Closing the Circle
Parasha Beshalach
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5 HasHEM said to Moses, “Pass before the people and take with you some of the elders of
Israel; and in your hand take your staff with which you struck the River, and go. ® Behold! —
I shali stand before you by the rock in Horeb; you shall strike the rock and water will come forth
from it and the people will drink. Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 He called the
place Massah (I'Meribah, because of the contention of the Children of Israel and because of
their test of HASHEM, saying, “Is HASHEM among us or not?”

8 Amalek came and battled Israel in Rephidim. °® Moses said to Joshua, “"Choose people

for us and go do battle with Amalel; tomorrow | will stand on top of the hill with the stafy
of God in my hand. 1° Joshua did as Moses said to him, to do battle with Amalek; ang
Moses, Aaron, and Hur ascended to the top of the hill. 11 It happened that when Moses raiseq
his hand lsrael was stronger, and when he lowered his hand Amalek was stronger. 2 Moges'
hands grew heauvy, so they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it, and Aaron and
Hur supported his hands, one on this side and one on that side, and he remained with his hands
in faithful prayer until sunset. ** Joshua weakened Amalek and its people with the sword's

blade.

Z.
the Jewish people had just experienced one of the great-
est manifestations of divine power in history. Ten super-
natural plagues had compelled the mightiest nation on
earth to free them from their servitude. The sea ha it
before them, and manna had rained from the heavens to

w could they possibly question "Is G-d

wourish them. Ho
amongst us or not”?
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{im. However, the negative alternative is not expressed by the usual term ox
5, or not, (see for example 16:4 above), but by 1'% ox, if not [lit. if nothing . This
nspired R’ Shimen to offer an alternate interpretation: Israel’s question
oncerned the very nature of the Divine Being. Does God possess a material
xistence which manifests His presence in this world, or does He dwell
xclusively in the spiritual, transcendent world, with an immaterial nothingness
1 this werld? In theory, this question would not have justified such a harsh
eprimand, except for the defiant way in which the Israelites asked it.
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We find that mitzvot are sometimes called ““life,” as we
say in our prayers “‘for they [the words of the Torah]
are our life.”” In other sources, however, we find that
mitzvot are called levusbim (apparel). What is meant by
these terms, and do they not involve some
contradiction?

|
But it seems difficult on the face of it: how can an act be
considered as the service of Hashem without proper

The truch is that there are two ways of performing
mitzvot.

(1) One can perform a mitzva with inwardness of
heart, with feeling, with struggle against the yetzer
ha-ra‘ and with seli-sacrifice. This is what is called
“Jife,” since it adds to the personality a point of holi-
ness which was not there before. “Living” means sup-
plying 2 need which the ego feels and struggles to fulfill’
—and this 1s what has been done 1n this case.

(2) Another way of doing mitzvot is as a result of
one’s upbringing, as “human commands learned by
rote.”? This is the type of mitzva performance called

“apparel.” Even if it is lacking in inwardness it has
considerable educational value, and can prevent a per-
son from falling still lower. One who is surrounded by
mitzvot possesses a certain shield against the yetzer

ba-ra', even if they are done only outwardly and super-
ficially. This is why they are called “apparel”; clothing
is a safeguard against the environment. This is the
holiness that resides in the mere performance of mitz-
vor, even for extraneous motives.

motivation? And can there be holiness without true
services The answer is, as we have stated above, that the
act itself has its effect on us by way of safeguard — and
this, too, is the will of Hashem. But this cannot be
called “life.” A person can be said to live spiritually
only when there is renewal and growth in his inner
essence. ’ '

1Y

“God made man in His image.”* Just as God renews
creation every day, so should man renew his inner

being, his feelings and alertness, which constitute his
inner life. We must look at this in its deeper psycholog-
ical aspect. Sometimes one resolves to strengthen one-
self in Torah and mitzvot, but after a short while one’s
resolve fails and one finds oneself in the same state of
slackness as before. “Who can ascend the mountain of
God?’® — this is hard enough in all conscience; but
“who can stand in His holy place?”” — to remain there
after one has reached it is the hardest rask of all.
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One who knows the intoxicating bliss of devaikus baHashem stiives to
flelflil. mitzuos with as much beauty as possible, since he knows that
physical beauty is but another means to attain even greater devaikus.
Such a person endeavors to imbue every mitzvah with beauty.
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Yet such_is the nature of doubt. There is doubt that is

based on rational query. There is doubt that rises from the
doubter's subjective motives and desires. But then there is-:y&
doubt pure and simple: irrational doubt, doubt more pow-
erful than reason. Doubt that neutralizes the most con-
vincing arguments and the most inspiring experiences with
nothing more than a cynical shrug.

