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Parshas Ki Teitzei

Introduction

Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk (1717-1787), one of the great students of the Maggid of Mezritch, was a central
figure in shaping Polish Chassidus. Known affectionately as “Reb Elimelech,” his work Noam Elimelech
remains one of the foundational Chassidic texts. He lived in Galicia and was revered for his piety, depth, and
ability to awaken in others true humility and heartfelt service of Hashem. His teachings often focus on the inner
struggle with the yetzer hara, the sanctification of each limb and action, and the refining of every aspect of
human life until it becomes an instrument of holiness. In this discourse, Rabbi Elimelech interprets verses from
Ki Seitzei and Ki Savo to explain the battle with the yetzer hara, the role of Torah as a protective “roof,” and the

importance of humility in spiritual growth.
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When you go out, etc., and you see among the captives, etc.
There are people who with their general bodily faculties devote
themselves to Hashem with fasts and self-denials. But with each
limb individually it is not proper, and sometimes they stumble,
whether in sight, speech, or other matters a person tramples with
his heel.

And this is hinted in our Sages’ words: “Limbs that fell off the
altar.” Meaning, limbs fall and stumble in a person who
sacrifices himself to Hashem. “They shall return,” meaning he
must return and repair them, sanctifying each limb individually.

And this is: “If a matter is wondrous for you for judgment.” Idle
words are not called speech at all. Only words that pertain to the
word of Hashem and His Torah are called speech.

“If a matter is wondrous for you”—meaning, if speech is
separated from you—*between blood and blood.” For the blood
gives strength and desire to a person. If there are two kinds of
blood, two forces: sometimes the good inclination prevails, and
sometimes the opposite.

“Disputes in your gates.” Meaning, your limbs are not in equal
balance, but contend with one another as above. “And you shall
arise and go up to the place”—to the true judge in your days.
“And you shall do according to the word which they tell
you”—in its simple meaning.
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And this is: “And you shall make a guardrail for your roof, and
you shall not place blood in your house.” The holy Torah is
called a “roof,” for the roof protects the house, and Torah
protects and saves a person. But this requires humility—that
one’s learning not be for pride or to glorify oneself before others.

And this is “a guardrail” in the sense of depth and lowliness, that
is, humility, you shall place for your roof, which is Torah. “And
you shall not place blood in your house” means, as above, that
there not be in you two kinds of bloods and forces, but rather all
as one strength entirely for Hashem.

“Lest the one who falls should fall from it.” Meaning, even the
good deed you do will fall from you, and not endure nor have
effect. “The one who falls from it"—meaning, from that deed it
was fitting that others should fall, that is, judgments and kelipos.
But if a foreign force is mixed in, it will cause even that deed not
to effect anything.

Therefore, a person must repair each and every limb until he
realizes with his own understanding that he is lacking in his
service, and that all his deeds are not properly corrected.

And this is: “When you go out to war,” meaning the war with the
evil inclination. “And Hashem will deliver him into your hand,”
for if not for Hashem’s help a person could not overcome it.
“And you shall see among the captivity a woman of beautiful
form.” It is taught that the soul is called “a woman of beautiful
form.” Meaning, then you will see and understand that the soul
is in captivity, that it has not yet fulfilled its duty. “And you shall
desire her.” And this is sufficient.

[NOTE Summary:
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Rabbi Elimelech begins with the verse: “And you shall make a guardrail for your roof” (Devarim 22:8). He
teaches that Torah is like a roof that shelters and protects. But for Torah study to protect a person, it must be
approached with humility. The “guardrail” represents submission and self-lowliness; without it, Torah study
can become a source of arrogance, which undermines its protective power.

He warns that if a person has “two kinds of bloods”—two forces within himself, one for Hashem and one for
personal honor—then even good deeds will not endure. Instead of causing judgments and negative forces to fall
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away, the deed itself may “fall” and lose its effect. Thus, each limb and faculty must be sanctified and repaired
until the person recognizes with his own mind that his service is incomplete and requires constant refinement.

He then turns to the verse “When you go out to war against your enemy” (Devarim 21:10). This refers to the
battle against the yetzer hara. Victory in this war is only possible when Hashem delivers the enemy into one’s
hands—without divine assistance, a person could not overcome his inclination. The verse continues: “And you
see among the captivity a woman of beautiful form.” The sages interpret this as referring to the soul, which is a
“woman of beautiful form.” The soul is in captivity, bound and unable to fulfill its mission fully. When a person
wages the battle of self-refinement, he comes to recognize that his soul itself is imprisoned and in need of
liberation. At that moment, he begins to truly “desire her”—to yearn for his soul’s release and fulfillment.

