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Adapted from sichos delivered on Shavuos and Shabbos Parshas Naso, 5726 [1966]

Introduction

he Giving of the Torah on Mt. Sinai is not only a historical event. Every day, we relive that

experience. This is reflected in our praise of G-d as “the Giver of the Torah,” using the

present tense,' and highlighted by the mandate of our Sages® to always view the Torah as
“something new which we received today.”

In that context, the differences of opinion between Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Yishmael men-
tioned in the sichah that follows take on a different light. When discussing the Jews’ experience
at the Giving of the Torah or the way they responded to G-d’s commandments, the Sages were
not merely speaking about what happened at Mount Sinai; priarily, they were describing what
the Giving of the Torah meant to them — how they approached the Torah on an ongoing basis.

The Rebbe shows the interrelation between the two differences of opinion mentioned and il-
lustrates how they relate to the general themes in these Sages’ patterns of thinking and approach
to Divine service. In doing so, he provides us with lessons to apply in our own approach to Torah
study and practice.

1. The text of the third of the bless- the blessings recited before and after 2. Sifri; Rashi on Devarim 11:13.
ings recited before Torah study and the communal Torah reading.
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WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI

What Happened at Sinai

Two Different Responses to G-d's Words

1. The Torah introduces the Ten Com-
mandments by stating,’ “G-d spoke all these
words, laimor...” Generally, the word laimor
is interpreted” to mean “to tell someone else;”
as in the many verses that state, “G-d spoke
to Moshe laimor,” i.e.,> G-d spoke to Moshe
with the intent that Moshe relate His words
to the Jewish people. In this instance, how-
ever, laimor must be interpreted differently
because G-d spoke to the entire Jewish peo-
ple at the Giving of the Torah. (Indeed, here,
“the entire Jewish people,” refers to all the
Jewish souls, including those yet to be born
in all future generations. All were present to
receive the Torah and all heard the Ten Com-
mandments from G-d Himself.* To whom,
then, were the Jews — or Moshe - intended to
convey the Ten Commandments?*

For this reason, the Mechilta® explains
that here the word laimor means “to reply”
In response to every commandment, the Jews
replied that they would carry out what it re-
quired of them.

The Mechilta relates a difference of opin-
ion regarding the way the Jews expressed their
acceptance of the commandments. Rabbi
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1. Shmos 20:1.
2. See Rashi, Shmos 19:12; Vayikra

1:1, Bamidbar 12:13, et al.; Malbim,

Vayikra 1:1, 6; Erchei HaKinnuyim
by R. Yechiel Halperin, maareches
Amirah.

3. Sotah 5:4, and Rashi, Sotah 27b.
4. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer, ch. 41;

Shmos Rabbah 28:6, Midrash
Tanchuma, Parshas Yisro, sec. 11;
Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 91a.

5. A similar question is raised in
Torah Or, p. 67b. Likkutei Torah, Shir
HaShirim, p. 40b, clarifies that the
question is being raised regarding the
use of the word laimor in relation to
“the other mitzvos of the Torah.” In

those instances, the mitzvos were con-
veyed to Moshe laimor, i.e., to com-
municate them to the Jewish people.
By contrast, in other instances where
the word laimor is used, e.g., Bereishis
5:29, 15:1, et al., that word does not
necessarily imply that the intent is to
convey a message to others.

6. Mechilta on this verse.
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Yishmael states that they answered “yes” to the
positive commandments and “no” to the nega-
tive ones. By saying “yes” to the commandments
that involved their taking action, they implied
that they would do what was asked of them. And
by responding “no” to the commandments that
involved their refraining from action, they prom-
ised they would not do what G-d prohibited.

Rabbi Akiva, by contrast, maintains that they
answered “yes” to all the commandments, say-
ing “‘yes; to the positive commandments and
‘yes’ to the negative commandments.” This reply
signified their willingness to fulfill each of G-d’s
commands as required, doing that which was
mandated, and refraining from that which was
forbidden.

The reason for the difference of opinion
between the Sages calls for explanation: What dif-
ference does it make whether the Jews answered
in the negative - that they would not violate the
prohibition - or in the positive - affirming that
they would carry out G-d’s command and not do
what is prohibited? Seemingly, the intent of both
answers is the same; they expressed their readi-
ness to obey all of G-d's commandments, both
positive and negative.
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When Reality Changed

2. There is another difference of opinion be-
tween these two Sages — Rabbi Yishmael and
Rabbi Akiva - regarding the Giving of the Torah.
On the verse,” “All the people saw the sounds and
the flames,” Rabbi Yishmael® states that the peo-
ple “saw what is [usually] seen and heard what
is [usually] heard” In his reading, the verb “saw”
does not apply to the object, “sounds,” which im-
mediately follows it, but only to “the flames,” the
second object of the verb in the verse. He maintains

7. Shmos 20:15.

8. Mechilta on the above verse.
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that the sounds - something that is usually heard -
were heard and not seen.

Rabbi Akiva, however, maintains that the verbs
direct object is also its semantic object. According to
his understanding, the Giving of the Torah brought
about an upheaval within the natural order. The peo-
ple “saw what is [usually] heard’ and heard what
is [usually] seen.” Sounds that are by nature heard
were seen, and the flames, which are seen, were
heard."

There is a well-known general principle," “The
Holy One, blessed be He, does not work miracles
without a purpose.” Accordingly, it is necessary to say
that the miracle of “see[ing] what is [usually] heard
and hear[ing] what is [usually] seen” (as described
by Rabbi Akiva) was not a superfluous happening
that accompanied the Giving of the Torah; were that
to be true, it would have been a purposeless miracle.
Instead, it was an integral part of that revelation. The
Giving of the Torah elevated the Jews to the loftiest
spiritual levels. According to Rabbi Akiva, as a result
of this sublime ascent, they “saw what is [usually]
heard and heard what is [usually] seen.”"?

WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI
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the maamar entitled Shelach, 5672,

9. The exact wording in the Mechilta
is “seeing and hearing what is [usu-
ally] seen” However, it is clear that
the object of “seeing” is not “what
is [usually] seen,” because the quote
from the Mechilta cites the phrase,
“saw the sounds,” and does not cite
the words, “the flames.” Instead, the
object of “seeing” is “what is [usual-
ly] heard” See Rashi’s commentary
on this verse.

The Mechilta does not cite the words
“what is usually heard,” because they
are implied. Rabbi Akiva’s view is
mentioned, following and in continu-
ation of Rabbi Yishmael’s conclud-
ing words that the Jews “heard what
is [usually] heard” Rabbi Akiva
differs concerning these words, stat-
ing that “they saw what is [usually]
heard?” See also the sources cited

in the following footnote that state,

“They saw what is [usually] heard
and heard what is [usually] seen””

Mei’ir Ayin LeMechilta cites a
revised text of the Mechilta that
reads, “They saw and heard what is
[usually] seen and heard” However,
all the printed and manuscript
copies follow the wording cited at
the beginning of this footnote.

10. According to the revised text
mentioned in the previous foot-
note, the Jews saw and heard both
what is usually seen and what is
usually heard. However, the extant
version, “seeing and hearing what
is [usually] seen,” implies that they
saw only “what is [usually] heard”
and heard only “what is [usually]
seen.” This conception is also evi-
dent from Likkutei Torah, Bamid-
bar, p. 10¢; Siddur im Dach, p. 308d;

et al. However, the maamar entitled
VeChol HaAm, 5704, sec. 3, specif-
ically states that the Jews saw and
heard both what is usually seen and
what is usually heard. This under-
standing is also implied by Likkutei
Torah, Devarim, p. 77¢, and Sefer
HaMaamarim 5629, p. 198.

