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Introduction

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok (circa 1730-1788), a leading disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch and one

of the primary transmitters of early Chassidic thought, was known for articulating deep metaphysical ideas in a

way that directly shaped avodah, lived divine service. In this maamar, he develops a comprehensive framework
that weaves together tzimtzum, the first light, naaseh venishma, the Ten Utterances, and the inner meaning of
action and hearing, showing how physical mitzvah performance becomes the vehicle for reaching the highest

unity and true deveikus.

And God spoke all these words, saying. This teaches that the

Holy One, blessed be He, said all the Ten Commandments in one

utterance, which it is impossible for a human being to say in this

way. If so, what is the meaning of additionally stating “I am” and

“You shall not have,” for He then returned and explained each
utterance individually.

The rabbi opened with what our Rabbis of blessed memory
said: at the time that Israel preceded “we will do” to “we will
hear,” six hundred thousand ministering angels came to each
individual of Israel and tied for him two crowns, one
corresponding to “we will do” and one corresponding to “we
will hear,” etc.

There at Horeb they placed them upon them, and at Horeb they
removed them, etc. Our Rabbis of blessed memory said, and all
of them Moses merited, etc. Rabbi Elazar said: at the time that
Israel preceded “we will do” to “we will hear,” a Heavenly
Voice went forth and said, “Who revealed to My children this
secret that the ministering angels use.”

That Moses uses it, as it is written: “Bless the Lord, His angels,
mighty in strength, who do His word, to listen,” etc. First it
states “who do,” and afterward “to listen.” There also is the
statement of Rava to that heretic who said to him, “A hasty
nation, for you preceded your mouths to your ears; you still
persist in your hastiness.”

For he said to him: “You are a hasty people, for you preceded
your mouths to your ears; you should first have listened, and if
you were able you would have accepted,” etc. He said to him,
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etc., as it is written: “The integrity of the upright will guide
them,” etc.

And behold our Rabbis of blessed memory said: with the Torah
the Holy One, blessed be He, created the world, which is
wisdom, as the Targum explains: “In the beginning God
created,” meaning, with wisdom He created. And behold the
matter of creation, its explanation, that our Rabbis of blessed
memory expressed in the clarity of their language, words of the
living God.

And they said: before the Holy One, blessed be He, created the
world, He and His Name alone existed. And from the light of
His garment He created the world, like this finding of His
garment, from it and within it.

And in order to understand this in one’s knowledge, “the depths
burst forth like the dawn,” meaning the matter of the contraction.
And it must be known that the Infinite Light, blessed be He,
contracted Himself in the creation of the world, as in the
statement: when it arose in His simple will. And behold, the
matter of the contraction is the ascent of the simple will.

And the human being proves this, for all the order of creation is
included within him. And before the entry of thought into letters
and a word and its comprehension, behold the thought roams
without boundaries or limits, and it is neither grasped nor
grasping, even though the power of comprehension is within it
when it will desire and enter the limits of letters by its will.

But before its entry, when it is abstracted from all limit, the
comprehension has no grasp at all, like nothingness and nullity
and darkness. And this is the matter of Keter, and afterward
wisdom comes from nothing, for wisdom is the contraction from
expansion.

And it is in order to bring the thought into the boundary of letters
and words and afterward the understanding. Thus, the beginning
of the revelation of the light of comprehension is the contraction
of oneself. But the essential vitality of the light of
comprehension is the nothingness and the nullity.
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And the proof is that when a person goes out from one matter to
another in depth, it is impossible for him to enter himself to
deepen into the second matter until he is astonished for a short
while. And the matter of astonishment is that he elevates the
thought to the beginning of its root, which is the nothingness and
the nullity.

And he thinks nothing at all, until afterward it is possible for him
to contract his thought into another matter and illuminate there.
Thus, the essential truth of the power and vitality of
comprehension is the nothingness and the nullity, which appears
like darkness.