Practical Takeaway

Torah must be approached with humility and sincerity. Without a “guardrail” of submission, Torah can become
misused for arrogance, which causes one’s deeds to lose their power. Every action, thought, and limb of the
body must be purified and sanctified, so that all strength is directed solely toward Hashem. The struggle with
the yetzer hara is not won through human strength but only with Hashem’s help. By acknowledging this, one
awakens the yearning to free the soul from its captivity and let it shine in its true beauty.

Chassidic Story

Once, a wealthy man came to Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk and complained that despite his regular Torah
learning and acts of charity, he felt no inner growth. Reb Elimelech listened quietly and then asked him: “When
you learn Torah, do you pray that the words should protect you from arrogance as much as from ignorance?”
The man admitted he had never considered this. Reb Elimelech told him: “Without a guardrail, even the highest
roof is dangerous. Torah is the roof, but humility is the guardrail. Without it, one falls from the very height that
was meant to protect.” From that day on, the man approached his Torah learning with humility, and he later
testified that his prayers, learning, and mitzvos took on new vitality.

END NOTE]
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He, is with love and awe. Love is in thought—namely, to think
of the exaltedness of G-d, and through this to bring into his heart
complete love. For in thought it is possible to picture even
something one has never seen.
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And afterwards he must see his own lowliness, and this is awe.
Awe is in speech and in deed, for sometimes a person speaks or
performs a mitzvah out of fear—whether fear of people, lest they
punish him for transgressing Jewish practice, or fear of Hashem.

And this is why we arrange in the blessing of Shema: “All of
them are beloved, etc.”—this is the praise of the angels, meant to
arouse love. And afterwards we say: “They respond with awe,
etc., in fear”—to arouse awe. And afterwards, prayer in a
whisper—this is complete love.

However, there are people who have another kind of love,
meaning they have foreign thoughts. Surely this is their love, for
that which a person loves he gathers into his thoughts. A person
who performs a mitzvah or prays out of fear of people—this
prayer brings him to an external and foreign love.

For his speech arouses his love, and all his thoughts come to
mind during prayer more than after. After prayer, he has fewer
foreign thoughts; but specifically during prayer, his thoughts
multiply. Therefore, after prayer, this external love ceases.

This is what the Tanna said: “Any love that depends on a
matter—when the matter ceases, the love ceases.” “Matter”
(davar) is from the term “speech.” That is, the external love that
depends on speech: specifically during prayer, his beloved
foreign thoughts come. When “the matter ceases,” i.e. after
prayer, “the love ceases.”

But not so the complete tzaddik, whose soul is always bound in
love by constantly thinking of G-d’s greatness. Such love is
never nullified.
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[NOTE Summary:

Rabbi Elimelech teaches that the essence of a Jew’s avodah is in the balance of love and awe of Hashem. Love
is rooted in thought—by contemplating the greatness of Hashem, one awakens deep love in the heart. Awe, by
contrast, expresses itself in speech and deed, as one refrains from sin or fulfills mitzvos either from fear of
people or true fear of Hashem. This is reflected in the order of the Shema: first the angels are described as
“beloved,” awakening love, then as “answering in fear,” awakening awe, and finally the silent
Amidah—complete love that integrates both.

Yet there are those whose “love” is misdirected. When they pray out of fear of others rather than Hashem, their
speech awakens worldly or foreign loves. Paradoxically, their foreign thoughts are strongest during prayer, for
“any love that depends on a matter—when the matter ceases, the love ceases.” Once prayer ends, their foreign
love fades, revealing its emptiness. The complete tzaddik, however, constantly contemplates Hashem’s
greatness, and his love never ceases.

This leads to the verse, “When you go out to war against your enemies.” Leaving the proper path—speaking
words of prayer but letting one’s thoughts wander—provokes a war with the yetzer hara. The false love
becomes an enemy. Victory comes only when Hashem delivers the enemy into one’s hand through teshuvah. By
repairing thoughts, speech, and deeds, one unites love and speech, and then even what the kelipah had
captured—the prayers and mitzvos performed with foreign intent—can be redeemed and restored to holiness.

Practical Takeaway:

Every Jew must sanctify not just his actions but also his thoughts and intentions. Prayer without focus allows
the yetzer hara to hijack even holy words, dragging them into captivity. But sincere teshuvah can rescue those
very prayers and elevate them. The key is to bind thought, speech, and deed together in humility and truth,
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ensuring that love of Hashem is constant, not conditional or foreign. By doing this, one transforms past failings
into present victories and restores lost sparks to holiness.

