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Introduction

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok (circa 1730-1788), one of the foremost disciples of the Maggid of
Mezritch and a central transmitter of early Chassidic thought, was renowned for articulating how the most
abstract divine principles descend into concrete halachic reality. In this maamar, beginning from the discussion
of judgments and civil law, he unfolds a sweeping vision in which Torah law, divine kindness, limitation, and
human justice are revealed as the very mechanism through which God’s presence becomes manifest and the

world itself is sustained.

The questioner asked three matters. Moses was perplexed
about them until the Holy One, blessed be He, showed him. And
they are the menorah, the new moon, and the shekel, which is
from the matter of the portion of Shekalim.

The Rav opened: “And these are the judgments,” explanation:
“And these” adds to the earlier ones. Just as those are from
Sinai, so these are from Sinai.

And “before them” and not before the courts of gentiles, which
are called idolatrous, as it is said: “For our Rock is not like their
rock, and our enemies are judges” (Deuteronomy 32:31).

The matter is that one should not materialize the
commandments of judgments, which are, seemingly, material
and composite.

For you acquire a slave, and the commandments of the four
guardians, money or vessels to guard, or his deposit, as the
question of the questioner.

For behold, seemingly, the wisdom of astronomy, philosophy,
that their wisdom and understanding are in the eyes of the
nations, and it speaks of materialities more simple than the
commandments of laws and judgments.

If indeed, nevertheless, they are vanity, deeds of delusion.
“What has straw to do with grain?”” And wisdom, what have
they that is measured by the intellect of the material human that
perishes and is lost.

But not so our Torah in holiness, through which He looked and
created the world, which is the secret of His Godliness, may He
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be blessed, and it has many faces like a hammer that shatters a
rock.

And it preceded the world, and was concealed from the eyes of
all living, and every letter and word, matter and commandment,
everything is the secret of His Godliness.

And the secret of the creation of the worlds and their existence,
how the matter is necessary and it is impossible in another
manner, since it is drawn down from a lofty place.

And for every commandment in the Torah there is a root above,
in particular, but in order to understand the matter in a general
way we will say to return to the first principles.

For the Infinite, blessed be He, is sufficient in His Godliness and
has no need for any created being, for behold everything is from
Him.

And He did not desire the creation of the world except from the
greatness of His kindness and His nature to bestow, as the
statement: “The world is built with kindness.”

In order that there be one to whom to bestow, and that the
kindness flowing from the Infinite, blessed be He, also be
infinite to the wicked and to the good alike.

And it would not be recognizable, the noble before the poor,
since it is without limit, and a thing that is unlimited is not
recognizable.

And the world would return to its first simplicity in its being
within the Infinite, therefore there was a need for limitation of
the Torah: “Thus far shall you come.”

Which is the matter of contraction, and wisdom preceded in each
and every thing to reveal His Godliness, which is the existence
of the world and its creation.

From the beginning through a fixed statute, weighed on the scale
of the balances of justice of the Torah and the commandment.
As the statement: “You shall not favor the poor,” not to show
mercy in judgment, “For you shall acquire a slave, six years he
shall serve,”

For they limit the kindnesses so that they not spread beyond
what is proper, and so are all the matters of laws and judgments.
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In the matters of guardians, deposits, and loans, to limit and to
separate, to each one, that which reaches him.

And because of the boundary that He set, every single thing is
recognizable and limited according to its kind, and one does not
encroach upon that which is prepared for his fellow.

And behold, the boundary and the discernment are the revelation
of His Godliness, may He be blessed, and the existence of the
world.

In contrast, the multitude of kindnesses and expansion without
boundary are not recognizable and revealed, but rather equalize
and make equal small and great alike.

There it is that it is a flood of waters and the return of the world
to chaos and void.

And behold, the matter of the judges of Israel is that they need to
be cleaving to the Lord, the living God.

And in their cleaving to Him, may He be blessed, they would be
fit to bestow much kindness, which is the beginning and the end
of the cleaving of the caused beings to the Cause of causes.
Which is the expansion in the world, “the world is built with
kindness,” in order to bestow good upon His creatures.

And behold, that cleaving is without boundary to His mercies,
abundant like the greatness of the kindnesses of the Name,
which have no end.

But the Torah commanded the boundary of the kindnesses, not
to show mercy in judgment.

And behold, it is a command and one performs it, to return from
the kindnesses to judgment.

Thus, in this judgment, he connects and associates the attribute
of mercy with the attribute of judgment.

Which is the line of judgment, the middle line, that unifies and
connects kindnesses and severities together.

Which is the beginning of the creation of the world in this
manner, and it is the existence of the world.

And this is what our Rabbis of blessed memory said: “One who
wishes to be a pious person should fulfill the matters of
damages.”
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Which, seemingly, is far from kindnesses, but it is very deep
indeed.

For the pious are to bestow kindness with their Creator alone,
without any interruption of materiality.

And all the matters of damages are only materialities.