But this is because of the absence of the power of the limited to
grasp without limit. Therefore, wisdom and contraction are the
beginning of revelation and light, but the nothingness and the
expansion before the contraction are the essential light that
illuminates within the contraction.

But what is man that You should know him, a son of man that
You should consider him. And it is impossible for a human being
to think except through contraction, particulars by particulars.
But not so the Infinite One, blessed be He, the Cause of all
causes, before Whom everything is revealed, for all hidden
depths and the orders of Creation are revealed before Him.

And everything that is more subtle, nothingness and nullity, and
abstracted from limitation, is more attached to Him, may He be
blessed, to His essence, without any garment. And everything
that is more revealed are garments and screens that separate
between the sacred.

And behold, when it arose in His simple will to create the world,
the will is what contracts the contraction, which is wisdom. And
with His will He created, which is “In the beginning He
created,” as its Targum explains, “With wisdom He created”
(Genesis 1:1, Targum Onkelos).

And all the “And He said” statements that are in Scripture were
already created in the first will, for from the beginning He willed
all the creations. This is what our Rabbis of blessed memory
said, that all of them were created in the first.
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But their revelation, according to the measure of the
comprehension of the limited, was not possible except
particulars by particulars. And this is “And He said, and He
said.” But the first “And He said” is “Let there be light,” which
is the beginning of revelation.

For it is the beginning of revelation, which is the contraction. It
is the light for the comprehension of the limited, for at first it is
dark for their comprehension prior to the contraction.

And behold, the first light was also hidden away for the
righteous for the future to come, and its hiding is in Binah,
which is called “the future to come.” For the contraction, which
is Chochmabh, is afterward enclothed in Binah and Daas and the
attributes, and one does not make use of it except the righteous
one who strips off form and all the matters of those garments
from using them in the service of the Lord.

From making use of them in the service of the Lord, which is
like the words of that heretic to Rava, “First you should have
listened, if you were able you would have accepted,” which is to
estimate in his soul through the attributes and the garments. And
in truth it is not so, but rather “the righteous shall live by his
faith.”

In faith, which is Chochmah and the contraction, without any
understanding to know between good and evil. Therefore, first is
“we will do” simply because of faith, and afterward “we will
hear.” And as is known, the matter of action depends on
Chochmah, as in the statement “all of them You made with
wisdom,” “with wisdom He founded the earth,” which is action.
And the hearing depends on Binah, as in the statement “an ear
understands for it,” as in the statement “a heart to hear,” which is
understanding. And the matter of faith the Lord God did not give
to the nations of the lands, but only after their intellect and the
stubbornness of their heart and their understanding do they go.
Which are laws they do not know, without unity, for they are
separated. But Israel are holy, and they believe in the Lord and in
His Torah, which is the primordial wisdom. And after this faith,
which immediately causes action, these commandments that a
person shall do and live by them.
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In faith and wisdom he lives by them. And the entire essence of
his intention in performing the physical commandment, or in the
depth of Torah and prayer, is because of his faith in them, that
they were drawn down from His will, may He be blessed.

For He commanded and it stands from world to world, until they
reached the level of action. And automatically, through the act of
the commandment, he arouses from world to world until he
reaches the future to come, which gathers everything and is the
true unity.

And the true unity, which is the place of hearing, as in the
statement “let Me hear,” which is a language of unity, and as in
the statement “And Saul gathered the people,” which is a
language of gathering.

Therefore He desires the deed, so that through his doing he will
reach His simple will, in the performance of which he said “and
we will do His will.” And this is a matter from the lowest of the
low and the most inferior that exist for a human king, and they
are very, very distant from the king.

Nevertheless, the entire essence of their action is the command
of the king, perhaps that through their performance of this
lowliness it will branch forth that they will enter into the thought
of the king, after he said “and we will do His will.”

So too is the matter with the performance of the physical
commandments. The essential point is his reaching attachment
and the true unity, which is a “listening heart.” And this is “we
will do” and afterward “we will hear.”

