prohibition stems
from the mitzvah to believe in and
understand G-d’s unity cited above.

14. Tanya, ch. 19.
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vacillating from one side to the other is in many
ways worse than serving false deities. True, on
the whole, serving false deities is worse. An
idol-worshipper is in a debased state at all times;
he is living in denial of G-d.

Nevertheless, when it comes to teshuvah,
one who shifts from one side to the other is at a
greater disadvantage, because it is much harder
for a person who continually vacillates to return
to G-d in complete and genuine teshuvah. There
are two aspects to this point:

a) When a person who genuinely believed in
a false deity realizes that “G-d is the L-rd” and
until that point he had made a bitter mistake, he
fully recognizes the gravity of the sin he commit-
ted. As a result, he will turn to G-d in teshuvah
as he should, sincerely regretting his past conduct
and resolving to change his ways. Then, his fe-
shuvah will be accepted; to borrow the Prophet’s
wording," “he will repent and be healed.”

By contrast, since a person who constantly
shifts from one side to the other also believes in
G-d, when later he realizes that he erred, he doesn’t
feel the full gravity of his sin. He thinks, “Have I
committed such a serious sin? Initially, I was act-
ing out of uncertainty and my actions were merely
superficial. In truth, I, like all Jews, have always
been ‘a believer, the descendant of believers.”
Consequently, such a person will never feel genu-

ine regret and his teshuvah will not be complete.'s

b) A person who [genuinely] believes in a false
deity - without believing in shituf - is utterly spir-
itually defiled, (Heaven forbid). He mistakenly
believes that Baal is G-d. Nevertheless, it is pos-
sible that even though he is cut off from the true
G-d, spirituality as a whole means something to
him. He just misinterprets it due to ignorance.

15. Cf. Yeshayahu 6:10.

16. See also Rabbeinu Yonah on the

Halachos of Rabbeinu Yitzchak Alfa- 14, ch. 2.
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si, Berachos 1b; Orach Chayim, sec.
603; Kuntreis UMaayon, maamar
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By contrast, vacillating back and forth, follow-
ing the approach of shituf reflects a drastic level of
debasement. Not only does the person not seek
a genuine connection to the true G-d, he has no
connection with the concept of spirituality as a
whole. It doesn’t mean enough to him. The proof
of this is the inner contradictions he faces. Even
though he knows the truth, that G-d is the L-rd,
he is perfectly happy, to temporarily trade G-d
for material benefits, (Heaven forbid,) to borrow
Scriptural terminology,” exchanging “the source
of living water to hew out... broken cisterns.”

A person who serves false deities, if spiri-
tuality is important to him, will turn to G-d in
teshuvah wholeheartedly when he realizes his
mistake. However, spirituality does not mean
anything to a person who vacillates from one
side to the other - the only thing that is really im-
portant to him is getting by in the material world.
Accordingly, even when he realizes that, in truth,
material benefits are solely dependent on G-d, he
will not turn to G-d in true teshuvah. He will re-
pent only for the sake of material benefits.

WHEN A PROPHET CONFRONTS A PEOPLE
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What Others Will See

5. The above applies with regard to a person’s
own self. There is, however, another perspective
from which one who shifts from one side to the
other is worse than one who earnestly serves false
deities - the effect his conduct will have on others.

When a person serves a false deity, (Heaven
forbid,) no believing Jew will learn from him.
Knowing that he denies G-d, no one will share
serious contact with him. When, by contrast, a
person shifts from one side to the other, since he
is also a believer, others may be influenced by him
and emulate his example. In this way, he becomes

17. Yirmeyahu 2:13, 2:3, i.e., ex-

changing the vitalizing faithin G-d ~ deities.

for the pointless worship of false
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one who causes others to sin, and causing others
to sin is more severe than other transgressions.'®

YR D' DY NPT 00277 DX
Ralehla

Camouflaging Spiritual Lapses

6. The Talmud" relates that the Sages nulli-
fied the power of the evil inclination to serve
false deities. However, today the tendency to
shift from side to side is stronger than the evil
inclination to serve false deities, whether that
tendency is expressed in a subtle manner or in a
manner that is not so subtle.”