11. Derashos HaRan, derush 8,
introduction 1, cited in Likkutei
Sichos, Vol. 3, p. 966; consult that
source. See also Likkutei Sichos, Vol.
5, pp. 124-125.

12. On this basis, it is also possible to
understand the conclusion of Rabbi
Akiva’s words, “They heard what

is [usually] seen” On the surface,

the wording of the verse “saw the
sounds” indicates only that “They
saw what is [usually] heard” What



nwawn an

A similar statement must be made according to
Rabbi Yishmael’s approach. Since the verse is de-
scribing the backdrop to the Giving of the Torah, it
points out that one of the results of the extremely lofty
state brought about by the Giving of the Torah was
that the Jews “saw what is [usually] seen and heard
what is [usually] heard” The implication is that this
means of perception was granted to the Jews as part
of the revelation at Mount Sinai. This is problematic
because, seemingly, that is nothing extraordinary. On
the contrary, this is the natural pattern.

Seeing a Pattern

3. Since these two differences of opinion feature
the same Sages and concern the same subject, the
Giving of the Torah, it is logical to assume that they
are interdependent and the Sages each follow a dis-
tinct pattern of thought. The approach that the Jews
“saw what is [usually] seen and heard what is [usu-
ally] heard” leads to the understanding that the Jews
answered “yes” to the positive commandments and
“no” to the negative ones. Conversely, the approach
that the Jews “saw what is [usually] heard and heard
what is [usually] seen” leads to the understanding
that they answered “yes” to both the positive and
negative commandments.

Rashi’s approach in his commentary on the To-
rah does not contradict the premise that the two
differences of opinion are interrelated. True, Rashi
interprets the word laimor as Rabbi Yishmael does,
stating that the Jews answered “yes” to the positive

then compels one to say as well, * The text Zeh Yechnachmeinu
“They heard what is [usually] seen”?*
conclusion is the description

of the Giving of the Torah in
Parshas VeEschanan, where a
greater emphasis is placed on
hearing G-d’s voice. However, a
simple reading of the Mechilta

The miracle - “They saw what is
[usually] heard” - demonstrates
that, at the time of the Giving of the
Torah, the Jews reached a quintes-
sential state of loftiness. According
to Rabbi Akiva,** reaching that state
also necessitated that “they hear
what is [usually] seen.”

derived from the phrase, “saw
the sounds” in Parshas Yisro.

| nimw b
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** Rashi’s commentary on the
Torah states that the Jews only
“saw what is [usually] heard,” but
did not “hear what is [usual-

ly] seen” (see sec. 11, below).
However, the thrust of teshuvah
(which is reflected in Rabbi Aki-
va’s understanding) necessitates
that a distinction not be made
between the two states. (see
sections 8ff. below)
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commandments and “no” to the negative ones. And
yet he interprets the phrase, “saw the sounds,” as Rab-
bi Akiva does, stating that they “saw what is [usually]
heard” However, according to aa straightforward un-
derstanding of Scripture, the following interpretation
can be given:” Rabbi Akiva was compelled to say that
the Jews answered “yes” to both the positive and nega-
tive commandments not because of his understanding
of the first point regarding the Jews “see[ing] what is
[usually] heard,” but because of the second point, that
they “heard what is [usually] seen.” Since, in his com-
mentary on the Torah, Rashi cites only that the Jews
“saw what is [usually] heard,”** and does not mention
the second half of Rabbi Akiva’s statement, that they
“heard what is [usually] seen,” it is possible for him
to interpret the word laimor as Rabbi Yishmael does,
that they answered “yes” to the positive command-
ments and “no” to the negative ones. He chooses this
interpretation of laimor because it is closer to the
straightforward understanding of the verse.

WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI
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What Distinguishes Seeing from Hearing

4. It is possible to further clarify the above by ex-
plaining two fundamental differences between the

13. It could be said that the inter-
relation between the two teach-

in which instances, it is obvious
that Moshe told the Jewish people

ings is only from an inner, mystic
perspective (explaining the nature
of the revelation at the Giving of
the Torah), but not according to
the straightforward understanding
of the text. Since Rashi focuses on
the straightforward understanding
of the text, accepting one inter-
pretation does not compel him to
accept the other. Therefore, in both
instances, his commentary focuses

on the simple meaning of the verse.

Accordingly, he understands that,
laimor implies they responded to
G-d using the same words they
heard from Him. (This interpre-
tation resembles the meaning of
the term laimor in the verses that
state, “G-d spoke to Moshe laimor,”

the same words G-d told him.)
Therefore, Rashi explains that the
Jews answered “yes” to the positive
commandments and “no” to the
negative ones.

However, regarding the phrase, “saw
the sounds...,” the straightforward
interpretation is that the object of
“saw” is “sounds,’ the noun closest
to it, and not “the flames.” Hence,
Rashi states that the people “saw
what is [usually] heard.”

Nevertheless, since Rashi’s com-
mentary also contains “the wine of
the Torah (Hayom Yom, p. 24, entry
29 Shvat),” it is logical to assume
that the two interpretations Rashi
cites are also complementary from
the standpoint of the Torah’s inner

TPUYIND OY JVn LIN I
RIP°1 >T 11D 17207 W PO

dimension.*

* See Imrei Binah, Shaar HaKerias
Shema, sec. 53ff., et al., where the
term “the wine of the Torah” is
identified with “the secrets of the
Torah,” i.e., the mystic truths of
pnimiyus haTorah.

14. The reason Rashi omits
“hear[ing] what is [usually] seen”
is not only because - according to
a straightforward interpretation -
the words, “saw the sounds,” only
compels one to say that the people
“saw what is [usually] heard” and
not that they “heard what is [usual-
ly] seen,” but also because it reflects
a correlation with the Torah’s inner,
mystic meaning. This is reflected in
the interpretation stemming from
“the wine of the Torah” as explained
below, sec. 111f.
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senses of sight and hearing:

a) The first difference relates to the person
seeing or hearing. Sight makes a deeper im-
pression on the soul of the one who sees and,
as a result, inspires greater certainty than
hearing. No intellectual argument can ever
convince a person who has seen something
else with his eyes. Sight clarifies a matter and
causes it to be imprinted on the soul with
greater depth and certainty than one could
do with his mind. This concept is reflected in
the halachic ruling that is applied in day-to-
day legal practice, “A witness may not serve
as a judge”®

Hearing does not leave that deep an im-
print on the soul. Certainly, intellectual
understanding - also referred to with the
analogy of “hearing,” as in the Yiddish term
derherren, does not have the same power to
bring about the same certainty as sight.'¢

b) The second difference relates to the ob-
ject seen or heard. Sight focuses on a material
entity; one sees its physical substance. By con-
trast, it is impossible to hear a physical entity.
Hearing responds to sound waves that are
“spiritual,” i.e., not tangible when compared
to something that is seen. How much more so
does this apply regarding understanding, the
ability to grasp abstract concepts!

These two differences between sight and
hearing are interdependent.'” Since a hu-
man being is a physical entity, it is natural
for him, through sight, to absorb and grasp
another material entity in a closer and deep-
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the maamar entitled Padeh BeSha-

15. Rosh HaShanah 26a explains the
reason for that ruling, “Since they
saw... they will not find [a reason
for exoneration]” By contrast, when
judges hear testimony from witness-
es, even when they are certain that
the witnesses are telling the truth,

they will be able to find a reason for
exoneration. Thus, it is evident that
the certainty and effect sight engen-
ders is greater than that engendered
by hearing. See also the sources
cited in the following footnote.

16. See the lengthy explanations in

lom, 5713. See also the maamarim
entitled Vechol Maaminim, 5663,
Ki Cheilek, 5709. Note also Tanya,
Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 19.

