Ultimate Benefit

Parasha Lech Lecha

“HASHEM said to Abram, “Go for yourself from your land, from your relatives, and from
_your father’s house to the land that | will show you. 2And | will make of you a great nation;
I will bless you, and make your name great, and you shall be a blessing. 3l will bless those who

bless you, and him u_)ho curses you | will curse; and all the families of the earth shall bless

themselves by you." |
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{ 1. 2979 — Go for yourself. The seemingly superfluous 7,
for yourself means “go for your own benefit and for your own
good.” And what is this benefit and good? The following
verses explain: | will make of you a great nation, for here you
will not merit the privilege of having children and there you
will, and there you will become famous [so that you will be }
able to carry out your spiritual mission]. By not specifying}'
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(Similarly, defeating the yetzer hara requlres a clear ultimate goal.

Too often we fight our battles without relating them to the goal of

the whole war. We try not to get angry, not to lie, not to give in to

laziness, but the Ramchal teaches that all our spiritual striving must

be rooted in-a clear concept of our ultimate goal.

Different gedolei Yisrael have defined the goal of life differently.
The Ramchal wrote that the goal is to cling to Hashem by doiifg

mitzvos in this world so that in the Next World one can enjoy the

light of the Divine Presence. The Gra said that the goal is to fix and

refine one’s character traits so that one can become more Godly.

The Chassidic masters claimed that the goal is %o bring spiritual

light into a dark place, and through that to achieve deveikus between

Hashem and His creation. Although their wording is different, they

are all saying basically the same thing: The goal of life is a spmtual*
goal that reqmres stn\'lng to draw closer to Hashem.
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As Rav Leib Kelemen is wont to say: “Closeness in the physical
world is measured by distance; closeness in the spiritual world is
measured by similarity.” Thus, to draw closer to Hashem means to

become more like Him and the middos He has revealed to us. This
requires working on one’s middos. In this light, the Gra’s definition
of the goal is the same as the others’.

AH_Ofthe events of daily life can have either intrinsic or extrinsic
value. Intrinsic value means that the activity is a goal in itself. Let's
say you spent a good part of one day supervising the plumber who
came to fix a leaky pipe. Having the pipe fixed could be a goal in
and of itself, just like any of your daily activities: compiling a report

at work, feeding the baby, or balancing’ the checkbook. Intrinsic (\

value means you're doing XYZ because XYZ has to_get done. The
pipe has to be fixed; the baby has to be fed; the checkbook has to
be balanced. Everything stands on its own, with no relation to one

another or to a larger goal.

2\ Extrinsic value means that each activity has value because it con-

tributes to the larger whole and its purpose. If the purpose of life is
to draw closer to Hashem, for example, then fixing the pipe or com-

piling the report or feeding the baby or balancing the checkbook is

a component of an overarching life's mission. They are conpected -

to one another in the same way that the steering wheel, the spark
plugs, and the gas gauge are all part of the same automobile; all the
parts contribute to the purpose of the automobile, which is to get

you somewhere.

2 Another way of saying this is that you can see the activities of

your life in a fragmented'way [pirud] or a unified way [achdus].
The Ramchal asserts that your life should be seen as unified and
directed to a larger, transcendent goal.

The yetzer hara, of course, is a master of pirud. The more it can
get you to compartmentalize your life and see it as broken into
separate elements divorced from one another and from a larger
: in its 'ggg.)An extreme example of

context, the more it has you
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{ Let’s apply this principle of seeing the larger picture, your ulti-
mate purpose and goal, to your interaction with the plumber. Let’s
say you expect the plumber to take two hours to fix the leak. Instead,
he works for four hours and at the end hands you a hefty bill. This
leak was not part of your monthly budget to begin with (leaks never
are), and now you feel resentful at having to pay for four hours of
work. You feel like saying to the plumber: “This job shouldn’t have
taken four hours. You work slowly. Our old plumber could have
done the job in two hours. I'll tell you what: let's compromise. Il

Ray you for three hours.”
This, of course, is a violation of halachah. Either you agree on a

fixed price before the worker begins, or you have implicitly agreed
Pl st

to pay him his hourly wage. The time to argue about the price is

before the job is done, not after. The yetzer hara is attacking,. The

bill in your hand assumes gigantic proportions until everything

disappears from view except this big, unaffordable bill.

