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Introduction

This profound discourse by Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the founder of Chabad and author of the Tanya,
explores the hidden goodness embedded within suffering and evil. Living from 1745 to 1812 in White Russia,
the Alter Rebbe was a disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch and became the first Rebbe of Chabad-Lubavitch. His

teachings laid the foundations of intellectual Chassidus, emphasizing deep contemplation and emotional
refinement. This discourse presents a powerful mystical and psychological framework for understanding
suffering, evil, redemption, and prayer, drawing on Kabbalah, the Zohar, and the metaphysics of Divine vitality.
At its core is the principle that even what appears to be evil is rooted in Divine goodness—waiting to be
uplifted through fiery devotion and inner transformation.

And Moshe made a copper serpent and placed it on the pole,
nd it was, if the serpent bit a man, then he looked upon the
opper serpent and lived. And it is taught in the Mishnah
Rosh Hashanah 3:8) regarding this: “When the Jewish people
ooked upward and subjugated their hearts to their Father in

eaven...”
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And it is difficult: why was the serpent needed at all? Let him
simply look upward if bitten by a serpent! And furthermore, what
is this looking upward? For it is explained regarding prayer that
one's eyes should be downward and the heart upward.
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And to understand this, let us preface with an inquiry regarding
the descent of the soul into this world. For its primary purpose is
to cleave to its Creator with love and fear. And the main cleaving
is in prayer, for the words are more accessible to human
understanding.
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And certainly, before the soul comes into this world—and even
after it departs from the body—it cleaves more in inward love and
fear, for the body hinders it from serving Hashem.
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And on the contrary, due to its material nature, the body forces
the soul to derive benefit even from physicality. And even though
the soul does not want this, since its source is carved from
Above—a portion of God from on High—its desire is to cleave
more to its Creator.
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And behold, it is explained in the Zohar: “Whoever does not
transform bitterness to sweetness has no portion in this world at
all” (see Zohar Bereishis 4a and commentary of the Ramaz there).
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For this is the entirety of man—he was created only for this. For
behold, in the First Temple they did not pray at all, and even in
the Second Temple, the Men of the Great Assembly instituted
only a short prayer.
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And certainly, all their service was only in this mode—to
transform bitterness into sweetness.
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And the matter is that judgments are sweetened at their root. For
behold, all evil and judgments, Heaven forbid, that were formed
in the world—their root and life-force that sustains them is good.
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Like the parable of the harlot with the prince, explained in the
Zohar (Terumah 163a)—that all her desire and intent is that he
should not heed her, and thereby she will be more beloved to the
king. Not so when she entices him and succeeds—that is not the
king’s will.
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And this is the teaching of our Sages: “Satan and Penina had pure
intentions.” And elsewhere (Sukkah 52a), it is said that he “set his
eyes upon the First Temple and destroyed it,” implying jealousy.
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And the matter is that the root of evil that sustains it is good, as
explained in the Zohar there: “Is there a servant who rebels
against his master?”
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Though there are many servants who rebel against their masters,
they are of flesh and blood and their life-forces are separate from
one another.
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But the servants of Hashem, who receive their life-force from
Him, and He gives life to all—how can there be life-force to
something that opposes Him? And the answer is: it is like the
parable of the harlot and the prince.
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And this is what gives vitality to all evils—and their root Above
is good. But when they descend below via the chain of descent,
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they become truly evil and harsh judgments, both in worldly
matters and in spiritual matters.
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And behold, when some suffering, Heaven forbid, comes upon a
person, he should not judge it according to what his eyes see as
being bad, but in truth, its root is good. For from Him, blessed be
He, evil does not emanate—only absolute good. However, this
good is not graspable, because it cannot descend into the lowly
world and remains above. (See Tanya, chapter 26, and Iggeres
HaKodesh, beginning of “Lehaskilcha Binah.”)
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And this is called “a subtle thread of nourishment” (michla dekik),
which is truly His vitality (see Zohar Bereishis 8b, “like a fine
thread...”).
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And this is [the phrase] “with all your might” (b’chol me’odecha),
as in the saying: “Good”—this refers to the Angel of Life; “very
good”—this refers to the Angel of Death, which is very
good—without measure or limit. However, it has not yet come to
revelation and is not perceived (see Zohar beginning of Yisro 68b,
and the Ramaz there; and also what is written on the verse “Eileh
Masei’).
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And this is the meaning of the verse: “Y-H has afflicted me with
suffering” (Psalms 118:18)—referring to the beginning of the
Divine Name, the beginning of His revelation, which has not yet
come to full disclosure and is not graspable—for the full
revelation has not yet arrived.
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And this is the matter of Nachum Ish Gamzu, who would say,
“This too is for the good,” because he would truly contemplate
that the root of evil is good, and he would bring [the event]
upward to its root—to the place of Ayin (Nothingness), and there
he could enact transformation.