Such was the doubt that left the Jewish people suscepti-
ble to attack from Amalek. “Amalek,” in the spiritual
sphere, is the essence of baseless, irrational indifference: in
the words of the Midrash:

Ao What is the incident (of Amalek) comparable to? To a boiling
tub of water which no creature was able to enter.
Along came one evil-doer and jumped into it. Al- the
though he was bumed, he cooled it for the others. So,
too, when Israel came out of Egypt, and G-d rent the
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This is why Amalek and what he represents constitutes

arch enemy of the Jewish people and their mission in

life; as Moses proclaimed, “G-d has sworn by His throne;
G-d is at war with Amalek for all generations.™ Fruth can

sea before them and drowned the Egyptians within it,

refute the logical arguments offered against it. Truth can

the fear of them fell upon all the nations. But when

even prevail over man’s selfish drives and desires; for intrin-

Amalek came and challenged them, although he re-

sic to the nature of man is the axiom that the “mind rules

ceived his due from them, be cooled’ the awe of them

over the heart”—that it is within a person’s capacity to so

for the nations of the world.?

thoroughly appreciate a truth that it is ingrained in his

character and implemented in_his behavior. But man’s ra-

tional faculties are powerless against the challenge of an
ﬂﬁf Amalek who leaps into the boiling tub, who brazenly mocks

the truth and cools man's most inspired moments with

nothing more than a dismissive “So what?”




Amalek attacked Israel “on the road, on the way out of
Egypt,” as they were headed toward Mount Sinai to receive
G-d's Torah and their mandate as His people, Here, too,
history mirrors the inner workings of the soul: the timing of

the historical Amalek’s attack describes the inte_mal cir-
cumstances under which the pestilence of baseless doubt

rears its head.

22\

In the Passover Haggadah we say: “In every generation

one must see himself as if he himself came out_of

3o
As long as a_person is still imprisoned in his personal

mitzrayim, he faces many challenges to his integrity. As

Mitzrayim.™ Mitzrayim, the Hebrew word for Egypt, means
“narrow straits”; on the personal level, this refers to what
Chassidic teaching calls the “narrowness of the neck”
which intersects between the mind and the heart. Just
as, physically, the head and the heart are joined by a
narrow passageway—the neck—so it is in the spiritual-
psychological sense. Although, as mentioned above, the

mind possesses an innate superiority over the heart, it is
a most difficult and challenging task for a person to exer-

long as he_has not succeeded i lishi as

the axis &n which all else revolves, his base instincts and
traits—such as greed, anger, the quest for power and in-
stant gratification—may get the better of him,
3{ . Butonce he
achieves his personal “Exodus” from the narrow straits of
is psyche, once he establishes his knowle er-
standing of the truth as the determining force in his life, the
battle is all but won. He may be confronted with negative

cise this superiority—to direct and mold his feelings and
desires to conform with what he knows to be right. This is
the “Exodus from_mitzrayim” that is incumbent on each
and every generation: the individual challenge to negotiate
the narrow straits of his internal “neck,” to overcome the
material enticements, the emotional subjectivity, the ego
and self-interest which undermine the mind’s authority

over the heart and impede its influence on the person’s

character and behavior.*

3%

But there remains one_enemy which : he
post-Exodus individual: Amalek. Amalek "knows his Master
and consciously rebels against Him.” Amalek does not chal-

. lenge the truth with arguments, or even with selfish motiva-
tions—he just disregards it. To the axiom, “Do truth because
it is true,” Amalek says "So what?” Armed with nothing but
his chutzpah, Amalek jumps into the boiling tub, contests the
incontestable. And in doing $o he cools its impact. |
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When Amalek attacked in the desert, Yehoshua led the
battle against them while Moshe positioned himself above -
the battlefield. Moshe held his hands up, and the battle went
in favor of the Jewish people. But when Moshe’s hands grew
heavy and sank, the tide of battle turned; Amalek began to
prevail. What is the meaning of this?

While Moshe’s hands were held above his head, we
were able to defeat Amalek. We are the nation of "Na'aseh
v'nishma_~ We shall do and (then) we shall hear
(understand).” We commit ourselves to Hashem before we
understand or even attempt to assess the meaning of His
Torah and where that commitment will take us. We commit
ourselves because He is the Creator and He is truth; what
other option could possibly be intellectually honest?

ideas and rationalizations, but free of the distortions of self-
interest, the truth will triumph. He may be tempted by
negative drives and desires, put if in his life the mind rules
the heart, it will curb and ultimately transform them.