17. See a similar explanation in Or
HaTorah, Devarim, Vol. 1, p. 63.
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er way than a spiritual entity, for human beings
are not capable of absorbing something spiritual
thoroughly. Therefore, it is through hearing - and
through his mind - that he absorbs the spiritual,
which is further removed from his being.

WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI
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When Ordinary Reality Gave Way

5. This represents one of the innovations that
the Giving of the Torah brought about. It gener-
ated the potential to “see what is [usually] heard
and hear what is [usually] seen.”’®* What is usually
heard - the spiritual and the G-dly, intangibles that
can’t be seen and can be appreciated only through
hearing - was able to be “seen,” accepted by the
Jewish people with the certainty and concrete per-
ception engendered by sight. They saw G-dliness!

What was usually seen - physical entities, our
material world - was then only heard; it was an
entity that is distant, as it were, and could be con-
ceived of only abstractly.”

On this basis, it can also be understood that the
miracle of “seeing what is [usually] heard,” was not
an external matter, intrinsically unrelated to the
revelation of the Giving of the Torah, but was an
integral element of that revelation. At the Giving of
the Torah, the Jews experienced the revelation of
G-d’s very Essence. G-d began the Ten Command-
ments by stating,” Anochi Havayah Elokecha, “I am
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18. This statement is sourced in the
maamar entitled Shelach Lecha,
5672. See a similar statement in
Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar, p. 10c. In
that source, the Alter Rebbe identi-
fies this state with the approach of a
baal teshuvah. See sec. 8 below.

19. Or HaTorah, Devarim, loc. cit.,
states that generally yichuda tataa,
the lower dimension of G-d’s unity
- i.e,, the perception of our world as
an entity that exists, but is subservi-
ent to G-d - can be “seen,” that is: a)
actually perceived by looking at the

systematic function of the natural
order, b) and comprehended so
concretely that the analogy of sight
is appropriate.

By contrast, yichuda ilaa, the loftier
dimension of G-d’s unity - i.e., the
perception of our world as being sub-
sumed within G-dliness to the extent
that it has no independent existence
- is generally merely heard, i.e., com-
prehended in an abstract manner.

On this basis, it can be explained that
the metamorphosis that took place
at the Giving of the Torah - that the

Jews “saw what is [usually] heard and
heard what is [usually] seen” - also
affected their conception of the bittul
that permeates the worlds. At the
Giving of the Torah, they saw yichuda
ilaa; it was close to them. In those
moments, it was their natural percep-
tion of reality. Yichuda tataa, since

it reflects only bittul hayeish, i.e., the
person feels his own identity but sub-
jugates that identity to G-d, was only
heard; it was an abstract, far-away
reality. See footnote 25 below.

20. Shmos 20:2.
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G-d, your L-rd” Chassidus® interprets that statement to mean:

Anochi - G-d’s Essence that transcends all being, and “which
cannot be alluded to by any letter, or even the point of a let-
ter”? — descends and becomes manifest through

Havayah, the name of G-d so lofty that it was “not made
known to [the Patriarchs,]”* and enclothes itself within ev-
ery member of the Jewish people, becoming,

Elokecha, “your strength and your vitality**

Because of that revelation, the Jews then “saw what was
[usually] heard” They related to G-dliness and spirituality
with sight; it became their visible reality. As a natural conse-
quence, they “heard what was [usually] seen.” The physical
aspects of our world lost their prominence as the perceptible
reality; they were merely heard, abstractly understood, be-
cause then the Jews were focused on the spiritual dimension of
the world’s existence.

In chassidic thought,” there is an explanation that enables
us to understand the status of the world in their eyes at that time:
G-d is singularly one and an absolute unity. Aside from Him,
there is no existence whatsoever. Accordingly, it is possible to
conceive of the entire world as merely an illusion. However,
Chassidic thought explains that this is a misconception. One of
the proofs that the world genuinely exists is that the Torah - the
Torah of truth - states,? “In the beginning G-d created...” The
implication is that the truth of the world’s existence is proved
not by the fact that to us it is a tangible reality, but because the
Torah - the Torah of truth - validates it. Similarly, at the Giving
of the Torah, the Jews did not relate to the world’s physical being;
they saw it in the abstract. But since G-d was commanding them
to perform mitzvos with physical entities, they understood that
there must be validity to the existence of those entities.
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21. Likkutei Torah Bamidbar 16d,
Devarim 18a, et al.

22. Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar, p.
80b; see Zohar, Vol. I11, p. 257b.

23. Shmos 6:3. See our Sages’ com-
ments reflected in Rashi’s commen-

tary to the verse. See the sichah of
Parshas Vaeira in this series, where
this concept is explained.

24. See Tur and Shulchan Aruch,
Orach Chayim, sec. 5.

25. See the maamar entitled Mi
Chamocha, 5629, p. “161ff. in

the present printing: the series of
maamarim entitled Mayim Rabbim,
5636, sec. 158; the maamar entitled
Kol HaShoneh Halachos, 5667; et al.

The maamar entitled Kol HaShoneh
Halachos, loc. cit., states that the

explanation in the main text refers
specifically to the world’s relation

to the ayin Eloki, the transcendent
G-dliness that brings the yesh, our
material reality, into existence. How-
ever, in relation to the Essence of
the Or Ein Sof, G-d’s infinite light,
“there is absolutely no existence
whatsoever” Consult that text.

26. Bereishis 1:1.
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WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI

Three Simultaneous Perspectives

6. To illustrate the above concepts with an analogy:
Let us take an example of two litigants who come to
a court for a Torah ruling; the Talmud® mentions the
case, “two people were holding onto a garment,” each
claiming it belongs entirely to him. A judge examines
the case, analyzes the litigants’ arguments, and delivers
his ruling: Both litigants are required to take an oath
that they own no less than half the garment and then the
garment should be divided between them.” Afterwards,
a marshal ensures that the litigants carry out the judge’s
ruling.

There are three dimensions to this case: the logic
that leads to the decision, the actual halachic decision,
and the execution of that decision, i.e., the litigants tak-
ing the required oath and then dividing the garment.
The litigants, the marshal, and the judge each have a
different perspective concerning which of the dimen-
sions involves “certainty,” what is real for them in this
situation.

For the litigants, the only thing that is of prime im-
portance is the oath they are required to take and the
division of the garment. For them, this constitutes the
dimension that is actually real. True, if they ask and
research the matter, they will discover that the reason
why they must divide the garment is because of the
verdict by the judge given to the marshal for execution.
(If they research further, they may discover the logic of
that ruling, for the decision was rendered on the basis
of logical reasoning). However, all of that is abstract for
them; what really concerns them is the application of the
ruling, what they have to do and which portion of the
garment will be theirs.

The marshal’s responsibility is to see to it that the
judgment is carried out. The decision of the judge con-
stitutes his reality.

However, what concerns the judge who issued the

27. Bava Metzia 1:1.
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ruling are the motivating rationales that led to his verdict;
this is his reality. The actual decision and its implemen-
tation are nothing more than the outcome that results
from weighing and debating those rationales according
to the yardsticks of Torah Law.

To apply these concepts to those previously explained:
both the world’s physical existence and the spiritual vi-
tality that maintains it do exist. The question is which is
perceived and which is “real” to a person. Ordinarily, what
is real is the world’s material reality; its spiritual vitality is
only abstract. At the Giving of the Torah, the Jews’ reality
changed. The spiritual became real and the physical was
merely something that they knew about intellectually.
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The Purpose of the Giving of the Torah

7. On this basis, it is necessary to consider the opin-
ion of Rabbi Yishmael. How does the fact that the Jews
“saw what is [usually] seen and heard what is [usually]
heard” - seemingly the prevailing pattern within the natu-
ral order - represent an elevated state? And how was that
an appropriate backdrop for the Giving of the Torah, the
quintessential state of loftiness?

