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Chapter 7
Introduction

This discourse by the Maharal of Prague explores the profound relationship between mitzvos and the human

soul. Drawing upon the structure of creation, the Maharal shows how mitzvos are not merely commandments to

do good deeds but essential tools in crafting the inner spiritual order of man. Every mitzvah corresponds to a
part of the human being and of the cosmos, shaping not only our actions but our very form and place within the
divine framework. Uniquely, the Maharal also explains why some commandments, if performed by a non-Jew,

would incur punishment—not because the deed is bad, but because mitzvos function within a specific
soul-system and are not universally applicable. The discourse culminates in a Messianic vision in which
mitzvos like shechitah (ritual slaughter) will no longer be needed—because in the future, man will be refined by
his very nature and not require the same external discipline. This maamar thus weaves together mystical

anthropology, halachic order, and eschatological perfection in one deeply structured vision of Torah and

humanity.
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The mitzvos make a person into a bearer of burden.

After we have explained to you that the attributes of Hashem,
may He be blessed, are decrees upon Yisrael, like a king who
decrees upon his people, you should not think, as did the
Rambam of blessed memory (Moreh Nevuchim, Part I1I,
Chapter 48), in his explanation of this statement, that our Sages
of blessed memory held that He decreed the commandments
upon us and that they have no reason—rather, they are a decree
to test and refine Yisrael if they will keep His commandments.

And he (the Rambam) brought support for this from their
statement in Bereishis Rabbah (44:1): “And does it matter to
the Holy One, blessed be He, whether one slaughters from the
neck or from the back of the neck? Rather, the mitzvos were
only given to purify the creatures,” as it is said (Mishlei 30:5):
“Every word of God is pure.” Until here.

And the Rambam of blessed memory explained by this that
Hashem, may He be blessed, gave the mitzvos to test and refine
the creatures. And his understanding, of blessed memory, in the
parable, is that every single mitzvah certainly has a reason why
He commanded that specific mitzvah. But regarding the details
within the mitzvah—because every mitzvah has specific
details—these have no reason.
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And on this he said: “And does it matter to the Holy One,
blessed be He, whether one slaughters from the neck or from
the back of the neck?”—because slaughtering from the neck is
a specific detail. For the commandment of slaughtering—that
he should slaughter and not tear—is something with a reason.
But that he should slaughter from the neck and not from the
back of the neck—that matter has no reason. These are his
words.

But certainly, there is no reason to accept this interpretation.
For regarding the entire Torah, the verse says (Devarim 4:8):
“And what great nation is there that has statutes and ordinances
so righteous as all this Torah?” And it also says (ibid., verse 6):
“And you shall guard and do them, for this is your wisdom and
your understanding in the eyes of the nations, who shall hear all
these statutes...” etc.

Thus, everything in the Torah, in general and in detail, is
wisdom. And not as he (the Rambam) thought, that the detailed
matters have no reason at all, for that would not be a Torah of
wisdom.

And the Ramban explained this (Devarim 22:6), that what was
said—*“And does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He...”
etc.—was meant in the sense of (Iyov 35:7), “And if you are
righteous, what do you give Him?” But certainly, the Holy One,
blessed be He, commanded the mitzvos for benefit and for good
for them for all time.

And the Midrash of the Sages in “Yilamdeinu” (Tanchuma
Shemini 8), on the portion “This is the animal” (Vayikra 11:2),
says: “And does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He,
whether one slaughters an animal and eats, or strangles and eats?
Do you benefit Him at all, or sustain Him at all?”

“And does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He, whether one
eats pure things or impure things?”—“If you are wise, you are
wise for yourself” (Mishlei 9:12). Behold, the Torah was given
only to refine the creatures, as it is said (Tehillim 12:7): “The
words of Hashem are pure words,” etc., and (Mishlei 30:5):
“Every word of God is refined.”
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Just as He has no need for the light of the Menorah or for the
incense or the like—rather, let us know the truth and merit
through it until we become worthy that He, may He be blessed,
should protect us.
For most of our glory and praise in our songs is reckoned as
nothing and void—on this he (the Ramban) brings proof from
the matter of one who slaughters from the neck or the back of

the neck, to say that they are all for our benefit and not for the
Holy One, blessed be He.

