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Menachem Mendel of Horodak

Pri Ha’Eretz

Shabbos Teshuvah

Introduction

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok (also known as Vitebsk, 1730—1788) was one of the foremost disciples
of the Maggid of Mezritch and among the first leaders to bring Chassidus to the Land of Israel, where he lived
with a group of disciples in Tiberias. His teachings often focus on the refinement of the soul through faith,
longing for God, and the transformation of darkness into light. The discourse we are summarizing deals with
the theme of Shabbos Teshuvah, exploring the balance between intellect and faith, the role of judgments and
mercy, and the way tzaddikim transform barriers into pathways of Divine perception.

Shabbos Teshuvah. “Return, Yisrael, until Hashem your
G-d, for you have stumbled in your iniquity” (Hoshea 14:2).

Our Sages said (Rashi on Bereishis 1:1): “In the beginning, G-d
created” — initially it arose in thought to create the world with
the attribute of judgment, but He saw the world would not
endure, so He combined the attribute of mercy, as it is written
(Bereishis 2:4): “On the day that Hashem Elokim made earth
and heavens.”

And our Sages said: “A righteous one lives by his faith”
(Chavakuk 2:4). The righteousness of the tzaddik is his longing
for faith, for all his joy and desire is to bring satisfaction to his
Maker, “the Creator of the ends of the earth... there is no
searching His understanding” (Yeshayahu 40:28), and only
through faith that there is One Who creates all (ibid. 45:7).

And if he cannot comprehend even the edges of His ways, how
will he know to bring satisfaction before Him? Therefore the
soul of the tzaddik longs to know Hashem in all His ways and to
serve Him with that knowledge, as it is written (Divrei
HaYamim I 28:9): “Know the G-d of your father and serve
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Now, it is clear and true: if the guilty were struck and punished
by judgment immediately after their sin, and likewise if reward
for good were given to the righteous immediately that day, then
free choice would be nullified. For he would be struck on his
head and compelled to act only in good deeds.

But in truth, faith is always above reason — not yet grasped by
intellect. The tzaddik who grows in comprehension: what began
as faith without grasp, through service and self-sacrifice
becomes understanding, justice, and righteousness. Then his
faith is lifted beyond, endlessly.

And after he attains this, he returns — for it has no end. For faith
is in the Infinite: "By his faith he shall live" forever. As it says
(Bereishis 15:6): "And he believed in Hashem, and He
considered it to him as righteousness" — meaning faith attained,
becoming eternal merit.

By nature, when one tries to gaze at something bright or distant,
he narrows the eye so vision can pierce coverings until it sees.
So too, our Sages said (Tehillim 102:1): "A prayer of the
afflicted when he faints" — only through the wrapping of
poverty. David made himself poor, lowly, struck, and burdened
with all sufferings (Zohar Vayishlach 168b; Pekudei 232b).
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For they are strong judgments — concealment of the highest
level, as it is written (Devarim 31:18): "And I will surely hide,"
and "a God who hides" (Yeshayahu 45:15) in these judgments.

As is known, "there is none else besides Him" (Aleinu). Through

these coverings, the tzaddik can gaze at the brightness and truth
of the light.

So is the path of the tzaddikim: through true self-sacrifice, which

is pure judgment, they can reach the supernal light.

So says the Zohar (Shelach 168a): "Wood that does not burn,
they strike." Meaning, if what one attains does not ignite him
with light, then his eyes turn to faith — what he cannot grasp.
Therefore "they strike him" with judgments and coverings that
conceal His Face. From there "he looks upon the face of the
wasteland" (Bamidbar 21:20) — through those coverings.

And this is what our Sages said: "At first it arose in thought to
create the world with judgment." This is a ruling in practice,
applying in every generation: at first He conceals, in order that
tzaddikim by their thought elevate judgment to gaze, as in "On
the day that Hashem God made" (Bereishis 2:4).

"He saw the world could not endure" — for comprehension
alone cannot sustain the world, only faith above. This is the

"joining of mercy."

Or one may say: before creation, in Divine perception, there is

no choice or existence, only like a flash (Tehillim 144:6). Hence,

"He saw the world could not endure."
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The tzaddikim elevate in this thought all severities —
sweetening judgments at their root, above creation and time, in
simple mercy, "abundant kindness" (Shemos 34:6).

For these tzaddikim, no distinctions of judgment or mercy are
sensed. All faces join, receiving upon themselves, to perceive
the truth of the light, to gaze through that veil upon His Face.

So said our Sages (Bereishis Rabbah 1:5): "Israel arose in
thought first." Thus, "Return, Israel, to Hashem your God" —
return to that primal thought before creation, where all faces
dwell and attributes are nullified in "abundant kindness." There
knowledge unites with holiness, where there is no forgetfulness
or failure. Therefore: "Return, for you have stumbled in your
sin."

Or it may be said: the sin becomes for them as unintentional, and
even more — it becomes a complete permit.

As our Sages said (Yoma 86b): "If one transgressed and repeated
it, it becomes permitted to him."

Thus all aspects to them — prohibition and permission — are
blurred. Therefore they must return to Hashem their God.

This is the union of judgment and mercy — life and peace upon
all Israel, Amen, Selah.

[NOTE Summary
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The discourse opens with the verse "Return, Israel, to Hashem your God, for you have stumbled in your sin"
(Hoshea 14:2). It explains that while the world was initially intended to be governed by strict judgment, God
saw it could not endure this way and introduced mercy. This balance teaches that faith stands higher than
reason, for the mind cannot grasp God’s essence — it is only faith that sustains creation.

The tzaddik constantly strives to transform faith into comprehension through service and self-sacrifice, but as
soon as one level is grasped, faith leaps higher, remaining endless. This is the meaning of "the righteous shall
live by his faith." Faith is eternal, stretching beyond all intellect, becoming righteousness and merit.
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Judgments and concealments, though appearing as obstacles, are actually coverings through which the tzaddik
peers at the true light. By mesirus nefesh, the tzaddik can sweeten judgments at their root, elevating them to the
source of mercy that precedes creation. Thus the words of Chazal, "Israel arose in thought," mean that the
ultimate return is to the primal Divine thought before creation — the place of abundant kindness, beyond good
and harsh distinctions. Teshuvah, therefore, is not merely repairing sin but returning to this higher source,
where unity, mercy, and infinite light prevail.

Practical Takeaway

Teshuvah is not limited to correcting mistakes; it is about rising above intellect and cleaving to faith. A Jew
should not despair when faced with concealment or struggle. Rather, he must realize that barriers are meant to
be pierced — they are coverings that allow the soul to access deeper Divine truth. In our daily lives, when
mitzvos feel heavy or faith feels obscured, one should push with perseverance, knowing that every act of
mesirus nefesh sweetens judgments and draws down mercy, life, and peace.

Chassidic Story

When Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Horodok ascended to Eretz Yisrael, he and his disciples faced enormous
hardships — poverty, illness, and hostility. Despite this, he wrote letters filled with encouragement, teaching
that even great concealments are meant to awaken deeper faith. Once, when asked how he could bear such
suffering, he replied: "If my faith were dependent on comfort, it would not be faith. But because it is beyond all
reason, it lifts me above suffering, straight to Hashem Himself." His disciples reported that during those
difficult years, he would often break into joyful song, saying that in the very darkness, he felt closest to the
light of God. (See Pri HaAretz, introduction).
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