P The Ramchal would advises Step back and see the whole picture.

If your goal in life is to draw close to Hashem by doing mitzvos,
where do the plumb&iﬁd his bill fit into that? It turns out that this
mundane activity is really an opportunity to bond with Hashem by
fulfilling the mitzvos pertainiiig to honesty in business. Seen in that
context, your temptation not to pay the full amount would take you
further away from your true goal. The big bill shrinks down to size
as your true goal looms larger and larger. |

1"‘ ﬁns battle plan has two steps:

1. Define your ultimate goal in life. Your goal should
be spiritual and involve your soul and its relation-
ship to Hashem. Your goal must be something
eternal and transcendent, s’ométhing that will be
worthwhile long after your possessions, family, and
your own physical body have vanished from this
world. Write down your goal and internalize it.

2. Zoom out until the situation you are confronting is
visible as part of a larger picture that includes your

truegoal;l' = 12 e Ay
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/We say the first of these pesukim three times every day.
“Ashiei yoshvei veisecha, the praises of those that sit and dwell in
Your House, od yeballelucha selah, more. will they praise vou
forever.” The generally accepted translation of the word ashrei
is “praises.” The word od means “more.” Thus, the praise of the
Almighty is an expression of od, of moreness.

ic. {“Ashrei_adam oz lo vach, the praises of the person whose
strength is in You, mesilos bilevavam, pathways in their hearts.”
This is the literal translation of the words. How is a person’s
“strength in You”? What are “pathways in their hearts™?|

o

S
=

o let us begin by examining the phrase “the praises of a per-
son.” To what do these words refer? They refer to the excel-
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So when does a person reach this praiseworthy state®™When
does he achieve an expansion of his being, a sense of “more-
aee??) J A e ~ H r > I 3 3
ness”? When he “dwells in Your house,” when he sits in the beis
midrash, where : 5 1 ‘lose contact with the T, T
! here he comes into close contact with the Torah. That
is when he can access the power of od, that is when he reaches
true excellence.

Ste

In a different place in Tehillim (19:9), King David lets us know
that Torah is mesamchei lev, it gladdens the heart. When you
embrace the Torah, vour hearts expands with a pure, transcendent
joy, and you enter an expansive state of mind and soul. You gain
broad vision. You gain patience and a higher level of tolerance for
the irritations that life provides in such abundance. Yomvccomc a
person of “moreness”, and all from the jov of embracing and

lence of a person, the brilliance, the shine, the glow, the achieve-

ment of the optimum, the ultimate expansion of his being.

learning the Torah.

When does a person shine brightest? When is he at the point of

fullest expansion? Not when he is wealthy. Not when he is famous.
Not when he can indulge all his desires for pleasure.

A person is at his greatest when he is making maximum usc of
his divinely endowed abilities. That is when a person reaches true
excellence. The measure of excellence is in the power of od, when