“For what does it matter to Him?”” etc.—Rather, they are for us,
to guide us in the paths of mercy, even at the time of slaughter.

And he (the Ramban) brought another proof (Tanchuma ibid):
“Or what does it matter if one eats pure foods”—meaning foods
that are permitted to eat—*“or impure foods,” which are
forbidden foods, about which the Torah said (Vayikra 11:28):
“They are impure to you.”

Only so that we become spiritually clean, wise, and
insightful—for this is the truth, etc.

And furthermore, in the Midrash “Yilamdeinu” in the portion
“This is the animal” (Tanchuma ibid., 7): Thus said David
(Tehillim 18:31): “The God, His way is perfect; the word of

b

Hashem is refined”—in order to refine His creations.

“What does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He, if Yisrael
eats without slaughter, or that Yisrael strangles and eats,
slaughters from the neck or from the back of the neck?” You
must know that we were only commanded regarding slaughter in
order to refine Yisrael.

For in the future, He will make a feast for the righteous, and
there will be no slaughter there, etc. Rather, it is only to test and
refine Yisrael. Until here.

And we have already said that it is impossible to say that the
mitzvos of the Torah—according to how the Ramban of blessed
memory explained—are to establish good traits within us. For
this cannot be said, since for most mitzvos we do not know their
reasons. And if so, what path will the light of the mitzvos dwell
in?
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However, that which was said (Bereishis Rabbah 44:1): “The
Torah was only given to refine the creations,” the explanation is
not that the mitzvos refine a person through guiding him in good
and proper character traits.
For with that, it would be difficult, just as we have written
above—for such a matter would be fitting only with those
mitzvos whose reason is known to us. But regarding those
mitzvos whose reason is hidden from us, we cannot say so.
Rather, the mitzvos themselves refine the soul of a person to
return it to Hashem.
And therefore, Hashem, may He be blessed, arranged for him
negative commandments, because through this structure a person
will not depart from the proper order at all.
And to indicate that the negative commandments provide a
person with a structure so that he not stray from what is fitting,
He immediately gave the person seven commandments—all of
them negative commandments—as we have explained the matter
of these seven commandments in the composition Gevuras
Hashem (Chapter 66), see there.
And this is because we have already said that a person has a
structure within himself. And whatever he structures, the
departure from his order is in six directions.
Like you would say: this point, which is positioned in this place,
has deviation that exits from its unity and order either to the
right or to the left, or forward or backward, or upward or
downward.
And these six things are what it has as deviation from its unity
and order. But absolute nullification is something other than
this—it is a seventh concept.
It follows that the thing has deviation in seven ways. And even
though this applies in the heavenly spheres—that to a physical
object there are six spatial directions, as we said—

—nevertheless, even in non-physical matters, one still finds
“right and left,” as it says (Devarim 17:11): “Do not deviate
from all they instruct you, right or left.”
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Behold, you find “right and left” even in that which is not
physical—it is only said regarding a matter of unique structure,
that it not deviate from its unity and order.
And so too it can be said regarding all six directions, until one
remains in his order and unity, and has no deviation in any
respect from his unity and order—due to these seven Noahide
commandments, which are all negative commandments.
For sometimes he departs from this unity in one way, and
sometimes in its opposite, and sometimes there is complete
nullification.
And one who understands will understand in these seven
mitzvos, that they preserve and establish a person upon his unity
and his order, as explained in the composition Gevuras Hashem,
that his unity and order stands upon seven; for it cannot be with
fewer.
Therefore, he has seven commandments which establish him
upon the unique structure he possesses.
However, Yisrael—the people of Hashem, whom He chose and
who became more and more united with Hashem, for they have
a uniquely divine soul to a greater degree—became further
united through negative commandments, which are 365 (Makkos
23b), in accordance with their uniqueness.
As they are uniquely united, they became further unified, so that
they not depart from the proper order. And they became further
united through positive commandments, which are 248 mitzvos.
For the soul that dwells in the body inclines itself toward nature,
even though it is in truth a divine soul from above—it merely
stands within a body.
Therefore, it is necessary to extract it from nature and have it
cleave to Him, may He be blessed.