In resolution, it can be explained that the new develop-
ment brought about by the Giving of the Torah is reflected
by the verse,”® “G-d descended on Mount Sinai.” In the words
of the Midrash,? at that time - and from that time onward -
“the higher realms would descend to the lower realms” and
G-d said, “I will begin,” i.e., G-d Himself initiated the pro-
cess of drawing down G-dliness into the lower realms, into
our material world, and more specifically into our world as it
remains within its natural framework. The ultimate goal is
that, notwithstanding the materiality of the world, through
the Torah, here in this world the Jews will be able to per-
ceive the Giver of the Torah, i.e., to relate to G-dliness.

Accordingly, Rabbi Yishmael maintains that at the
time of the Giving of the Torah, the Jews remained
within the natural framework that governs our world.
Nevertheless, within that framework, they experienced

28. Shmos 19:20. 29. Shmos Rabbah 12:3.
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the ultimate spiritual peaks. Even though they still
“saw what is [usually] seen and heard what is [usual-
ly] heard,” at the Giving of the Torah, their very sight
and hearing was permeated by “the truth of G-d”
[that shone forth] “to the world” so powerfully that
they were brought to a complete state of self-nulli-
fication, bittul - “they trembled and stood from
afar”’ (See the following section.)

Returning to Roots

8. What is the rationale that motivated Rabbi
Yishmael to say that the ultimate spiritual peak was
achieved when the Jews “saw what is [usually] seen
and heard what is [usually] heard”? Conversely,
what motivated Rabbi Akiva to say that the peak
was experienced by “see[ing] what is [usually]
heard and hear[ing] what is [usually] seen”?

Their positions stem from their personal back-
grounds: Rabbi Yishmael was a kohen® (and,
according to some opinions, a Kohen Gadol).’" A ko-
hen is naturally and inherently “sanctified unto his
G-d”** His Divine service is carried out according
to the pattern of the Divine service of tzaddikim.
Accordingly, based on that inherent spiritual dispo-
sition and path of Divine service, he experiences the
ultimate peak of Divine service as “see[ing] what is
[usually] seen and hearing what is [usually] heard,”
thus drawing down G-dliness into our world, which
remains on its lowly, material plane within the
structures of the natural order. This is the structured
path of Divine service carried out by tzaddikim - to
draw G-dliness down to this lowly plane.*

WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI
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30. Chulin 49a. That passage
concerns Rabbi Yishmael who was
Rabbi Akiva’s colleague, but who is
frequently mentioned as differing

with him. See the following footnote.

31. Some manuscripts of Rashi
to Chulin, loc. cit., identify Rabbi

Yishamel as Rabbi Yishmael ben
Elisha, the Kohen Gadol (Seder
HaDoros, maareches Rabbi Yish-
mael, sec. 8). See, however, Seder
HaDoros loc. cit., and also maare-
ches Rabbi Yishmael ben Elisha,
Kohen Gadol, sec.3, where Rabbi
Yishmael’s identity is discussed.

32. Vayikra 21:7.

33. See the maamar entitled Tiku,
5661; Likkutei Dibburim, Vol. 1, p.
147a ff; et al., where it is explained
at length that the Divine service of
tzaddikim follows the pattern of or
yashar, direct light, i.e., light that
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Rabbi Akiva’s Divine service followed the pattern of te-
shuvah (“repentance” or “return”). He was descended from
converts* and began studying the Torah only at the age of
40.% Therefore, his Divine service was characterized by the
mode of teshuvah,* seeking to rise above the world.*

In that vein, we find* that throughout his life, Rabbi Aki-
va had a desire, for mesirus nefesh, to actually sacrifice his
life in the sanctification of G-d’s name, as he explained:*

All my days I have been agitated about the verse,” “[Love
G-d...] with all your soul,” [which I interpret as meaning, ]
“Even if He has your soul taken” I would say to myself,
“When will I have the opportunity to fulfill [this charge]?”
Now, that [the opportunity] is being afforded me, shall I
not fulfill it?

In particular, this aspect of his character receives empha-
sis based on the well-known teaching of the Baal Shem Tov,*
“The place where a person’s will is focused is where he is
found in his entirety” Thus, throughout his life, Rabbi Akiva
was focused on mesirus nefesh.

This character tendency and his understanding of the Jews’
response at Sinai are interdependent. Since Rabbi Akiva un-
derstood that the ultimate peak of human experience was
“seeing what is [usually] heard and hearing what is [usual-
ly] seen,” going entirely beyond the limits of the world, he
viewed the ultimate expression of Divine service as mesirus
nefesh, rising entirely above one’s own identity and making an
unlimited commitment to G-d.
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shines from Above downward, while
the Divine service of baalei teshuvah,
follows the pattern of or chozair,
rebounding light, i.e., light generated
by the transformation of darkness.

34, Seder HaDoros, maareches Rab-
bi Akiva. See Or HaTorah, Bereishis,
Vol. 1, p. 123a; Rashi, Yoma 22b,
s.v. shelo hayah bo. These sources
emphasize that converts and their
descendants have character traits
that need to be refined and thus,

their Divine service must follow the
path of a baal teshuvah, as stated
later in the main text.

35. Avos D’Rabbi Nassan 6:2. See
Pesachim 49b; Kesubos 62b.

36. See Yoma, loc. cit., which em-
phasizes that having a humble past is
an advantage because it can prevent
a person from “becoming haughty.”
See the Mishnah (Bava Metzia

58b) that speaks about avoiding
mistreating someone verbally and

mentions, “If he was a baal teshu-
vah...,” and “If he was a descendant
of converts...”

37. Berachos 61b.
38. Devarim 6:5.

39. The Baal Shem Tov’s teaching is
quoted in the series of maamarim
entitled Mayim Rabbim, 5636, sec.
113, the maamar entitled Refaeini,
5698, sec. 5, et al.
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A Twofold Intent

9. On the basis of the above explanations, we can
also understand these Sages’ different interpretations
of the Jews’ response to the Ten Commandments. In
general, there are two dimensions to the mitzvos:*°

a) the factor shared by all mitzvos, their “com-
mon denominator” - that they are all G-d’s
commandments*!

b) the different categories into which mitzvos are
placed and the particulars that characterize each one
individually, for every mitzvah brings about a unique
aspect of refinement in the person carrying out the
mitzvah and in the physical entities associated with
the performance of every mitzvah individually.*

The two paths of Divine service and, consequently,
the two patterns of interpretation expressed by Rabbi
Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva respectively, are dependent
on which of these two dimensions is emphasized.

According to Rabbi Yishmael, who maintains that
at Sinai the Jews “saw what is [usually] seen and heard
what is [usually] heard,” the zenith of man’s spiritu-
al endeavors involves drawing down G-dliness and
having it perceived in the world as it exists with all
its specific, natural structures. Therefore, the Jews’
fulfillment of mitzvos should emphasize not only the
general commitment of kabalas ol, the acceptance
of the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven, pledging to
tulfill G-d’s will without reservation, but primarily a
commitment to comprehend and dedicate oneself to
accomplishing the particular dimension of refine-
ment associated with each individual mitzvah.

40. For this reason, a person should
have a twofold intent when observ-
ing all the mitzvos: a general intent
to carry out the Creator’s will and

a specific intent that is associated
with the individual aspect of re-
finement uniquely associated with
this given mitzvah. See Tanya, the
beginning of ch. 41, et al.

recited before the observance of

and commanded us...”

