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Introduction

This profound teaching from the Maharal of Prague explores the essential distinction between the natural world
and the world of Divine action. Through his analysis of circumcision (;777°») and the nature of mitzvos in
general, the Maharal argues that man is not born complete, but must actively elevate himself through Divine
commandments. Drawing from Midrashic sources and philosophical reasoning, he shows that Torah and
mitzvos are not enhancements of nature—they are beyond nature. In fact, the very purpose of mitzvos is to
refine and transform the human being into something supra-natural, aligning with the ultimate Divine will. The
discourse especially focuses on circumecision as a metaphor and prototype for all mitzvos: it is given not
because nature is perfect, but because nature is intentionally incomplete—so that man, through free will and
intellect, can partner with Hashem to transcend it.
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The fulfillment of the commandments completes the form of man.

It has been explained to you that the Divine actions, which are
the commandments of the Torah, are fitting for man according
to the level of his Divine soul that is within him.

And these actions are the completion of man, by which he
becomes complete, until he is the being in whom his Creator
desires. And this matter will be explained at length in the
coming chapters, with the help of the Giver of the Torah. And
in this chapter, it will be explained in brief, in general, that
man—;formed by the hands of the Holy One, blessed be
He—the choicest of the lower creations, is lacking until he
becomes complete through his own actions. And through the
commandments of the Torah, man reaches completion.

For since he has a Divine soul, which possesses a Divine
preparedness, therefore his completion is not through
something natural, but his completion is through Torah and
commandment, which is above nature. And this matter is
explained in many places, that the commandments of the Torah
are of a higher level and standing than nature.
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And in the psalm “The heavens declare the glory of God...”
(Tehillim 19:2), afterward it begins (verse 8): “The Torah of
Hashem is perfect,” until the end of the psalm. And there are
seven verses from the beginning of the psalm until “The Torah
of Hashem is perfect.” For the conduct of nature was created in
the seven days of Creation, whereas the Torah is above nature,
and it is the eighth level.

And according to this idea, the psalm “Ashrei temimei
derech...” (Tehillim 119), which is entirely about the Torah,
has in it eight alef-to-tav cycles, for the Torah is the eighth
level, which is above nature that was created in the seven days
of Creation. And likewise, anything that is above nature, and is
a rectification of what is lacking in nature, comes after the
seven.

And this is the reason for circumcision on the eighth day: for
man by nature is born with the foreskin, and that is a
deficiency of nature. And circumcision is a rectification of
nature, and therefore, this rectification is on the eighth
day—because it is after the nature that was created in the seven
days of Creation.

And from now you shall know that the commandments, which
are the Divine actions and are the deeds of man, through them
man reaches a level that is above nature. And it is fitting that it
be so: for the action of man—inasmuch as he is a being of
intellect—is of greater stature than nature, for nature is merely a
material force, whereas man is intellectual.

And if it should be said that the power of nature acts with a
force that is from Hashem, blessed be He, we shall likewise say
that man, who is intellectual, acts with the ability that Hashem,
blessed be He, has granted him. Therefore it is fitting for
man—who is intellectual, and whose ability is above nature—to
perform Divine commandments, which are actions that are not
natural. And through them man will attain a lofty level that is
above nature: the separate world.
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And in the Midrash (Tanchuma, Tazria 5): Turnus Rufus the
wicked asked: Whose actions are more pleasing—those of the
Holy One, blessed be He, or those of flesh and blood? He said
to him: those of flesh and blood. Turnus Rufus said to him:
Behold the heavens and the earth—can man make anything like
them? Rabbi Akiva said to him: Do not argue with me
regarding something that is above created beings, over which
they have no control, but rather speak about things found
among human beings.

He said to him: Why do you circumcise? He said to him: I knew
you would ask me about this matter, and therefore I said to you
in advance that the deeds of man are more pleasing than those
of the Holy One, blessed be He. Rabbi Akiva brought him
sheaves and loaves of bread. Turnus Rufus said to him: If the
Holy One, blessed be He, wants circumcision, why does the
child not emerge from the womb already circumcised?

Rabbi Akiva said to him: Why does a child emerge with his
umbilical cord attached and his mother cuts it? And what you
are asking—why he does not emerge circumcised—is because
the Holy One, blessed be He, gave the commandments only to
refine man through them. Therefore David said (Tehillim
18:31), “The word of God is refined.” Up to here.

And the explanation is: that Turnus Rufus thought that the
deeds of man are inferior to the deeds of nature, because nature
is a Divine act. Therefore, he said that circumcision is more
inferior than the foreskin, which is the act of nature performed
by Hashem, blessed be He—whereas circumcision is a human
act.

And he was answered that this is not so—for the deed of man,
when performed by man who is a being of intellect, is of higher
stature than nature, which is merely a material force. And just
as he proved to him from wheat, which is the product of nature,
yet it is lacking until it is completed by the intellectual human
being—from this you see that the act of the intellect is above
nature.
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And he continued to ask: If so, why does the infant not emerge
circumcised, since Hashem, blessed be He, desires circumcision
and does not desire the foreskin at all? For he still thought that
even if the act of man is of higher level—as it is the act of the
being endowed with intellect—nonetheless, one cannot say that
the act of nature is deficient.

And if He desired circumcision, and the foreskin is bad, then
why did Hashem not complete nature so that the infant would
emerge from his mother already circumcised? And this cannot
be sufficiently answered by the example of wheat, for even if
bread is the act of one with intellect and more choice, still, the
sheaves—which are the product of nature—are good. It is only
that the act of the intellect is more praiseworthy; but one cannot
say that the act of nature is lacking.