And this is through the mitzvos, whose performance is based on
intellect that sets order for the person.

And through doing the mitzvah—which is an intellectual
order—the person has connection to the intellect, and leaves the
natural condition in which he stands. And then he has
connection to Him, may He be blessed.
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And this is what it says (Bereishis Rabbah 44:1): “And what
does it matter to the Holy One, blessed be He, whether one
slaughters from the neck or slaughters from the back of the neck,
whether one eats pure foods or eats impure foods.”
The intention is that Hashem, may He be blessed, does not
desire the act of slaughter for its own sake, as though it were
inherently good—for what difference does it make to the Holy
One, blessed be He, whether the slaughter occurs from the neck
or from the back of the neck, once the living being has been
killed?
Rather, the Torah was only given to refine the creations—so that
man’s action aligns with the intellectual order given from
Hashem, may He be blessed.
And this is purification and refinement of the soul—when it
cleaves to the intellectual, then it has attachment to Hashem,
may He be blessed.
And this is what it says (Tehillim 18:31): “The word of Elokah is
refined; He is a shield to all who take refuge in Him.” And they
said (Tanchuma Shemini 8): “So that He may be a shield for
you”—meaning, when a person’s soul is purified from the
material nature, then the soul has attachment to Hashem, may He
be blessed, and Hashem, may He be blessed, is with the person,
shielding and protecting him.

And know further: the seed that is planted in the ground brings
forth a tree, fruit, leaves, and branches.

The leaves and blossoms have a particular form that is fitting to
the seed based on its unique nature.

And do not say that if it brought forth branches and leaves of a
different form, that it would be bad. Rather, it is because such is
the decree of the nature of the seed.

And in this form and appearance, the seed reaches its complete
actualization—it is complete when it produces leaves and fruits
according to what is fitting to the seed’s nature.

And likewise is the soul itself, which is from above—it is pure
and refined, but was placed in the human body below.
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And it must be brought forth into actuality—just as the seed
emerges into action from the ground in which it was planted.

And it emerges into action in accordance with what is fitting to
the soul. And when the soul is brought into actuality, it is in a
state of completion.

And due to its completeness, it is connected upward with
Hashem, just as it originated from above.

Only this is the difference: that in the case of the tree, the
emergence of the form of the branches, leaves, and blossoms is
entirely natural. But in the case of a person, everything stems
from the soul.

For his final perfection is not natural at all. Rather, man
possesses a unique Divine soul.

And according to his Divine soul, he is also given unique
mitzvos that are appropriate for him.

Therefore, Hashem, may He be blessed, gave him the
Torah—which is not natural-—and through it a person emerges
into complete actuality, just as a tree comes to its full realization.

And this is what the verse alluded to (Devarim 20:19): “For man
is a tree of the field,” as explained elsewhere.

And just as in the tree, the emergence of its branches and fruits
refines its nature according to what is fitting—and if it did not
produce those, it would certainly be defective—so too in man:

if he does not bring the mitzvos into actuality, he remains only
as potential, embedded in material substance.

And this is a corruption for him, for his soul is from above, but
is embedded in the body. If so, the soul remains only in
potential.

It must therefore emerge into actuality from its material state,
and this is only through Divine mitzvos—just like a seed
emerges into actuality from the ground in which it was planted.
And this is the refinement of his soul when it comes forth into
actuality.
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Therefore, our Sages of blessed memory said wherever they
wished to speak of the remembrance of mitzvos, they said (Pe'ah
1): “These are the things for which a person eats their fruits in
this world, and the principal remains for him in the World to
Come.”
Because through mitzvos, man comes forth into complete
actuality, according to his soul which is emanated from
above—just like a tree reaches its full realization.
Until man acquires the highest level and becomes attached to
Him, may He be blessed.
Therefore, you should not ask why it is that through this
mitzvah, man attains actual perfection—this is certainly not a
difficulty.