41. This dimension is reflected in the
wording common to the blessings

mitzvos, praising G-d, “Who sanc-

tified us with His commandments

42. This dimension of the mitzvos is
also evident from our Sages’ equa-

WHAT HAPPENED AT SINAI

TIPR JUPRILIX Nign .0
TR TR Ty ms
P MET T3 WT PR NOMTNT
Y9X 7 ORI OXT - Nisn Y9N
MOYIWTIX P WE X I
D0 PR T 1770 Nisn N ()
OR11 "07D 73V YT I8 172 1)
IWTIRI MEN W PR KT PR
INUYID*IR VIV O°K J717 ORN
1D NinD T PR VD P9 X
N7 T PR PR YLD
P I yPYn 0nws
0792 MEH WT

AR PN OTOR PROPR

’me) ”11:3 s-; O’iN TT h-pj-[

27 P9 Ny (PR ATy
RPY AT PN '?NI]?;T??

Xynwr 21 v Wit
("ywIa PYniY) IXNI PRI
PX PX YR 179on WX -
VYN LIYN T PR OXN OVT
MPox "OWIWT PR e
07 T YITR INT NP1
IR I 12 PR - 001D P
TIRT IR PO NI OvR PR
P90 w3t W Piva vy P
(W1, Dnw ndon By n2ap 1o
TAVIDR PR TIWIIYT N Y T
TORLYN DY IRVDIN D13 71
IV ORN VI NI P
TTIR UIRTO WINRD T30

tion (Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 170b) of the
248 positive commandments with
the 248 limbs of the body and the
365 negative commandments with
the 365 giddim [an inclusive term
referring to blood vessels, sinews,
and nerves (Rambam’s Commentary
to the Mishnah, Zevachim 3:4)].
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Therefore, Rabbi Yishmael maintains that
the Jews answered “yes” to the positive com-
mandments and “no” to the negative ones.
They focused on the individual dimension of
every mitzvah, with regard to the positive mitz-
vos, the “yes,” the constructive dimension - the
good and the loftiness - that the mitzvos pos-
sess, and with regard to the negative mitzvos,
the “no,” the adverse aspects of the behaviors
repudiated by these prohibitions.

By contrast, Rabbi Akiva maintains that
the zenith of man’s spiritual endeavors involves
rising above the world and its limitations. Ac-
cordingly, when fulfilling mitzvos, the emphasis
is not on the specific aspects of refinement to
which the observance of each particular mitzvah
leads and the effect it brings about within the
world, but on the person’s obedience to the Cre-
ator’s commands, a feeling that transcends all
particular aspects and structures.

For this reason, Rabbi Akiva maintains that
the Jews answered “yes,” to both the positive and
negative commandments.” Their primary focus
was not on the particular aspects of each mitz-
vah, but on the general dimension - that they
are G-d’s commands - which is common to all
the mitzvos. Therefore, they did not differentiate
between the positive and negative mitzvos when
responding. They answered with the same “yes,”
whether the command involved performing an
action or observing a prohibition. They agreed
to carry out whatever G-d commanded.*
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43. On this basis, it can be clarified
why Rabbi Akiva also states that the
Jews answered “yes” to the positive
commandments as well. Seemingly,
the fundamental difference between
his approach and that of Rabbi
Yishmael applies to the response
given to the negative command-
ments - that according to Rabbi
Akiva, the Jews responded even to

the negative commandments in the
affirmative. However, in truth, Rabbi
Akiva’s understanding of the “yes”
they answered to the positive com-
mandments also differs from Rabbi
Yishmael’s understanding. Accord-
ing to Rabbi Akiva, the “yes” does
not relate to the individual aspects
of the given mitzvah, but rather is
an affirmation of one’s desire to carry

out the general dimension common
to all of G-d’s commandments.

44 In his Tzafnas Paneiach al HaTo-
rah (Shmos 20:1), the Rogatchover
Gaon links the difference of opinion
between Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi
Akiva regarding the Jews’ response
to the Ten Commandments to

their difference of opinion (Bava
Kama 33a) whether the worth of a
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To express this concept in different words: The path of
Divine service advocated by Rabbi Yishmael, (the path
of tzaddikim) in the observance of the mitzvos, calls at-
tention to the commandment itself and its effect on the
world at large. Therefore, it recognizes the particular di-
mensions of the mitzvos and divides them into categories
and, in an inclusive way, into two groupings - positive
and negative commands.

By contrast, the path of Divine service advocated by
Rabbi Akiva (teshuvah and mesirus nefesh) accentuates
bonding with He Who commanded the mitzvos and car-
rying out His will, responding with an all-encompassing
affirmation, a single-minded commitment to the one G-d.**

To See the Yes in the No

10. To explain another aspect of Rabbi Akivas ap-
proach of answering “yes” to both the positive and

negative commandments:

By responding “yes” to the negative commandments,
the Jews did more than highlight the common aspect
shared by both the positive and negative commandments -

shor tam — an ox that had not been
categorized previously as a goring ox
- gored another ox should be evalu-
ated (yusham), by the court and, on
that basis, payment for the damages
is given to the owner of the gored
ox, or if half the value of the ox that
gored is automatically given to the
owner of the gored ox (yuchlat).

Rabbi Akiva rules that half the value
of the ox that gored is automatically
given to the owner of the gored ox
(yuchlat). His view is that the Torah’s
law defines the reality, and that ox
automatically becomes the property
of the owner of the gored ox. Con-
sult that source.

This can be connected to the
explanation of Rabbi Akiva’s opinion
mentioned in the main text. Since
the entire existence of the world

is dependent solely on the Torah,
the Torah defines the reality and the
ownership of the ox is determined

accordingly as a matter of course.
The rationale for Rabbi Akiva’s
opinion is that the Torah’s standards
represent the ideal and man must
elevate himself and the world to con-
form to them.

Rabbi Yishmael, by contrast,
maintains that the lofty state to
which the Torah leads involves man
drawing down the spiritual into a
reality which in a revealed state, in
and of itself, does not conform to
the Torah’s ideals and adapting it to
the Torah’s standards. Accordingly,
he maintains that the ox’s value
should be evaluated (yusham) by
the court. In this manner, man must
act to bring about a situation that
conforms to the Torah’s values.

45. Note the difference of opinion
between Rabbi Yishmael and
Rabbi Akiva in Sota 3a, where
regarding several different subjects,
Rabbi Yishmael maintains that a
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command issued by the Torah was
left to man’s volition (reshus), while
Rabbi Akiva maintains that the
observance of these commands is
mandatory (chovah). Indeed, there
is a hypothesis in that Talmudic
source that this difference of opin-
ion applies throughout the entire
Torah.

This difference of opinion can also
be associated with the statements

in the main text. Since the Divine
service of tzaddikim in their obser-
vance of the mitzvos gives primacy
to the lofty state and the particu-
lar quality achieved through the
observance of the mitzvos, a tzaddik
will observe a mitzvah even if he is
not commanded to do so and the
matter is left to his volition (reshus).
A baal teshuvah, by contrast, fulfills
the mitzvos solely because the One
‘Who commanded the mitzvos man-
dated that he do so (chovah).



the fulfillment of the Creator’s will. They also
brought out the positive dimension contained
within the negative commandments.* Even in the
substances and actions that the negative command-
ments forbid, the Jews perceived and felt only the
positive - the good and the holiness brought about
by observing the negative commandments.*

nynawnan | e *mpb

The possibility of such perception fits Rab-

bi Akivas approach of “see[ing] what is
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seen.” When a person’s spiritual state is such that

46. On this basis, it is possible to
appreciate the inner meaning of

the words of the Midrash, “They
answered “yes” to the positive
commandments and “yes” to the
negative commandments,” repeat-
ing the word “yes.” Seemingly, the
Midrash could have used more con-
cise wording simply stating that they
answered “yes” to both the positive
and negative commandments, but
by stating that they answered “yes”
to the negative commandments,

it emphasized that doing so was a
more novel response and a greater
breakthrough (see the following
footnote), reflecting a loftier level
than answering “yes” to the positive
commandments.