Chassidic Story:

It is told that once a disciple came to Rabbi Elimelech distressed that foreign thoughts plagued him most during
prayer. He asked: “Why, when I stand before Hashem, do all my unwanted loves and desires rise up and distract
me?” Rabbi Elimelech answered: “When a king sits in judgment, even those with small claims hurry to be
heard. So too, when you stand before the King of Kings in prayer, every thought you ever gave power to rushes
to present itself. Do not despair—if you pray with teshuvah and yearning, those very thoughts will be redeemed

and turned into holiness.”
END NOTE]
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“If a man has two wives... and the firstborn son is
of the hated one.” At first glance, the word “and it
shall be” (vehayah) is imprecise, for it is an
expression of certainty. It should have said, “And if
the firstborn son will be...”

It seems we may explain: thought is called “a wife,” for thought
gives birth to action. There are two kinds of thoughts—one holy
and one foreign. Thus: “If a man has two wives”—his mind is
mixed with good and evil, holy thought and foreign thought.
This is “one beloved and one hated.”

Scripture says: “And the firstborn son is of the hated one”—this
is certain. The “son” born of the hated, that is, an action arising
from a foreign thought, is the firstborn, meaning it holds the
upper hand.

“And it shall be on the day he bequeaths to his sons”—meaning,
when the time comes to raise up his deeds to Hashem. “He may

not give precedence to the son of the beloved over the son of the
hated, the firstborn.”
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“To give precedence” (levaker) is from the root bikkurim (first
fruits)—that is, he cannot complete a mitzvah in wholeness,
“over the son of the hated, the firstborn.” For since the son of the
hated is the firstborn, it blocks the mitzvah’s perfection.
Therefore guard yourself very much, sanctify and purify your
thought, so that your mitzvos can be performed in completeness.
And this is sufficient.

[NOTE Summary:

Rabbi Elimelech teaches that true service of Hashem requires both love and awe. Love begins in thought,
through contemplating Hashem’s greatness, and awe is expressed in speech and deed, when one restrains
himself from sin or fulfills mitzvos out of reverence. Prayer is designed to awaken this: first the angels are
described as “beloved,” stirring love; then they “answer in awe,” awakening fear; finally the silent Amidah, a
union of both, embodies complete love.
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Yet a danger exists: if one prays out of fear of people instead of fear of Hashem, his words awaken foreign
loves, distractions that become strongest specifically during prayer. This is the meaning of “any love dependent
on a matter—when the matter ceases, the love ceases.” Foreign love tied to speech fades after prayer, revealing
its emptiness. In contrast, the tzaddik cleaves constantly to Hashem in love, which never ceases.

This struggle is the “war against your enemies.” When one’s thoughts stray in prayer, the foreign love becomes
an enemy. But Hashem gives victory when a person does teshuvah—repairing thoughts, words, and actions so
that love and speech are one. Then even prayers and mitzvos that were captured by the kelipah can be
reclaimed and elevated to holiness.

Rabbi Elimelech further explains the verse about “a man with two wives, one beloved and one hated.” The
“wives” represent thoughts: holy and foreign. Actions are the “sons” born of thought. Inevitably, the
firstborn—the most powerful influence—comes from the foreign thought, and it overshadows the mitzvah born
of the holy thought. Therefore, one must purify and sanctify his mind, lest the mitzvah itself be prevented from
reaching wholeness. Only when the root—the thought—is cleansed, can the fruit—the action—be whole.

Practical Takeaway:

Holiness begins in thought. If thoughts are pure, deeds can reach perfection; if thoughts are foreign, they taint
even mitzvos. Prayer and mitzvah performance must unite thought, speech, and deed in humility, directing all
love solely toward Hashem. Through teshuvah, one can reclaim even past prayers and mitzvos that were
blemished and return them to holiness. The task of avodah is therefore constant vigilance over the mind,
ensuring that what is born of thought is fit to be offered as a complete service.
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Chassidic Story:

A man once came to Rabbi Elimelech, weeping that he could not control his distracting thoughts in prayer.
“Sometimes,” he said, “I feel my mitzvos are worthless because my mind is soiled with other desires.” Reb
Elimelech told him: “Do not despair. Even if the firstborn is of the hated, even if your first thought is foreign,
sanctify your mind anew. When you do teshuvah, you can inherit again, and the holy thought will be raised
above. Know this: the very prayers that were taken captive can be redeemed and restored.” The man later said
that these words gave him courage to fight anew in his avodah, with the faith that even his fallen prayers could
be lifted.

END NOTE]

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com



http://chassidusnow.com/donate
http://chassidusnow.com