And this is “Bless the Lord, His angels,” that the righteous,
mighty in strength, do His word in order to hear the voice of His
word. As is known, the righteous are called angels through the
Torah and the commandment that were given at Sinai.

Which is its numerical value “a ladder set upon the earth,” and
they ascend and descend upon it and unify all the worlds with
the vitality that shines within them. And this is the meaning of
“to hear the voice of His word,” which is like to unify with the
vitality of His word.
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For the voice is the vitality of speech, through the deed, the act
of the commandments. For one who comes to purify himself
from below is assisted, until he reaches the first light and uses it
to unify all the worlds.

And he uses it to unify all the worlds, which is the answer of
Rava: “We who walk in wholeness,” it is written about him, “the
integrity of the upright will guide them,” from the deed to the
hearing which is in the heart.

But the hearing of the ear certainly precedes the deed, for how
can any action be possible before hearing. However, this is not
called hearing, except the hearing that is in the point of the heart,
which is the unity and the understanding called “King of the
world.”

And this is “before the world was created, He and His Name
alone existed.” And the matter of “He and His Name” is that He
is the Infinite One, blessed be He, and His Name is the
contraction, which is the first light and the beginning of
revelation, like the concept of a name which serves to indicate to
a person.

And this is that the world was created from the light of His
garment, which is the luminous contraction, and He enclothes
Himself within it, like this example of a garment that is from
him. For the will is the contraction, and through it He is.

And behold, the matter of the Ten Utterances are the Ten
Sayings of the creation of the world. And with the Torah the
Holy One, blessed be He, created the world. And this is Rashi’s
explanation on “all these words, saying,” that the Holy One,
blessed be He, said all the Ten Commandments in one utterance.
For when it arose in His will to create all the created beings, that
is the contraction and that is the creation, and all of them were
created in the first. But their revelation to the comprehension of
the limited was still not possible.

And this is Rashi’s explanation, “that it is impossible for a
human being to say so.” If so, what is the meaning of
additionally stating “I am” and ““You shall not have,” for He is
the one that includes everything and is the absence of
comprehension.
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And he answered that He returned and explained, for afterward,
in His return from below to above, from “we will do”” one
reaches “we will hear,” which is unity and attachment to the One
who said “and we will do His will,” blessed be He, forever.
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And this is the matter of the two crowns, one corresponding to
“we will do,” which is direct light, and one corresponding to “we
will hear,” which is unity, returning light. And all of them Moses
merited, for he is the knowledge that connects everything.
[NOTE Summary:

TN 2 IR APYI TN T8 2N 2T 1 N
YR 121 092) i IR T RIY VWl 732
927 1207 NYTT XY

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok begins by grounding the discussion in the primordial state before
creation, when “He and His Name alone existed.” “He” refers to the Infinite One, blessed be He, while “His
Name” refers to the tzimtzum, the first light and the initial point of revelation. Just as a name functions as a
means of indication and disclosure, so too the first light serves as the minimal revelation through which
creation can later emerge. The world itself is created from the “light of His garment,” meaning that creation
arises not from essence directly, but from the luminous tzimtzum that enclothes the Infinite, similar to a
garment that both reveals and conceals.

This framework explains why the entire creation was, in essence, brought into being at once. When it arose in
His simple will to create, that very will was the tzimtzum and the act of creation itself. In that first will, all
beings were already created, as the Sages state that everything was created in the first utterance. However, their
revelation to the comprehension of limited beings was not yet possible. The infinite content of the first will
could not be grasped by finite consciousness, and therefore required gradual disclosure.

This is the deeper meaning of the Ten Utterances of creation and their correspondence to the Ten
Commandments. The Ten Commandments are not merely legal directives but are identical in root to the Ten
Creative Sayings through which the world came into being. Creation itself is accomplished through Torah, as
the world was created with the Torah. Accordingly, Rashi explains that God spoke all Ten Commandments in a
single utterance, something impossible for a human being. That single utterance corresponds to the original,
undifferentiated divine will, which includes everything but remains beyond human comprehension.