And to this he answered: indeed, the act of nature is also
deficient. Just as you see that the infant is born with an
umbilical cord, and the mother must cut it—so from this you
see that nature is not complete. And if so, this is no question
why the infant emerges with a foreskin, for the act of nature is
not complete. For if the act of nature were complete, there
would be no change in the act of nature—for things that are
complete have no change. But nature lacks completion,
especially regarding the intellectual human being, who has a
superiority over nature due to his intellect.

And further it is stated in the Midrash (Tanchuma, Shemini 9):
All the works of the six days of Creation require additional
human action—Ilike wheat, which needs to be ground; mustard,
which must be sweetened; lupines, which also must be
sweetened—until here. And all this is because the act of nature
does not possess completion in itself for man, who possesses
intellect that is above nature—and this is the level of nature, as
we have said.
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Therefore, all that was created during the six days of Creation
lacks completion for man. And thus it is no question that the
infant is created without circumcision—for this pertains to the
action of nature, which is an incomplete act, and is not at the
level of completion fitting for the intellectual human. And if
man were created in a state of completeness when exiting his
mother's womb, then he would be natural only.

Therefore, circumcision was given to him—for it is his
completion on the eighth day. For all of man’s perfection is
above nature. Hence circumcision, which is his completion and
is above nature, is equivalent to all the Torah. And do not say,
Heaven forbid, that there is deficiency in the act or the word of
Hashem, blessed be He; it is not so, but everything is with
wisdom.

According to what is fitting for a world that contains existence
and loss—one that is not inherently complete—especially for
man who is intellectual, for intellect is above nature. Therefore,
for man, nature is not inherently complete, since he must fix his
food—grind wheat, cut the umbilical cord, and circumcise the
foreskin.

And he further responded that indeed, this is no question—why
the infant is not born circumcised—as has been explained.
Nonetheless, beyond that, the question is not appropriate, for
the mitzvah which Hashem, blessed be He, commanded to
mankind—He desires thereby to refine man.

For from the perspective of Hashem’s action, there is no
circumcision—this pertains to creation, for Hashem created
everything through nature, and according to nature, the foreskin
is appropriate. But Hashem, blessed be He, gave man
circumcision so that it be a refinement to man until he becomes
beyond nature.
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For when one performs the mitzvah, he becomes refined
beyond nature—and this is what Hashem, blessed be He,
desired in circumcision. For if one were born circumcised, it
would not be a refinement to man, since all men would be that
way, and nature would be the same for all. But refinement exists
only in what is not natural—for refinement is an emergence
from nature. And this is refinement, as will be explained.
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[NOTE Summary

The Maharal begins by explaining that the mitzvos of the Torah are Divine actions designed to complete the
human being, who was created with an innate Divine soul. Because man's soul is spiritual and Godly, his
perfection cannot come from natural or material forces but only through supra-natural actions—that is, mitzvos.
The Torah, which was given after the seven days of Creation (symbolized by the eighth level), represents this
transcendence of nature.

He elaborates that even nature itself is not complete without human refinement. As brought in Midrash
Tanchuma, everything in the natural world—wheat, mustard, lupines—requires human processing to become
useful or desirable. This illustrates that the world was intentionally created lacking, in order to give man—who
possesses intellect—the opportunity to refine it. This is why circumcision is performed on the eighth day: it is a
correction of nature, which by default produces man in an unfinished state. If man were born already
circumcised, he would be merely natural, not a partner with God in refining the world.

The Maharal uses the famous dialogue between Rabbi Akiva and the Roman Turnus Rufus to further illustrate
this point. Turnus Rufus argues that if God truly desires circumcision, He should have created man already
circumcised. Rabbi Akiva responds that the mitzvah of circumcision—and by extension, all mitzvos—exist
specifically to refine the human being. Man is not created perfect; he is created with potential, and mitzvos are
the tools by which he fulfills that potential. Circumecision, therefore, symbolizes man’s role in transcending
nature, turning himself into something “more than natural.”

Practical Takeaway

The human being is not meant to passively accept the world or himself as-is. You were created lacking in order
to rise. Every mitzvah is a tool for you to refine, elevate, and transcend your natural state. This worldview
empowers personal responsibility: instead of seeing our imperfections as flaws, we understand them as
opportunities for spiritual greatness. Don't ask, “Why wasn't I created perfect?” Ask, “How can I partner with
Hashem to perfect myself?” Especially in the performance of mitzvos—even the most basic ones—know that
you are actively transcending nature and aligning with a purpose far beyond the material world.

Chassidic Story

Once, the Maharal of Prague was asked by a nobleman: “Why does your religion focus so much on
actions—mitzvos—when true religion should surely be about beliefs and contemplation?” The Maharal replied
by pointing to a rough stone lying in the courtyard. “That,” he said, “is nature—untouched, raw, unfinished. It’s
what God created. But now look at the cornerstone of this palace—perfectly shaped, aligned, beautiful. That
was cut and polished by man. God gives us raw material; we are called to perfect it.” The nobleman stood
silent, moved by the depth of the metaphor. The Maharal concluded: “Our mitzvos are chisels. With them, we
cut away the excess and reveal the holy structure that lies beneath.”
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(Source: Sippurei Maharal, Prague traditions)

END NOTE]
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