There are people who, due to materially ori-
ented motivations - their livelihood, illusory
honor, or fear of what others might say - tem-
porarily forego the observance of certain aspects
of the Torah and its mitzvos. For a few days - or
a few weeks - they place the Shulchan Aruch, to-
gether with G-d, as it were, somewhere on the
shelf so that people will not say that they are
old-fashioned, or that they don’t understand
what’s going on today. This is particularly true in
America where the current mode is to abandon
the old norms and go along with the spirit of the
times.

Such a person is temporarily willing to sell
G-d, as it were, and his own soul so that people
won't say that he is old-fashioned or to receive
illusory honor or money. (In truth, that money
will go to doctors or the like, because money
that originates from something against G-d’s
desires will inevitably be spent on undesirable
matters. Our Sages® interpret the verse,”> “May
G-d bless you and protect you,” as “‘bless’ your
possessions, and ‘protect you’ from harmful fac-
tors.” But a person who violates G-d’s will lacks
this Divine blessing and protection.)

18. Regarding the severity of causing
others to sin, see Avos 5:18; Rashi’s
commentary to Devarim 23:9.

19. Yoma 69b. See Maharsha’s Chid- ~ outright pejorative terms.

dushei Aggados on that passage.

20. The Rebbe would frequently
use such wording rather than use
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21. Sifri, Bamidbar 6:24.
22. Bamidbar, op. cit.
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A person must realize that vacillating from
side to side is in many ways worse than serving
false deities. To sum up the reasons mentioned
above:

a) It is harder for such a person to genuinely
turn to G-d in teshuvah because he does not
feel the severity of his sin. He will rationalize
that his sin is not so severe because, overall,
he is an observant Jew. What is so terrible
if, for a short time, he makes small sacrifices
for the sake of his livelihood or the like?

b) He is spiritually debased. He is willing to
sacrifice timeless, spiritual matters for ma-
terial things of a temporary nature. He sells
his eternal share in the World to Come for
money and illusory honor.

c) He causes others to sin. If a person would
go out and openly deny G-d, he would be
shunned entirely. When, however, he dis-
guises those things that run contrary to the
Torah and says that, for a brief time, they are
not important - and, moreover, supports his
approach with a quote from Scripture or a
saying of our Sages — he makes his position
attractive and causes people at large to sin.

WHEN A PROPHET CONFRONTS A PEOPLE
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Not Mere History

7. This is the lesson from this Haftarah. By
challenging the people, “Until when will you
continue to vacillate from side to side?” Eliya-
hu was emphasizing that such conduct is worse
than the worship of false deities.

At that time, Eliyahu’s words aroused all the
Jews to genuine teshuvah. They proclaimed,”
“G-d is the L-rd; G-d is the L-rd,” making that
statement twice. At the Giving of the Torah,
G-d declared only once,** “I am G-d your L-rd.”

23. I Melachim 18:39.
24. Shmos 20:2; Devarim 5:6.
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As explained in many sources,” this indicates that,
through teshuvah, one reaches a higher level than
before the sin, to borrow a Scriptural term,* he re-
ceives “a double portion of wisdom.”

The intent is not merely a double portion in a
quantitative sense, but qualitatively so. The dou-
ble portion represents a level that is incomparably
higher than the first.

The above is relevant at present as well. All those
who vacillate from side to side must turn to G-d
in teshuvah, thereby attaining “a double portion of
wisdom.”

Our Sages” teach that the Jewish people are
“areivim one with another” The meaning of the term
areivim in the context of the Talmudic passage is that
they are mutually responsible. However, the literal
meaning of the term areivim is that they are “mixed
together”; one persons conduct affects another’s. To
apply that understanding to the context of the pres-
ent discussion, the light generated by the teshuvah
of those who have vacillated will be drawn down to
those Jews whom they, (Heaven forbid,) caused to
sin and motivate them to turn to G-d as well.

May G-d bring this about with kindness and
mercy and may those who caused others to sin - as
well as those whom they motivated to follow them
- turn to G-d in teshuvah, achieving “a double por-
tion of wisdom,” and may all proclaim together
“G-d is the L-rd; G-d is the L-rd!”

25. See Likkutei Torah, Devarim, p.
65c¢; Derech Mitzvosecha, mitzvas
vidui u’teshuvah, sec. 2, et al.

26. Iyov 11:6.

27. Sanhedrin 27b; Shavuos 39a.
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