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Parshas Eikev: Climbing step by step-by-step
 The verse in D'varim chapter 8 verse 14 “and your heart grows “ROM”, which means high. In the classic translations “and your heart grows haughty”. The verse continues “and you will forget the Lord your God”. We will suggest an alternative explanation of this verse. When your heart moves toward something high, meaning is motivated to reach a higher level in spirituality. The verse then is addressing an individual who is proverbially 'shooting for the sky'. Why then does the verse continue by telling us that such a person will forget the Lord? After all, if he is reaching for the higher spiritual realms, then he surely remembers God. Why then is the Torah predicting that he will forget the Lord? Rebby Nosson points out that while it is surely appropriate for a person to experience a fire burning from within that projects him towards God, and while it is true that every Jew has that fire within him, nevertheless the Torah is telling us to be very careful about the following danger. The burning excitement and desire that swells from within and longs to project the person with great enthusiasm and inspiration to reach the heights is paradoxically a very dangerous phenomenon. It spells an intensity of excitement about God and about embarking on a program of negating one's physical self for the sake of reaching God. The danger inheres in the intensity of that fire when a person is not on that level, and is not ready to reach those high levels. It is premature, the person is not prepared himself to make that leap of faith. The danger of a person climbing too high too fast is that the desire to achieve ROM might bring him to a breaking point. The level of sanctity that he is dreaming about is way beyond his reach. Herein lies the danger. When a person desires that closeness to God but yet he's not yet ready to experience a full and profound repentance, a total and immediate transformation of personality, he will likely experience a great fall. Ask this person if he is prepared to repent with a commitment to dedicate more of his time to the study of the Torah or to increase increase his charity, or any other mitzvah act that would sanctify him. Surely he would respond in the affirmative. He has the desire to do all the above and even double that, but as long as it will guarantee him success in achieving his goal of atonement for his sins and a complete acceptance by God. But at some point, he realizes that he is too far away from the Almighty, that he has fallen short of living up to his obligations, and in many ways he is, in truth, far removed from God. Initially, as result of this very intense fire in his heart, he convinces himself that he has to plunge all the way to the finish line, meaning to jump many steps to reach the highest level encountering God. But when he realizes that his deficiencies and his failings will prevent him from achieving that great level of sanctity, he tends to give up entirely on his goal of coming close to the Almighty. Realizing that he's not capable of overcoming his lusts and desires, recognizing that he cannot achieve the level of sanctity that he so desires to achieve, he is ready to proverbially 'throw in the towel'. His mode of thought is if I cannot accomplish the goal – in its entirety - then I might as well not even start the process of repentance. If he decides that he cannot achieve his high lofty goal, if he cannot overcome his temptations, he will end up doing absolutely nothing! He will take absolutely no steps towards his ultimate goal of coming close to God. He won't even do that which he can do, that which he is capable of achieving. He may fall to the level that he won't even learn one folio of Gemora a day or one single chapter of Mishna, because he realizes that there is so much more that he should be doing. At the end he does nothing! This is what the Torah is warning about here in this verse when it says that as result of his aspirations to climb so high and jump so fast he will end up forgetting God entirely, Heaven forbid. The wise King Solomon in the book of Ecclesiastes, warns “don't be too saintly and don't be too evil”. Wanting to be too pious is not necessarily a good thing. The goal of piety can only be reached by a step-by-step process, slowly but surely, ascending the latter of sanctity at a slow pace, one step at a time. The Torah advocates a process of Tzimtzum in which man contracts and withdraws, holding himself back, and pacing himself at a normal pace. The optimistic message of the Torah is that one who is far from the Almighty must realize that every single action that he takes, any positive small gesture on his part, any humble mitzvah that he , is very significant and cherished by God in Heaven. He therefore must train himself to be used to climbing the ladder of sanctity in a step-by-step process, and only then will he successfully repent and achieve full Teshuvah. The most fundamental principle in the process of serving Hashem and getting close to God, is that there is no room at all for despair in this world.
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Let us fast forward to the beginning of the next chapter in the book of D'varim, namely, chapter 9. The opening verse in this chapter reads as follows: Here, O Israel, today, you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess nations greater and stronger than you, great cities, fortified up to the heavens.

Let us look at a very short and intellectually challenging comment of the Medrash on this verse. The Medrash alludes to the twofold declaration of the Jewish people at Mount Sinai at the time of the receiving of the Torah. The Jews declared “we will do and we will hear”. The Medrash says that following the sin of the golden calf, God declared: you have lost the “and we will do”,  but be careful about “we will hear”. Obviously the words of the Medrash need clarification, what is the message here about 'we will do' and 'we will hear'?