Just as you would not ask why a tree attains its full actualization
with this specific form and shape, and not in some other
manner—this is determined by the essence of the seed.

So too, it is necessitated by his soul, which is Divine from
above—that he reaches completion through doing these mitzvos.

And everything is in accordance with what the intellect
ordains—that man should attain actualization due to having a
Divine soul, and what it decrees is his purpose. And this is the
refinement of his soul.

And because man is complete in 248 limbs, and the world—to
not depart from its order but to remain in its structure and not
deviate—is complete in 365 days: for this reason, man was
given 248 positive commandments for his completion, and 365
negative commandments so he may remain in his structure and
not deviate from the order upon which he was created.

And elsewhere we explained further: that man, who is the
central figure among creations, has his place in this world,
beneath the sun—and this is his home and his place.

And as we said (above, chapter 4), that regarding all things in
the world it is said that they are “under the sun” (Koheles 1:14).
And everything in the world has its place, as it is said (Avos
4:3): “There is nothing that does not have its place.”
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As if the place pertains to man, such that place itself becomes
part of the definition of every entity. Therefore, one must write
the name of the place in a divorce document (Gittin 34b).
And we elaborated on this elsewhere: that place belongs to man
and is included in his definition.
Therefore, the mitzvos of the Torah that were given to man
correspond to man and his world—the place in which he
dwells—and that is his place.
And man himself has 248 limbs, which are the completion of
man—and corresponding to this he was given 248 positive
commandments, which are the perfection of man.
And he has a place in which he is, and the place sustains the
thing so it not depart—and we have already said that man’s
place is beneath the sun.
And therefore man was also given 365 negative commandments,
corresponding to the sun which has 365 days—these 365
mitzvos restrict man from stepping out and transgressing them,
for they are his boundaries, just as the sun's 365 days are man's
domain.
Understand these matters well; we explained them further
elsewhere.

The general principle: man reaches actualization through these
mitzvos until he reaches complete perfection.

And certainly all the ways of Torah are “ways of pleasantness
and all her paths are peace” (Mishlei 3:17)—meaning that all
paths of Torah are intrinsically good, and this refers to the
positive commandments.

“And all her paths are peace”—this corresponds to the negative
commandments. For when a person remains within the law that
Hashem gave him, and does not transgress the 365 negative
commandments, nor go beyond his designated boundaries—then
he has peace.

But when one violates the law and enters into another realm not
suited for him—he has no peace. Peace exists only when each
remains within his proper boundary.
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Nevertheless, it is not that Hashem commanded man with
mitzvos because they are good and He desired that he do the
good. Rather, the mitzvos refine the creations so that they exit
the material nature, as we have said.
And therefore, there are several commandments such that if
another person performs them, he is liable to death, as it is stated
(Sanhedrin 58b): “A gentile who observes the Sabbath is liable
to death.”
And if the commandment was due to the fact that this matter and
this action are inherently good, then ultimately, the gentile
performed a good deed.
Rather, the commandments are for the recipient, in accordance
with the rational order that is appropriate. And for this one, He
gives it such a form; and for that one, He does not give him that
form.
But if God arranged the commandments based on what is
inherently good, then that action would itself be good.
And therefore, the commandments purify this person, and that
person is liable to death, because everything is according to the
rational structure.
And this is the explanation of the saying: “What difference does
it make to the Holy One, blessed be He, whether one slaughters
from the neck or from the back of the neck?”
For certainly, from the perspective of the act itself, there is no
difference—only that this form is fitting for the recipient
according to the rational order.
And it has been clarified to you that one should not say the
commandments are what God desires for their own sake—e.g.,
that He desires slaughter per se.
Rather, because slaughter is an act that is suitable for the person
in this particular arrangement—not because of slaughter itself.