72907 31 03 MIR O T 03 TR DN 123y N
2107 XIT YT UNGY DRI 120 Y 01en
292; M7 oY 1R Dipn? WY 28 a7y oam
nuaYn nivys.

[ike the statement of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa: “He who said to
oil to burn, may He say to vinegar to burn” (and see also what is
written in the discourse Zos Chukas HaTorah regarding ‘Who will
give pure from impure’).
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And this is the idea of prayer, which occurs in the human body in
this world: the soul within the body suffers pain and affliction
because it desires to cleave to its Creator, and the body does not
permit it.
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And this is like the exile of the Shechinah, which is forced to give
life even to the wicked. So too, the soul is forced to sustain the
body. And all her intent is not for herself, but only to elevate the
body from the dust.
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And it must be refined like silver in the hand of the silversmith.
The more impurities there are, the more it needs to be refined and
purified with a greater flame of fire. So too must the body be
refined from the evil inclination and brought back to its root—Ilike
the parable of the prince and the harlot mentioned above.
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And the more mixed-in evil there is, the more it must be separated
with a stronger and greater fire through prayer to cleave to its
Creator (see also what is written on Parshas Emor on the verse
“And I shall be sanctified”).
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And therefore, in the First Temple, since there was not so much
evil, they did not need fiery prayer. For all their deeds were to
return evil and judgments to their root through sacrifices—and that
was sufficient.
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But in the Second Temple, they began to establish prayer, and it
was short—relative to the extent of fire and the mixture of evil that
was among them.
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And we need to pray more and more with great enthusiasm. And
so in every generation below, one must pray with great fiery
passion—not because the generations are more virtuous, but on the
contrary: due to the immense evil that has become intermingled
and increased in every generation, we must separate it with strong
fire through prayer, and refine the evil within, and bring it to its
root—Ilike the parable of the prince and the harlot mentioned
above.
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That is, he should contemplate the vitality of the evil that sustains
it—how does it receive life from the Holy One, blessed be He? For
without Him, it could not live. And the Holy One, blessed be He,
gives it life in the aforementioned manner. If so—there is truly no
evil at all. And so it is with all suffering in matters of this world:
when one thinks in this way, “all workers of iniquity will be
scattered.”
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And just like the matter of Nachum Ish Gamzu, so too were all the
righteous on this path. Only that Nachum Ish Gamzu had the
ability to change the flow [of Divine influence] from Above to
below, so that it was seen tangibly in the physical world to be truly
good. And therefore he was called “Gam Zu” [“this
too”]—because it was grasped.
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See Eitz Chaim, Shaar Leah v’Rachel, ch. 5 on the concept of
[“Gam,” and in Ma’amarim there: “Ve’hinei HaGam
Me’ir...”—for this is a drawing down from the Hidden World
[Alma D’eiskasya] to the Revealed World [Alma D’itgalya],
which is called “Zu.” And see further about the idea of “Gam” in
Eitz Chaim, Shaar Arich Anpin, ch. 14, and what is written on the
discourse “V’zeh Maaseh Hamenorah” on the verse “Ve’anochi
a’alcha gam aleh”—that the aspect of “Gam” will also ascend.
And from this comes the idea of Nachum Ish Gamzu.)
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But all the other righteous—even though their thoughts were along
this same path—the [Divine] flow remained above as it was
originally, and the goodness was not grasped.
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And this is the matter of the copper serpent, which had to be
placed on a pole—meaning the serpent had to be elevated upward,
and they looked upward. That is, they should not think that the
serpent is separate [from God]; if so, it would be truly evil and
remain evil.
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But when one contemplates the serpent being raised upward to its
root—that it is not separate from Him, blessed be He, and its
life-force comes from there—then it is like the parable of the
harlot and the prince mentioned above. If so, no evil descends
from above.
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And therefore it was made of copper (nechoshes), which changes
into many colors—through Ain (Nothingness) and Mem-Yud