47. The explanations in the main
text shed light on a well-known
narrative from Berachos 61b:
“[The Romans] were raking [Rabbi
Akiva’s] flesh with iron combs, and
he was accepting upon himself the
yoke of Heaven [by reciting the
Shema (Rashi)]. His students said
to him: ‘Our teacher, even now...
[i.e., despite your suffering, you are
reciting the Shema?]”

This narrative raises a question: It is
obvious that the students of Rabbi
Akiva were also on a very lofty
spiritual level. Why then were they
so surprised that Rabbi Akiva was
able to overlook the physical suffer-
ing he was enduring and fulfill the
mitzvah of reciting the Shema?

In resolution, it is necessary to

interpret the students’ question
differently. The Shema is an ex-
pression of the oneness of G-d. By
reciting the Shema while they were
raking his flesh in punishment for
teaching the Torah, Rabbi Akiva
was underscoring how he saw and
felt G-d’s oneness even in such
circumstances.

[To cite a parallel: Our Sages
(Chulin 7b) comment on the verse
(Devarim 4:35), “There is nothing
aside from Him:” “This includes
even sorcery (keshafim),” explaining
that sorcery was given that name
because “it disputes (machchishin)
the heavenly entourage.” Our

Sages were pointing out that the
verse cited indicates that not only

is the existence of sorcery not a
contradiction of G-d’s oneness
because kelipah is fundamentally
non-being (header), but rather that
the negative force itself - because
of the sparks of holiness embedded
within it - will ultimately express
the oneness of G-d.

To cite another example: Our Sages
(Yalkut Shimoni, Nechemiah, sec.
1071; see also Yoma 69b) relate that
there were those who thought to re-
frain from describing G-d as mighty,
for when “non-Jews subjugate His
children, where is His might?!” The
Sages of the Great Assembly, howev-
er, maintained that He should be de-
scribed as mighty, saying, “Precisely
this is His might,” i.e., G-d’s might is
evident when He restrains His rage
despite the non-Jews’ actions. See

7D APITR YT 72 VPRI D nya

Likkutei Torah LiGimmel Parshiyos,
Pp- 44c (reprinted in Or HaTorah,
Bereishis, Vol. 3, p. 574b); Hagahos
LeTanya, p. 82 (printed in Kitzurim
VeHaaros), the maamar entitled
Lamaan Daas, 5713.]

This is the meaning of Rabbi Akiva’s
students’ question, “even now;” i.e.,
how is it possible to perceive the
oneness of G-d in such a situation,
when a non-believing person, an
agent of kelipah, has dominion and
can rake your flesh?

Rabbi Akiva replied, “All my days I
have been agitated about the verse,
‘[Love G-d...] with all your soul,
[which I interpret as meaning,]
‘Even if He has your soul taken’ I
would say, ‘When will I get the op-
portunity to fulfill [this charge]?””
Since his entire life was character-
ized by the motivation toward me-
sirus nefesh — seeking to transcend
the confines of this world - Rabbi
Akiva regarded the world only as
something that was heard (as ex-
plained in sec. 8, above). The inner,
spiritual dimension of the world,
the ultimate purpose of its creation,
and “the word of G-d” that gives it
life (see Tanya, Shaar HaYichud Ve-
haEmunah, ch. 1) was what he “saw.”
Accordingly, even in the negative
he was able to see the positive, as
explained in the main text. He saw
the Romans’ persecution as a means
to enable him to fulfill the charge,
“Love G-d... with all your soul”
Thus, it was an expression of the
oneness of the world with G-d.
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he “hears what is [usually] seen,” he perceives
the physicality of the world, “what is [usually]
seen,” with utter detachment due to the distance
associated with hearing. For him, the existence
of the world truly has no place. He only appre-
ciates (hears) that it exists because of the proofs
the Torah provides. When such a person looks
at any entity, all he perceives is the connection
that entity shares with the Torah and its mitzvos.

When such a person encounters something
negative, an entity that is in conflict with holi-
ness, even regarding so severe a negative force
as a false deity, something diametrically op-
posed to the oneness of G-d, primarily, he does
not perceive its negative dimensions, the bad,
but rather, he is principally aware of the posi-
tive, the good that can arise. He realizes that this
conflicting force makes it possible to carry out
G-d’s commandment, “You shall not have any
other gods...” This is the intent of responding
“yes” to the negative.

This approach of Rabbi Akiva to factors that
appear negative is also reflected in another well-
known Talmudic story:*

Some time after the destruction of the Second
Beis HaMikdash, Rabbi Akiva and several other
Sages “saw a fox depart from the site of the Holy
of Holies” The other Sages wept, overcome by
sadness because “in the very place of which it
is written,* ‘a non-priest who approaches shall
die, foxes now roam.”

However, Rabbi Akiva was joyful. When the
other Sages asked him, “Why are you laughing?”
he explained to them that witnessing the fulfill-
ment of the prophecy of Uriah, regarding the
destruction of Jerusalem and the Beis HaMikdash,
that Zion would be plowed like a field, encouraged

48 The conclusion of Tractate 49. Bamidbar 1:51.

Makkos.
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him to confidently await the fulfillment of Zechariah’s proph-
ecy,” “Old men and old women shall yet sit in the streets of
Jerusalem.” Even in such an extremely negative situation, see-
ing “a fox depart from the site of the Holy of Holies,” Rabbi
Akiva did not perceive the negative, the undesirable dimen-
sion, but rather the positive - how what he saw reaffirmed the
ultimate fulfillment of Zechariah’s prophecy.

Why Rashi Quotes Both Sages

11. As mentioned above,” in his commentary on the Torah,
Rashi quotes only the first clause of Rabbi Akiva’s description
of the events at Sinai, “They saw what is [usually] heard,” and
does not mention that “they heard what is [usually] seen” Al-
though the two states are interrelated, as explained above,
Rashi omits the second clause.

The rationale for his omission can be explained as follows:

As mentioned on several occasions,” first and foremost,
Rashi composed his commentary to present peshuto shel
mikra, the straightforward meaning of the Torah’s verses, so
that even a five-year-old beginning his Torah study> could
understand what the Torah is saying.

While the two approaches and modes of Divine service
described above - that of Rabbi Yishmael, the Divine service
of tzaddikim, and that of Rabbi Akiva, the Divine service
of baalei teshuvah - are appropriate for Jews who are in the
midst of their Divine service, Rashi composed his commentary
even for a five-year-old,** and such a child must begin serving
G-d in a manner of chinuch, “education,” thus taking the first
steps in cultivating and fostering his personal development.

50. Zechariah 8:4. pears on p. 20, below. In translation,
the order was rearranged to facilitate

51. See sec. 3. comprehension.

52. See Likkutei Sichos, Vol. 5, p. 1, 53. See Avos 5:22, according to Alter
etal. Rebbe’s Siddur.
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nicated deeper insights in his com-
mentary. However, he embedded
these insights within the com-
mentary accessible to children in a
manner that would not disturb their

comprehension of the plain meaning

In the original, this paragraph ap- 54. Certainly, Rashi also commu-

of the text.
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At this stage, a child cannot be asked to do more than
“to see what is usually heard” He should train himself,
starting his Divine service with the directive stated at the
beginning® of the first section of the Shulchan Aruch,
Orach Chayim - which also serves as an introduction to
the entire Shulchan Aruch - “I place G-d before me at all
times.”*® The implication of that verse is that the recogni-
tion of G-dliness, (something “that is [usually] heard,”
i.e., above our ordinary conceptual framework) should be
“seen.” To express the concept borrowing chassidic ter-
minology,” Elokus, “G-dliness,” should be bepeshitus,
“grasped simply, as the person’s natural perception.”