And this is certainly the refinement of the soul, as we explained.

And therefore, in the future, when God will make a feast for the
righteous, there will be no slaughter at all.
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Because slaughter is for the sake of refining the person, and in
the future, there will be no need for refinement, for man will
then be in the fullness of his perfection.
And if slaughter were good and fitting in and of itself, then why
would slaughter be nullified? For a thing that is inherently good
cannot be nullified.
Only because slaughter is to refine the person, since the act of
slaughter itself requires that the person act in that specific way,
and through this, a person achieves actual perfection.
And therefore, this commandment is a refinement of his soul,
which is above.
But from the standpoint of slaughter itself, the Holy One,
blessed be He, has no preference whether it is by severing the
neck or by uprooting the organ—such that uprooting would be
inherently evil—it is not so.
And therefore, in the future, when there is no longer
refinement—there will be no slaughter.
And this matter is explained in greater detail and will yet be
further clarified.

[NOTE Summary
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The Maharal of Prague begins by asserting that mitzvos form the “path” or “order” (»2w) of a human

being—they are the divine framework through which man becomes a truly formed and spiritually structured
being. This order (?2w) reflects a cosmic alignment: just as the world is built with systems and measurements,

so too man’s soul and body must be ordered through mitzvos.

He then divides the mitzvos into two categories: 248 positive commandments, which align with the 248 limbs
of the human body and represent active completeness; and 365 prohibitions, which correspond to the 365 days
of the solar year and the boundaries of human existence. The positive mitzvos elevate man toward perfection;
the negative ones prevent him from transgressing the limits of his place—his “makom” (space), which is

essential to his identity and function in creation.

This concept of makom is emphasized deeply. Every being has a place. Mitzvos align a person to his proper

place within creation. Violating that boundary leads to chaos and a breakdown of peace (shalom), as peace only

exists when each entity remains within its designed limit.

Mitzvos are therefore not arbitrary demands of behavior. They are divinely-designed tools to refine and
structure each individual soul based on its capabilities. This explains why a non-Jew is forbidden to keep
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certain mitzvos, such as Shabbos, even though the action appears good—because that action does not
correspond to his divine structure and would cause imbalance.

This leads to the striking conclusion: mitzvos are not inherently good because of the act itself (e.g., slaughtering
from the neck vs. the back). They are good insofar as they refine the human being and bring him into
alignment with his essential nature. In the future, when man is perfected, mitzvos like shechitah will no longer
be necessary—because the act of refinement will be intrinsic, not dependent on action. Hence, the mitzvos are
tools of transformation, not eternal absolutes detached from context.

Practical Takeaway

One should not view mitzvos merely as rules to obey or as good deeds in isolation. Each mitzvah is a
formative mechanism that aligns your soul with the divine structure of reality. Your personal growth, spiritual
stability, and sense of peace depend on maintaining that alignment. Even refraining from prohibited actions is
not just about avoiding sin, but about staying within your proper boundaries—preserving your unique space
in Hashem’s creation.

Chassidic Story

[NOTE

The Maharal of Prague was once visited by a deeply pious gentile who had heard of the spiritual power of
Shabbos and wished to observe it fully. He asked the Maharal’s permission to abstain from all labor and
participate as a Jew would. The Maharal’s response surprised him: "Your soul has its own perfection. Shabbos,
as it is given to Yisrael, is not your path. If you wish to honor the day, do so through awe of God and upright
conduct, but do not perform our abstentions."

The man asked, “But if it is holy, why should I be punished for doing it?”

The Mabharal replied, “Because holiness must come in its proper vessel. If you place pure wine into a cracked
flask, the wine is lost, and the flask is ruined.”

This answer later became foundational in understanding the Maharal’s teachings on mitzvos—holiness must
align with structure, or it leads to destruction rather than elevation.

(Source: oral transmission recorded in Maaseh Rav Maharal)
END NOTE]
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