letters that allude to transformation). (See on the matter of the
copper serpent in Zohar I, Terumah 148b, and brought in Eitz
Chaim Shaar Mem-Tes ch. 3, and Emek Hamelech there.)
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And this is the sweetening of the harsh gevurot [judgments] of the
burning serpents—through the copper serpent, which is the
attribute of Tiferes in the realm of the Klipah Nogah of Atzilus.
And this is done by looking upward, to elevate the Klipah Nogah
to its root in the World of Tohu, and thereby the good within it
becomes dominant—because no evil descends from Above. And
then, the goodness in the Tiferes of Klipah Nogah of Atzilus
becomes bound with the Tiferes of holiness in Atzilus, etc.
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And behold, through the attribute of Tiferes of holiness (Tiferes
d’kedusha), there is also a sweetening of the gevurot (judgments)
of holiness by means of chassadim (kindnesses). And this is the
matter of shalom (“peace”) in the upper worlds (Pnimius Shel
Ma’alah), as explained elsewhere in Iggeres HaKodesh on the
verse “And the act of righteousness shall be peace,” etc.—see
there.
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And from this, it extends afterwards also to peace in the lower
worlds (Pnimius Shel Matah) within the heichalos (heavenly
chambers) of Beriah, Yetzirah, and Asiyah, until even in the
chambers of Nogah the good becomes dominant and the evil is
sweetened.
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And this too is through the Tiferes of Nogah—the copper serpent,
etc. However, this is only achieved when one looks upward and
subjugates his heart to his Father in Heaven.
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And see further in Zohar I (Derech 129a, beginning of 160a and
Derech 133a, 147a), and see Zohar, Parshas Miketz (104a), and
see Bereishis Rabbah, Parshas Noach chapter 31 (33a), regarding
the matter of the copper serpent. And something similar appears in
the Yerushalmi, Rosh Hashanah chapter 3.
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[NOTE Summary:

The discourse opens with the episode of the copper serpent (nachash nechoshes) and the
Mishnah’s statement that when the Jewish people “looked upward and subjugated their hearts to
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their Father in Heaven,” they were healed. The Alter Rebbe challenges the need for a serpent at
all—why not simply pray to Heaven? To resolve this, he embarks on a metaphysical journey into
the nature of good, evil, and Divine concealment.

The essence of the teaching is that all evil and suffering stem from a concealed good. The soul,
being a Divine spark, naturally cleaves to God. Yet in descending into the body, it faces the
resistance of materiality. The world presents concealments—harsh judgments (gevurot) and
challenges—that obscure the Divine source.

Nevertheless, these very difficulties are rooted in higher goodness that is simply not yet revealed.
The concept of “sweetening the judgments at their root” means realizing that even the forces that
oppose holiness (e.g., the Yetzer Hara or suffering) derive their vitality from Hashem. Like the
Zohar’s parable of the harlot and the prince, the opposition is a setup for deeper connection.

The symbol of the copper serpent, which changes color depending on light, represents this
paradox—evil that is sourced in good. Only by looking upward—realizing that even harshness
has Divine origin—can one sweeten and uplift it.

The discourse further explains that in earlier generations (e.g., during the First Temple), fewer
inner defects required less fiery prayer. Offerings alone sufficed to sweeten judgments. But as
evil became more deeply entangled, especially in later generations, fiery, passionate prayer
became necessary to refine the soul and body.

Ultimately, this refinement process—through inner fire and devotion—elevates even the “copper
serpent” of Klipas Nogah to its Divine root. Through Tiferes (Divine harmony), the sweetened
gevurot join with kindness, leading to peace both above and below.

Practical Takeaway

When facing suffering, hardship, or even personal moral failure, don’t react at face value.
Instead, look upward—search for the hidden Divine spark within the experience. Realize that
even painful or negative emotions derive their vitality from a higher good. Train yourself to
mentally reframe hardship as an opportunity for elevation. Through deep, heartfelt prayer and
emotional passion, you can “sweeten the judgments”—transforming internal darkness into light.
Your emotional fire becomes the spiritual flame that melts away the concealment and reveals the
truth: everything is from Hashem, and everything, ultimately, is good.