(The above also holds true for an adult who, in terms
of his Divine service, is on the level of a five-year-old be-
ginning his Torah studies. Such a person must also begin
serving G-d and carrying out that process through his
chinuch, “education,”) training himself and developing
his spiritual potential.

At this early stage, such beginners cannot be asked to
function at the level of “hear[ing] what is [usually] seen.”
It is impossible to ask them not to “see” matters of this
world, to relate to material reality with distance, merely
“hearing” it, to again borrow chassidic terminology,” to
regard ordinary existence behischadshus, as a novelty.

Even if he is able to “see what is [usually] heard” - i.e.,
relate to and internalize spiritual matters bepeshitus-
simply, as his ordinary, natural perception, material
entities will nevertheless still be important for him. In-
deed, he will also regard them bepeshitus.

Speaking straightforwardly: A five-year-old beginning

55. See the beginning of the 56. Tehillim 16:8.

Alter Rebbe’s Siddur — and, as is

well-known, the Siddur is a text of
universal relevance, relevant even to
a person in the initial stage of Divine
service — before the introduction
and even before the passage Modeh
Ani, the Alter Rebbe writes, “A
person should exert himself to rise
[from sleep]... and immediately...
train himself to meditate before
Whom he is lying?”

57. The series of maamarim entitled
BeShaah Shehikdimu, 5672, Vol.

2, p. 935, et al. See Lessons in Sefer
HaMaamarim, Festivals, Vol. 2,
p-43fL,, that uses the expressions,
Elokus bipeshitus and metziyus
behischadshus.

Elokus means G-dliness. Peshitus
means one’s simple perception of
what appears as the obvious real-
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ity. Metziyus means existence, the
feeling that something apart from
G-d appears to exist. Hischadshus
means a newly-acquired awareness
that runs contrary to one’ initial
assumptions.

From G-d’s perspective, G-dliness
is bipeshitus, the reality. All other
existence is behischadshus, a new
creation.



his Torah study understands simply that he must
study the Torah and observe mitzvos. Indeed,
this is so straightforward for him that he does
not have to force himself to do this. On the
other hand, at the same time, material matters,
eating, drinking, and the like, also come simply
for they are entirely natural to him. He is not yet
at the stage that he can bring himself not to be
concerned about material matters at all and be

nynawnan | e *mpb

involved in them solely for the sake of Heaven.”®

58. The concepts in the main text
enable one to understand the verse
(Shoftim 13:23),* “If G-d desired to
kill us, He would not have accepted
a burnt-offering and... He would
not have shown us all these things;
and at this time He would not have
let us hear these things.”

* Note that this verse is part of the
Haftarah of Shabbos Parshas Naso
which also falls close to (either
before or after) Shavuos, “the sea-
son of the Giving of our Torah.”

From a straightforward understand-
ing of the term “have let us hear”
and from the fact that the verse
mentions “and at this time He would
not have let us hear these things”
after “He would not have accepted
.... aburnt-offering,” [i.e., accepted it
“willingly” (Metzudos David)], and
“He would not have shown us,” it
appears that the intent of Manoach’s
wife saying, “He would not have

let us hear these things,” was not
that G-d did not desire to kill them
because the prophecy [of the birth of
Shimshon] could not be fulfilled if
they were to die, as Metzudos David
explains. Instead, the intent is that
“let[ting] us hear these things” -
what is meant by “these things” will
be explained below - indicated that
G-d held them dear and therefore
did not desire to kill them. The very
fact that G-d had the prophecy com-
municated to them was a sign that
He cherished them; it showed that He
did not desire to kill them.**

On this basis, explanation is re-
quired: How does “let[ting] us hear

these things” express more won-
drous Divine favor than “show[ing]
us all these things”? By including
the phrase, “and at this time He
would not have let us hear these
things” after stating, “He would not
have accepted... and He would not
have shown us all these things”, the
verse implies that “letting us hear” is
an even greater expression of Divine
favor. Seemingly, sight surpasses
hearing and thus “show[ing] us all
these things” would be sufficient.

In resolution, it can be explained
that “show[ing] us all these things”
is comparable to “see[ing] what is
[usually] heard” while “hear[ing]
all these things” is comparable to
“hear[ing] what is [usually] seen,”
i.e., that at the time of the prophecy,
they regarded worldly matters with
detachment, something that is heard.

For this reason, when describing the
Giving of the Torah the verse adds
“hear[ing] all these things” after
having mentioned, “show[ing] us all
these things,” because “hear[ing]
what is [usually] seen” represents a
loftier level of Divine service than
“see[ing] what is [usually] heard,”
as explained in the main text.

Moreover, what Manoach and his
wife heard was kezos, “(like) these
things,” (as it previously stated, they
were shown keeilah, “(like) all these
things.” Kezos and keeilah are terms
that our Sages interpret (see Rashi,
Shmos 15:2) as referring to direct
perception of G-dliness. Similarly,
not only were Manoach and his wife
shown G-dliness from Above in a
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direct manner, they “heard” world-
liness in a manner that reflected
that their entire existence stemmed
from G-dliness.***

** It is possible to explain that
this is also the intent of Rashi’s
precise words, “He would not
have let us hear this prophecy

if we are deserving of death.”
Rashi states “if we are deserving of
death” and not “if we would die”
This choice of words indicates why
letting them hear the prophecy

of Shimshon’s impending birth

is proof that G-d would not have
them die. The intent is not that the
prophecy could not be fulfilled if
they die, because Manoach could
have died after his wife became
pregnant and his wife could have
died after she gave birth. Instead,
the intent is that letting them hear
this prophecy indicated that they
were cherished by G-d and were
not deserving of death. See the
following starred note.

** This understanding can be
correlated with the straightfor-
ward interpretation of “let us hear
these things,” i.e., that it refers to
the prophecy of Shimshon’s im-
pending birth (see the preceding
starred note). Hearing the proph-
ecy of Shimshon’s impending birth
also represented a fusion of the
spiritual and the material. On one
hand, the news (Shoftim 13:5),
“you shall conceive and bear a
son,” concerns something very
material. However, the funda-
mental point of the message was
spiritual; it emphasized that “he
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On this basis, we can understand, why in his com-
mentary on the Torah, Rashi mentions merely the
fact that the Jews “saw what is [usually] heard” and
not that “they heard what is [usually] seen” In the
initial stages of Divine service, both “what is [usu-
ally] heard,” i.e., spiritual matters, and also physical
matters, “what is [usually] seen,” are both “seen,” ac-
cepted bepeshitus, simply as one’s ordinary, natural
perception.

For this very reason, in his commentary, Rashi
interprets the word laimor as Rabbi Yishmael does,
stating that the Jews answered “yes” to the positive
commandments and “no” to the negative ones. True,
he interprets the phrase “saw the sounds” as Rabbi Aki-
va does, as explained above, and the explanations of
Rabbi Yishmael and Rabbi Akiva are interdependent.”
Nevertheless, here, Rashi quotes the interpretation of
Rabbi Yishmael because, for a person in his initial
stages of Divine service, the outward appearance of
the world is still significant for him. When he sees
false deities — and other forbidden entities - he sees
their negative dimensions, the “no,” i.e., he is still not
able to go beyond the limitations of the world and see
only the positive when exposed to negative things.
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When Does a Person Have the Stength to Transform Evil?