The question then arises: why were “I am” and “You shall not have” stated explicitly afterward? The answer is
that the initial utterance represents total inclusion and the absence of graspable differentiation. Only afterward
did there occur a return from below to above, from naaseh to nishma. Through this return, the undifferentiated
will becomes accessible as unity and deveikus. The divine speech is then unpacked into particulars so that finite
beings can relate to it.

This dynamic is mirrored in the structure of divine service. Action precedes understanding. Naaseh comes
before nishma because action, rooted in simple faith, connects directly to the divine will. Nishma, hearing and
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understanding, represents unity and inward attachment that emerges only after action. This is symbolized by the
two crowns given to Israel: one for naaseh, representing direct light, and one for nishma, representing returning
light and unity. Moses, who embodies daat, merits all of them because daat is the faculty that unifies and
connects all levels.

Rabbi Menachem Mendel emphasizes that physical mitzvot, though seemingly lowly and distant from divine
mayjesty, are precisely the means by which one reaches the highest attachment. Just as the lowest servants of a
human king may, through faithfully carrying out his commands, ultimately enter the king’s inner thought, so too
the performance of concrete mitzvot enables the soul to ascend to the divine will itself. The ultimate goal of
mitzvah action is not the action alone, but the attainment of true unity and a “listening heart.”

This also clarifies the verse “Bless the Lord, His angels, mighty in strength, who do His word, to hear the voice
of His word.” The righteous are called angels because through Torah and mitzvot they ascend and descend the
ladder set upon the earth, unifying all worlds with the divine vitality within them. Hearing the voice of His
word means uniting with the life-force of divine speech itself. Through action below, one is assisted from
above, ascending level by level until reaching the hidden first light, which then becomes the means of unifying
all worlds.

The distinction between ordinary hearing and true hearing is crucial. Physical hearing with the ear necessarily
precedes action in a technical sense, but it is not called true hearing. True nishma is the inner hearing of the
heart, the point of unity and understanding that emerges only after faithful action. This inner hearing is the level
called “King of the world,” where multiplicity is gathered into oneness and divine sovereignty is fully revealed.

In this way, the entire process of creation, revelation, mitzvah performance, and spiritual ascent is shown to be
one continuous movement: from simple will, to concealed light, to differentiated action, and finally back to
unity, deveikus, and true hearing.

Practical Takeaway:

The maamar teaches that one should not wait for full understanding, emotional clarity, or spiritual inspiration
before acting. The primary avodah is faithful action rooted in emunah. Through sincere performance of mitzvot,
even when they feel dry, mechanical, or distant, a person connects directly to the divine will itself.
Understanding, inner unity, and spiritual illumination come afterward, as a gift that emerges from action. The
task is to act first, trust the process, and allow the deeper hearing of the heart to unfold in its proper time.

Chassidic Story:

It is told of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok that during his years of leadership, students would sometimes
approach him distressed, claiming that their mitzvah observance felt empty and uninspired. One such student
lamented that he performed every commandment meticulously, yet felt no inner awakening or understanding.
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Rabbi Menachem Mendel listened quietly and then asked the student whether he had ever watched a craftsman
building a ladder. The student answered yes. The Rebbe explained that no one begins a ladder at the top. Each
rung is placed one at a time, starting from the ground, even though the purpose of the ladder is to reach higher
places. If someone refused to place the lower rungs because they seemed too close to the dirt, the ladder would
never stand.

He then told the student that mitzvot are those rungs. Even when they feel low, simple, or heavy, they are the
only way to ascend. “If you keep placing the rungs,” he said, “one day you will find yourself standing higher
than you ever imagined, and you will realize that the ladder itself carried you.”

The student later testified that this teaching transformed his avodah. He stopped measuring his service by
feeling and understanding and instead devoted himself to steady action. Over time, he found that clarity,
warmth, and inner hearing emerged on their own, exactly as the Rebbe had described. END NOTE]
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