Chassidic Story

When the Alter Rebbe was imprisoned by the Czarist regime for his support of sending funds to
the Holy Land, he sat in chains awaiting judgment. His students were devastated. But the Rebbe
remained calm. When asked how he could maintain such peace amidst such danger, he
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responded:
“I see not chains—I see the will of Hashem. If He wants me here, I am here with Him.”

This perspective mirrored that of Nachum Ish Gamzu, whom the Alter Rebbe
discusses—seeing even suffering as “Gam Zu L’Tovah,” this too is for good. It was not just
belief, but inner sight. Eventually, the Rebbe was freed, and this redemption was understood to
reflect a deeper heavenly decree being sweetened and reversed—rnot despite the darkness, but
through it.

(Source: Hayom Yom; Igros Kodesh HaRav)

TPX (Therapeutic-Psychological Integration)

At its core, this discourse by the Alter Rebbe provides a powerful therapeutic model for dealing
with emotional pain, inner conflict, and trauma. It begins with a deep mystical assertion: there is
no such thing as evil that is independent of God. Everything—even suffering, even failure,
even the “bite of the serpent”—draws its vitality from a hidden good.

From a psychological perspective, this is a radical reframing of what we often call “dysfunction”
or “brokenness.” Much like in Internal Family Systems (IFS), where even our most sabotaging
parts are recognized as carrying protective roles, the Alter Rebbe invites us to see our pain not as
a foreign invader, but as a messenger from within—a misunderstood signal that something
higher is being concealed.

Take anxiety, for example. While it often appears as fear or dread, it can also be a disguised
longing for safety, for control, for divine certainty. Depression, while paralyzing, may actually be
the soul’s cry when it feels disconnected from its source. According to this discourse, these
conditions aren’t inherently evil; they’re “copper serpents”—they look like the enemy, but if we
“look upward,” we’ll find their root is divine.

This mirrors what trauma research has shown: when we reframe our symptoms as
adaptations—when we shift from “What’s wrong with me?” to “What happened to me?”—we
create the psychological conditions for transformation. The fire of passionate prayer, in the Alter
Rebbe’s system, parallels the emotionally immersive therapies today: somatic healing, EMDR,
cathartic movement—all of which involve intense engagement to rewire deeper energies.

Furthermore, his model is developmental: the earlier generations (less trauma, more clarity)
needed gentler work—sacrifices were enough. But in our day, the density of confusion and
brokenness demands fiery emotional engagement to break through the inner noise. Therapy
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today mirrors that evolution: insight alone is no longer sufficient; emotional processing, deep
nervous system work, and spiritual reframing are essential.

When we stare directly at the “serpent” in our lives—be it addiction, shame, anger—we can
choose to elevate it, not just suppress it. The serpent changes color in different lights. Our job is
to lift it to its source—to stop treating our pain as a mistake and start seeing it as a messenger
from the Infinite.

Modern Story

“The man with the burned face”

Dr. Edith Eger, a Holocaust survivor and trauma therapist, tells the story of a soldier she once
treated. He had survived a fire in Iraq, and half of his face was burned beyond recognition. In
therapy, he refused to look in a mirror. He was angry, bitter, and said: “This face ruined my life.”

Dr. Eger gently asked him: “What if this face saved your life? What if it’s your badge of
survival?”

Over months, he began to speak with the part of himself that was hiding. The burn, it turned out,
protected him—from death, yes, but also from the unbearable guilt he felt for surviving when
others didn’t. That disfigured face was his serpent. It looked like a curse. But once he stopped
fighting it—and “looked upward”—he saw it differently.

Years later, he became a firefighter. When asked why, he said, “Because I was burned, I can
walk through fire without fear. People trust me. My wound became my mission.”

This is exactly what the Alter Rebbe teaches: don’t deny the serpent, elevate it. Every burn,
every wound, every darkness is still alive only because it carries the breath of G-d. The
transformation begins the moment we stop looking at pain as the end—and begin to lift it as a
beginning.

(Source: Edith Eger, The Choice, and lecture by Dr. Eger at USC Trauma Institute)
END NOTE]
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