Rebby Nosson explains that in the initial Divine plan of creation, the intention was to create not one, but two great and equal luminaries, the son and the moon. As result of the complaint of the moon in front of the holy throne (because she couldn't imagine sharing dominion with the son), God reduced the size of the moon, in what is referred to in Jewish literature as “the blemish of the moon”. Before the blemish of the moon, when the two great luminaries were equal, each of these two represented different dimensions of reality. The sun represents that which is concealed, that which is hidden. The reason for that is because the sun is metaphorically a symbol of Moshe. The Torah of Moshe was concealed, it was beyond human reach. What needed to at happen was that Moshe would transmit the Torah to his great disciple, metaphorically symbolized by the moon, and that is Yehoshua. Yehoshua now represents the revealed Torah, namely, the Torah that's accessible and understandable to man. In a parallel fashion, there are two major modes of service of God, and they are Torah and prayer. Torah, represents that which is revealed and accessible, whilst prayer represents that which is concealed. The latter reflects the aspect of man's most inner emotions that cannot be perceived externally because they are internal feelings hidden from external perception. Initially, man could easily comprehend both the revealed as well as the concealed, since both were equal. But following the complaint of the moon, there would be a blemish and one of these two dimensions would be diminished. The realm of the concealed would not be impacted in a major way by the blemish of the moon. After all, the realm of the concealed belongs to the sun, and it was not the sun that complained in front of the throne. However, the blemish of the moon, insofar as the moon represents that which is revealed, generated a negative impact on the Torah that is revealed, the Torah that is represented by Yehoshua. As a result, the revealed Torah became, to some extent, concealed. And this is all a result of the blemish of the moon, which impacted on the representative of the moon, Yehoshua, and the revealed Torah.

Rebby Nosson points to a paradoxical phenomenon. The realm of the concealed is - in a matter of speaking - “protected” from the negative impact of the fall, of the blemish. This is a result of the nature of the concealed. Rebby Nosson makes reference to a basic – though paradoxical - principle in mystical thought. When man reaches the lowest of spiritual levels, he has access to a hidden sanctity, to a life force that emanates from the divine Being. This phenomenon manifests itself in the following peculiar way. We know of many instances, it's not uncommon, for man to go down to the lowest levels and out of nowhere, and for no particular logical reason, in that very dark low place full of contamination, man is struck by a flash of inspiration. Where does that inspiration come from? It is axiomatic that nothing can exist in this word without a Divine force that breaths existence. 

The lowest of places can only exist because of a Divine spark of sanctity that comes down from on high and generates life. After all, without that Divine spark nothing could exist. The existence of anything and everything depends upon that Divine spark. In those dark and contaminated places the Divine spark actively generates a life force as result of which a sanctity exists even within those beings which are antithetical to sanctity. A light breaks through the darkness and inspires man in the lowest of places. Naturally, that light will not shine brightly in such contaminated places; it will be a concealed light. 

Therefore, in the aftermath of the blemish of the moon (resulting from the moon's complaint in front of the throne on high), that which is hidden, namely, that which is nourished and given life by a concealed sanctity coming down from on high, remains protected, and virtually unaffected by the blemished to the moon. As indicated, the blemish would have its most direct and profound impact on the revealed Torah. How then can man reveal and comprehend that part of the revealed Torah, which is now been can't become concealed?

The answer to this question lies hidden in the declaration formulated by the Medrash quoted above. You have lost “and we shall do”, referring to the revealed Torah. Be careful about “and we shall hear”, a metaphoric reference to that which is concealed, The job of man has now become to employ the “and we shall hear” to fix up the “and we shall do”. How is man able to use that which is concealed to gain an understanding and insight into that which is revealed but is no longer accessible in the aftermath of the blemish of the moon? Any answer to that question lies in the meaning of “and we shall hear”. Hearing is related to the heart. The heart is the private area of human experience and emotion, and represents that which is concealed. Man must achieve D'veikus (clinging to Hashem), by negating himself, by negating his very existence, in the presence of the Infinite God. Man will enter the concealed dimension of Being, the “and we shall hear' in order to rectify that part of the revealed that has become concealed. Man will have to work very hard in this process of negating himself to the infinite. The primary mode of this process is Prayer. Man must intensify his prayers and his petitions. Prayer is a manifestation of “and we shall hear”, insofar as it represents the service of the heart which is always concealed. Man will cry out to Hashem pleading to understand the Torah that is 'hiding' from him and seems out of reach. As a result of prayer man can utilize 'and we shall hear” to achieve “and we shall do” and comprehend the Torah he studies. The goal is to reveal that which has become concealed as result of the blemish of the moon; to be able to grasp that which seems incomprehensible, to bring the Torah back to its original state so that the Torah in its entirety be accessible, and understood. Can there be a greater joy?!