a person is more, when he is in an expanded state of bcipg.'
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5?‘ ! The Gemara says (Sukkah 52b), “The evil one lies in wait for the
ow let’s take another look at the second pasuk. “ Ashrei adam righteous, seeking to put him to death ( Tehillim 37:32), and if not
Nr;z lo vach, the praises of the person whose strength is in You, for the Holy Blessed One coming to his aid he would be unable
mesilos bilevavchem, pathways in their hearts.” How is this pasuk to defend himself.” Listen to what the Gemara is saying: The
related to the pasuk that preceded it, the one we just learned? forces of evil, of destruction, of negativity are very pf)wertuL SO
First, let us establish an important principle about the spiritual powerful that you cannot go up against thcm. You thm.k you are
state of a human being. By his very nature, a person is always in a tough, you think you are strong, but you’re like a fly against thc-m.
state of flux; he is always moving from place to place, experienc- They brush you aside '30"1 overwhelm you. Th_c only way to resist,
ing either growth or decline. Ih order for him to feel fulfilled, the only way to prevail, IS o furn. (o the Almlght}’ for he.lg). Of’lly
happy, satisfied, he must be constantly on the risc. A person that He has the power to drive back evil and 4defeat 1t. And if you’re
reaches a certain plateau, and then stagnates, cannot feel fulfilled. harnessing the divine power, the POSSIbl]lUCS. are unlimited.
He has to shrivel; it 1s impossible otherwise. You want to break out of the road on which you’ve been trav-
So what’s the problem? It a person has to rise to ever-higher cling? Find yvour strength in the Almighty. Only Hc can changcz
spiritual states in order to feel fulfilled, then he should by all means the course of the “mesilos bilevavam, the pathways in your hearts.”
do so. People who said they can’t get up before eleven can get up at five
But there is a problem. It is something called habit. o’clock in the morning to learn Torah. People who said thcy’ll
" The Hebrew word for habit is hergel, which is derived from the never understand Gemara can become talmidei chachamim.
word regel, a foot or to walk. Every person travels a path wh()a People who said they can’t get into tefilah ha.vc found a way to
parameters are determined by the force of his habits. Like a huge ~ come face to face with the Master of the Universe. People who
bulldozer, habit blasts through tremendous amounts of stone and ~ said they can never change their habits and tendencies have been
carth and carves the path on which the person walks. completely transformed. )
This is the problem. On the one hand, a person wants to rise in The divine power is a bulldozer. It can help you break out (_)f
order to be fulfilled. On the other hand, his habits constrain him the old roads and carve out new ones for you. A person on his
to a narrow pathway and do not allow him to explore new terri- own is an atomic piece of dust, but when his “strength is in You.”
tory casily. So how can he rise? Only by challenging and breaking he is the strongest creature in the cosmos \

the force of habit. |
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¢ 1 once went to a certain place for Rosh Hashanah. As I was

parking my car, I_saw a very distinguis id_chacham drag-

ging a large case of Pepsi Cola into the building. { This is the essence of success in cvcp\'thmg you do}. ,Rdm)Lk_LLHtf:]
“What are you doing?” I asked him. “Why are you schlepping Almighty with a pure heart and a p‘rotound honestysand as o
sodas?” for the strength to reach those heights that seem so unst;a .
“They’re for me,” he says. “I can’t eat without Pepsi.” right now. He will respond to \’()l..l and give you t%hc strcng ,C :m
Did you ever hear something like that? It’s Rosh Hashanah, the will feel your soul expand within you, you will CXP?”“;C‘W“S
most serious time of the year. Serious people, especially talmidei " exquisite_sense_of ~moreness”, and you will forge new pa \
chachamim, have much on their minds. So why is he thinking that will lead you to qulﬁllm‘(:ILj“L

about Pepsi? He can’t eat without Pepsi’ That’s what concerns
him now? T was flabbergasted. It didn’t make sense.
Years later, thé answer came to me. It was the force of habit:

This man was conditioned to drink Pepsi whenever he ate, and so
that was how it had to be. He knew he had to eat on Rosh
Hashanah, so he instinctively made sure he had Pepsi. He didn’t
think it through. He just did what came naturally. He walked ~
down the pathway carved out for him, between the steel walls on b F—J B9 ’w&,\ - ad
either side, and you can’t walk down his particular pathway with-
out a case of Pepsi,

YT IR 007 YA Yy 0an MR 72 RN
MR ANRY? NP DNNIT WER YR
TmY T30 03 WA o AN O¥YIN) AN
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So what are you supposed to do? We all want to do the right R YR Neown ,'I"'?D R 70 UITR U1 X

thing. We all want to rise to ever-higher levels of spirituality.
We all want to be fulfilled, to enjoy happiness and satisfaction. But

10X UM AR i ORI 2 s by xan

how do we break out of the ruts of habit to which we’ve become 129pn n'l?;'? '7@ 29N 02n IR '7;3 2y ,Jup2 '7“@ #,
50 accustomed? ; N3 WK Ty inyy NX niwyy X now) nx
King David gives us two formulas. First, we need to strive for a nx 'lb?'? Y27 WK IR IR 023 X .1"2¥J¥1§’7 '7!57,'?7

sense of “moreness,” an expansion of our souls, by coming close
to the Torah. And then he savs, “Ashre: adam oz lo vach, the prais-
es of the person whose strength is in You.” Sure, 1t takes vast
strength to break habits, but we do not have an energy shortage.
We have unlimited acgess to unlimited energy. How? By being a
person that is oz /o vach, whose strength is in the Almighty.
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