Therefore, in the courts of gentiles, even if the judgment is
equal, it is nevertheless not a commandment, which is an
expression of cleaving, but rather it is measured according to
human comprehension, body and shell, which is the destruction
of the world.

And this is what our Rabbis of blessed memory said: “What is
mine is mine, and what is yours is yours,” this is a middling trait.

For the boundary between what is his and what is his fellow’s is
judgment, the middle line that connects kindness and severity,
which is a middling trait.

And there are those who say: this is the trait of Sodom, if the
judgment and the boundary are not according to the Torah and
the commandments of Him, may He be blessed.

But rather according to human intellect, behold this is the trait of
Sodom, which is the destruction of the world.

For every boundary is severity and shell, and this is the matter of
the half-shekel, about which Moses was perplexed, which is
knowledge.

For this matter does not seem to belong to and be attributed to
knowledge, since the shekel, the act of giving, is bestowal and
expansion, and within it is a half, which is limitation.

Until He showed him that it is the contemplation that makes
vessels and limitation.

Just as the Holy One, blessed be He, contemplated the Torah and
created the world through the boundaries of the Torah.

Which is a vessel that holds blessing and bestowal, which is
unification and connection of both, which is knowledge that
receives after contemplation.

And this is the matter of what our Rabbis of blessed memory
said: “A sela for charity so that my son may live,” behold this
one is righteous.
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And the revelation of the kindnesses in the world, for if there is . L.
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no boundary there is no world. ' ‘ T T T
And therefore, through the boundary, it is the pathway to the
expansion of vitality.

And this is “so that my son may live,” therefore behold this one RITY 277X 77 977 127 ,°12 Y w3 ann
is righteous, for he is the connector. nanna.
[NOTE Summary:

The maamar opens with the distinction between Torah law and human legal systems. Even when the rulings of
non-Jewish courts appear fair and equitable, they remain rooted in human intellect, bodily perception, and the
external husk of reality. Such law lacks the quality of mitzvah, which is essentially an act of deveikut, cleaving

to God. Law grounded only in human reason is therefore not constructive but ultimately destructive, for it
severs justice from its divine source and turns limitation into mere severity and concealment.

This idea is illuminated through the teaching of the Sages: “What is mine is mine and what is yours is yours”
can be either a neutral, intermediate trait or the trait of Sodom. The difference depends on the source of the
boundary. When boundaries between people are established through Torah, they form the middle line that
unites kindness and restraint, chesed and gevurah. When those same boundaries arise solely from human logic,
they become the trait of Sodom, a rigid self-protection that destroys society and the world itself. Every
boundary contains gevurah and concealment; only when that boundary is rooted in Torah does it serve
revelation rather than ruin.

From here the maamar turns to the mystery of the half-shekel, about which Moses was perplexed. Giving is, by
nature, an act of expansion and flow. How, then, can giving contain a half, a boundary? This paradox touches
the essence of daat. Moses was shown that it is precisely contemplation, histaklut, that creates vessels and
limits. Just as God looked into the Torah and created the world through the measured boundaries of Torah, so
too human giving must be shaped by divine limits in order to become a vessel that holds blessing.

The half-shekel thus embodies the unity of opposites: expansion and restriction, kindness and boundary. It is
through this balance that blessing can endure. Unbounded kindness dissolves the world back into chaos, while
measured kindness, guided by Torah, allows life-force to spread in a sustainable way. This is why the Torah
insists on limits within acts of giving and judgment alike.

The maamar concludes by reinterpreting the teaching that one who gives charity “so that my son may live” is
called righteous. Such giving is not transactional but rooted in faith in the Torah’s structure of reality. “You
shall surely give” implies measured giving, bounded giving, which becomes a vessel for blessing. Through
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boundary, life expands; through limitation, vitality flows. The truly righteous person is one who unites these
forces, serving as the connector between divine kindness and the structured world that can receive it.

Practical Takeaway:

Justice, generosity, and kindness must always be guided by Torah boundaries. Acting fairly is not enough if
fairness is detached from divine will. True righteousness lies in learning when to give, when to restrain, and
how to let Torah shape both, so that kindness builds the world rather than dissolving it.

Chassidic Story:

It was said of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok that once, when a poor man approached him for assistance,
the Rebbe did not immediately give him money. Instead, he questioned him gently about his needs, his family,
and his circumstances. Only afterward did he give him a precise amount, neither more nor less.

A student, puzzled, asked why the Rebbe did not simply give generously without calculation. Rabbi Menachem
Mendel replied that unmeasured giving can embarrass the recipient or weaken his own sense of responsibility.
“The Torah,” he explained, “does not want kindness that floods and erases. It wants kindness that builds. When
giving is measured according to Torah, it becomes a vessel that holds blessing, both for the giver and for the
one who receives.”

In this way, he taught his students that holiness is not found in excess alone, but in the harmony between
expansion and limit, the very harmony through which God sustains the world.

END NOTE]
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