12. Rashi explains that the Jews answered “yes” to
the positive commandments and “no” to the negative
ones and that, at the Giving of the Torah, they only at-
tained the level of “see[ing] what is [usually] heard”
because then they were in the initial stages of their
Divine service. Rashis description of what the Jews
saw at Sinai, and his omission of the Midrash’s descrip-
tion of what the Jews heard, is appropriate not only
according to the opinion of Rabbi Akiva - who main-
tains that the ultimate peak of Divine service is also
to “hear what is [usually] seen,” and, consequently,
answer “yes” even to the negative commandments -

will be a Nazirite unto G-d... and 59. See the end of sec. 3.

he will begin to save Israel...”
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but also according to that of Rabbi Yishmael.®

Rabbi Yishmael maintains that the ultimate
peak of Divine service is to “hear what is [usual-
ly] heard,” that G-dliness be drawn down from
Above to the lowest level, to a level “below which
there are none’”® The intent is not merely that
G-dliness be drawn down and revealed only in
places where the concealment of G-dliness that
characterizes our world causes one to “see what
is [usually] seen” - i.e., one’s ordinary perception
of existence is material reality, and the fact that
all existence is being continuously renewed by
G-d from absolute nothingness® is not apparent.
Moreover, G-dliness must also reach places where
the concealment is so great that one can merely
“hear what is [usually] heard” G-dliness (“what is
[usually] heard”) is so removed that it can only be
“heard;” intellectual arguments are necessary to
prove that G-d exists. Although the world is “filled
with kelipah and sitra achra®... [that] boast,** ‘1
am; there is nothing else but me,”® - i.e., their
existence expresses the very opposite, Heaven
forbid, from the oneness and the existence of the

60. To summarize and explain the
point made in the last section and this
initial paragraph: The interpretations
of Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Yishmael

beginner.

that is an approach appropriate for a

In this section, the Rebbe explains
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in the main text also clarifies why, in
that source, the Alter Rebbe adds
the description of the world as being
“filled with kelipah and sitra achra...

of the two verses cited are interde-
pendent and represent two different
approaches. Therefore, it is difficult to
understand how Rashi accepts Rabbi
Akiva’s interpretation of one verse and
Rabbi Yishmaels interpretation of the
other. The Rebbe explains that Rashi
accepted Rabbi Akiva’s interpretation
of “seeing what is heard” in a limited
way. Rashi did not quote the portion
of Rabbi Akiva’s statement regarding
“hearing what is seen” because he did
not think that a beginner was capable
of achieving such a level. For that
same reason, Rashi explains that the
Jews answered “yes” to the positive
commandments and “no” to the
negative commandments - i.e., Rabbi
Yishmael’s interpretation - because

why Rashi’s description of what the
Jews saw at Sinai and his omission
of the Midrash’s description of what
the Jews heard is also appropriate
according to the approach of Rabbi
Yishmael, given the fact that Rashi’s
commentary is addressed to a
beginner.

61. Tanya, ch. 37. See Likkutei
Sichos, Vol. 6, p. 171F.

62. Tanya, Shaar HaYichud VehaE-
munah, ch. 1.

63. Two kabbalistic terms for the
forces of evil.

64. Cf. Yeshayahu 47:8, 10; Tzepha-
niah 2:15.

65. Tanya, loc. cit. The explanation

boasting, ‘I am; there is nothing else
but me,” although it was already stat-
ed previously in that chapter that it is
“the lowest world, below which there
are none with regard to the conceal-
ment of G-d’s light, a doubled and
redoubled darkness.” Initially, the Al-
ter Rebbe describes the concealment
and darkness that inherently exists
in this world, i.e., that it merely lacks
the awareness that it is brought into
being by G-d. Nevertheless, that does
not necessarily imply that it opposes
G-dliness. Afterwards, he adds that
the world “is filled with kelipah and
sitra achra that actually oppose
G-dliness, boasting, ‘T am; there is

>

nothing else but me’
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Creator - G-dliness can, and must, be appreciated
even on such levels.

A Jew, as a result of the potential to serve G-d as
a tzaddik that exists within his soul, has the capacity
to draw down G-dliness even to such a low level of
existence where G-dliness can only be “heard,” i.e.,
intellectually understood. However, when one is like
a five-year-old beginning his Torah study, in the first
stages of his education, he is not capable of attaining
the level of Divine service implied by “hearing what
is [usually] heard,” i.e., appreciating G-dliness in situa-
tions where intellectual argument is necessary to prove
His existence, as explained above. At this stage, this is
too much for him. Attempting this advanced level is
overreach and will disturb his study of the Torah and
observance of the mitzvos. At this stage, he should
carry out his Divine service, following the approach of
“seeing what is [usually] heard,” accepting G-dliness
bepeshitus, with childlike simplicity, while simultane-
ously also accepting his material reality with simplicity.
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The Era of the Redemption: A Synthesis of Both Approaches

13. The above conclusion regarding the path of
Divine service that Rashi outlines in his commen-
tary applies only in the initial stages of one’s Divine
service. During those stages, one should “see what
is [usually] heard” - i.e., accept G-dliness bepe-
shitus, with childlike simplicity, even while he still
regards worldly matters with a degree of impor-
tance — and therefore, respond “‘no’ to the negative
commandments,” thereby, protecting himself from
the negative consequences to which their violation
leads. Later, one must proceed and adopt one of the
following two paths of Divine service:

«c

either the Divine service of tzaddikim, drawing
down G-dliness from Above to lower levels, even to
where one “hear[s] what is [usually] heard,”

or that of baalei teshuvah, refining and elevating
our lowly material realm, lifting oneself and the
world above its natural limits. Not only should the
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world cease to conceal G-dliness, and thus allow the possi-
bility of “see[ing] what is [usually] heard,” but it should be
possible to “hear what is [usually] seen,” not to regard the
world as an independent entity with its own inherent im-
portance. Such an approach will make it possible to answer

yes’ [even] to the negative commandments,” i.e., to see the
good in those situations that are ostensibly negative.

Since the approaches of both Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi
Yishmael are elements of the Torah’s Oral Tradition, which
provides directives for every Jew, both paths are relevant.
Each person must incorporate both paths into his Divine
service and work to draw G-dliness down from Above and
elevate this lowly material plane.

Such service will prepare for - and function as a con-
duit to - the fulfillment of the prophecy,* “I will make your
windows of precious stone.” “Precious stone” is a translation
of the Hebrew kadchod. Our Sages®” mention a difference
of opinion regarding the identity of the precious stone to
which that term refers. In Chassidus,*® it is explained that
the difference centers on whether the stone intended is one
that reflects light from the outside or one that shines inde-
pendently, generating its own light, as it were,* reflecting the
two modes of Divine service mentioned above.

Our Sages® conclude that G-d responded, “Let it be like
this and like this,” meaning, He will make the windows by fus-
ing both types of stone together,” i.e., the ultimate revelation
will combine both of the above approaches. This prophecy
will be fulfilled in the True and Ultimate Redemption, led
by Mashiach. May this take place in the immediate future.
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66. Yeshayahu 54:12, translated
according to Rashi, Radak, and oth-
ers. The prophet is describing G-d’s
promise to rebuild Jerusalem in the
Ultimate Future.

67 Bava Basra 75a.

68. Likkutei Torah, Parshas Reeh,
p- 24d ff. See also the maamar

entitled Tiku, 5661, which, explains
that the two modes described in the
maamar from Likkutei Torah parallel
the Divine service of tzadikim and
baalei teshuvah and the two motifs
of drawing G-dliness down from
Above and elevating our lowly
material realm.

69. Le., is the goal of man’s Divine

service to make possible the revela-
tion of G-dliness from Above or is
it man’s refinement of the physical
realm?

70. Similarly, the implication is
that the ultimate goal of our Divine
service is to fuse together both
approaches.
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