:
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Moshe Rabbenu, that human‘ being who contains
within himself all of the Jewish people, holds his hands
above his head. The hands are the organs of asi'ah, of doing,
the head is the organ of understanding. When the hands are
held higher than the head, the meaning is that practice
comes before judgement, before understanding. The na‘aseh
dimension is held above the nishma dimension. “We shall
do, and then we shall understand.” Qur actions, our real and
practical commitment to You are not limited by our intellect
or our ego; we shall do what is true and right regardless of
our personal and vested interests. But Amalek is all ego, all
vested interest. | am important, I am everything. First |
judge, first [ must understand; perhaps later [ shall decide to
act; but then again, perhaps not. It ail depends on what is in
it for me. First, my understanding, my head. Then, perhaps,
my practical commitment, my hands.
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How is one to respond to Amalek? How is one to deal with
“the apathy, the cynicism, the senseless doubt within?

Amalek is irrational and totally unresponsive to reason; the
answer to Amalek is likewise supra-rational.

In his Tanya. Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi discusses

the faith in G-d that is integral to the Jewish soul. Faith is
not somethmg that must be attained; it need only be re-
vealed, for it is woven into the very fabric of the soul's es-

sence. Faith, continues Rabbi Schneur Zalman, transcends
reason. Through faith one relates to the infinite truth of
G-d in its totality, unlike the perception achieved by rea-
son, which is defined and limited by the finite nature of the
human mind. Thus Rabbi Schneur Zalman explains the
amazing fact that, throughout Jewish history, many thou-
sands of Jews have sacrificed their lives rather than re-
nounce their faith and their bond with the Almighty, in-
cluding many who had little conscious knowledge and ap-
preciation of their Jewishness and did not practice it in
their daily lives. At their moment of truth, when they per-
ceived that their very identity as Jews was at stake, their
intrinsic faith—a faith that knows no bounds or equivoca-
tions—came to light, and overpowered all else.

39

The Jew's response to Amalek is to remember. To call
forth his soul’s reserves of supra-rational faith, a faith which
may lie buried and forgotten_under a mass of mundane in-
volvements and entanglements. A faith which, when remem-
bered, can meet his every moral challenge, rational or not.?
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In a similar way, the command to love God can be understood
as a description, rather than a command. As a command, it is
at first difficult to understand. How can one be ordered to love?
How can an emotion be prescribed? - The emotion, however, exists
in the heart of man: the love of God is natural to him, integral
to his soul. It is a sub-conscious yearning towards God that only
has to be realised, to be allowed to emerge to the surface of
consciousness, by the removal of all obstructions, 21l the scum
and debris of sin that embeds itself in man's soul. The [abour of
man _is to rid himself of these foreign bodies—the negative aspect
of the pursuit of sanctity, the aspect that lies within man’s power:
then he will lay bare the ardent purity of his deepest nature, the
love of God that lies buried in his heart.
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4 HASHEM said to Moses, ‘Behold! — [ shall rain down for you food from heaven: jot b

Dpeople go out and pick each day's portion on its day, so that / can test them, whether they wiy

follow My teaching or not. 5 And it shall be that on the sixth day when they prepare what the
bring, it will be double what they pick every day.” v

Toersks  on Sgrrrfancey - i% o
Lf‘)\ The spiritual life is not ankasy one, and a person is

repeatedly confronted by temptations to do things_that
would divert him from the straight path to his ultimate
goal. Committing oneself to a lifelong adherence ta spir-
ltuallty may be overwhelming. Yet, Moses assures us
that it is not at all difficult. To the contrary, “It is very
close to you — in your mouth and in your heart — to do
it" (Deuteronomy 30:14), How can it be so easy if we are
-tB_struqqle against temptation all our life?
* The answer is simple. Do not undertake a lifetime of
struggle. That may seem so formidable that one may
give up the battle. Rather, deal today only with today's
challenges. Inasmuch as there is nothing you can do to-

day about tomorrow’s temptations. leave that siruggle

for tomorrow, and do not even consider it today. The
ability to_cope with today’s challenges are well within

Anr canacity

3 Solomon reiterates this point when he says:
“Reverence of G-d will increase days, while the years of

the wicked will be shortened” (Proverbs 10:27), upon
which Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch comments, “The

G-d-fearing man lives in terms of days, and the lawless
one in terms of years.” Living in terms of years instead
of days may cause one to reject the laws of the Torah
because they appear to be too great a challenge. And fi-
nally, David says, “Blessed is G-d, day by day. He
burdens us, the G-d of our salvation” (Psalms 68:20).
9‘,‘: The spiritual person is thus yashar, directing himself
day by day toward his ultimate goal, and trusting that by
committing himself to the Divine will, he will merit being
led by G-d along the path of righteousness.
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