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Introduction

Rabbi Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl (1730-1797), a foremost disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch and
author of Me or Einayim, is renowned for revealing the inner unity of Torah, mitzvot, and the inner life of the
soul. In this maamar on the opening of Parashat Vayigash, beginning with Judah’s approach to Joseph, he
explains why the Torah cannot be read as mere narrative, and how the deepest foundations of divine service,
love and awe, are embedded within its very stories.

And Judah approached him and said, “Please, my lord, let
your servant speak a word in my lord’s ears, and do not let
your anger burn against your servant, for you are like
Pharaoh” (Genesis 44:18). It must be understood why this is

written in the Torah, for it is impossible that it be, Heaven forbid,

merely stories, like those whom the holy Zohar dismisses, who
say that the Torah is only stories, Heaven forbid.

It is written, “You are clothed in splendor and majesty” (Psalms
104:1). The explanation is that “majesty,” which is the Torah, as
it is written, “Place Your majesty upon the heavens” (Psalms
8:2), is something with which the Creator, blessed be He,
clothed the Torah in garments.

For the Torah is called fire, as it is written, “Are My words not
like fire” (Jeremiah 23:29). And just as it is impossible to grasp
fire without garments, so too the Torah, which is called fire,
cannot be grasped without vessels. Therefore it was necessary
for it to be clothed in garments and vessels.

And behold, sometimes the Torah is called water.

As it is written, “Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters”
(Isaiah 55:1). Seemingly, how can there be two aspects in the
Torah, fire and water, which are opposites. This can be only by
the Creator, blessed be He, Who makes peace in His heights, as
our Sages of blessed memory said that heaven is fire and water,
which the Holy One, blessed be He, mixed together and made
them into heaven, binding and uniting them as a mediator
between the two aspects.
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What then are fire and water. They are love and awe, which are
the essence of the entire Torah, for without awe and love the soul
does not ascend. Fire is awe, for just as one fears approaching a
great fire, so too the Creator, blessed be He, is a consuming fire
that consumes all the fires of the world. Water is love, for water
causes all kinds of delight to grow, and thus water is the root of
all loves in the world.

Therefore our Sages of blessed memory said that “Torah” in
gematria equals six hundred eleven, even though there are six
hundred thirteen commandments, because the two
commandments of love and awe are the root of the entire Torah,
and they must be present in every single commandment.

Therefore, “I am” and ““You shall have no other” we heard
directly from the Divine utterance. The Creator, blessed be He,
made us hear the essence and root of the entire Torah from His
own mouth. For “I am” is love, for “I took you out of the land of
Egypt,” and therefore you must love Me.

And “You shall have no other gods,” meaning other powers, as
we explained according to the verse, “And the Lord your God
will circumcise your heart ... to love” (Deuteronomy 30:6). It
seems puzzling why the Blessed One opened for us this path of
loving Him with the phrase “for the sake of your life.”

Rather, one must believe with complete faith that all one’s
powers and vitality are from the Creator, blessed be He. For man
is a small world, comprising all the worlds, and the Creator,
blessed be He, binds and unifies all the worlds.

As it is stated, “And You are the One Who binds them and
unifies them,” and as Rabbi Moshe Isserles, of blessed memory,
wrote, “and performs wonders,” for He binds the spiritual with
the physical.

This is how the Creator, blessed be He, taught us how to love
Him. “For the sake of your life” means that the Creator, blessed
be He, is your life, that all your powers and vitality are from
Him.
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He binds and unifies all the worlds within you, joining the
spiritual with the physical. When you move any limb, who
moves it if not the Creator, blessed be He.

This is “The Lord your God you shall fear,” specifically your
God, Who is mighty and all-capable, the Master of all powers,
the Master of all your powers.

Therefore, “You shall have no other gods,” meaning other
powers, as the Baal Shem Tov explained on the verse, “And you
will turn away and serve other gods” (Deuteronomy 11:16).
Immediately when one turns away from Him and from the faith
that all one’s powers and vitality are from the Creator, blessed be
He, one is immediately called a servant of other gods.

It is also known what we have stated many times on the verse,
“A righteous one rules through the fear of God,” and our Sages
said, “The Holy One, blessed be He, said: Who rules over Me?
The righteous.”

For the Holy One, blessed be He, decrees a decree and the
righteous nullifies it. The holy Zohar asks: Is the righteous one a
prosecutor against his Master.

We explained this according to what we were precise about in
the wording “Who rules over Me,” for it should have said, “Who
rules upon Me.”
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The Torah’s account of Judah approaching Joseph is not, Heaven forbid, a historical tale devoid of inner
content. The Zohar already rejects the notion that Torah is merely narrative. Rather, the verse “You are clothed
in splendor and majesty” teaches that the Torah itself is divine light clothed in garments. The Torah is called
fire, for it is divine speech aflame with holiness, yet fire cannot be grasped without protection. Therefore, the
Torah had to be enclothed in garments and vessels, namely stories, laws, and worldly forms, so that human

beings could receive it.

At the same time, the Torah is also called water, as it is written, “All who thirst, go to the waters.” Fire and
water are opposites, yet both exist within the Torah because the Creator alone makes peace between opposites.
Just as the Holy One mixed fire and water to form the heavens, so too He unites opposing spiritual qualities

through His oneness.

Fire and water correspond to awe and love. Awe is like fire, for just as one fears approaching a great flame, so
must one approach the Creator with reverence, for He is a consuming fire. Love is like water, for water nurtures
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growth and pleasure, and from it all forms of delight emerge. These two qualities, love and awe, are the root of
the entire Torah. Without love and awe, the soul cannot ascend.

This is why “Torah” numerically equals six hundred eleven, even though there are six hundred thirteen
commandments. The two additional commandments, love of God and awe of God, are not counted among the
six hundred eleven because they are the roots that must animate every mitzvah. Every commandment must
contain both awe and love to be spiritually alive.

Accordingly, the first two commandments, “I am the Lord your God” and “You shall have no other gods,” were
heard directly from the Divine. “I am” expresses love, for God reveals Himself as the One who redeemed Israel
from Egypt and gives life. “You shall have no other gods” means not to attribute power or vitality to any force
other than Him. Man is a microcosm containing all worlds, and the Creator binds and unifies all spiritual and
physical realms within the human being. When a person recognizes that every movement, every breath, and
every power comes solely from God, love naturally emerges.

Awe follows from this recognition as well. “The Lord your God you shall fear” means fearing God precisely as
your God, the sole source of all strength and power. The moment a person turns away from this faith and
imagines independent forces at work, even within themselves, they are already serving “other gods.”

This understanding also explains the teaching that “the righteous rule through fear of God,” and the statement of
the sages, “Who rules over Me? The righteous.” This does not mean that the righteous oppose God’s will.
Rather, through complete unity with divine awe and love, the righteous become transparent vessels for God’s
will, so that divine decrees are transformed from within, not challenged from without.

Practical Takeaway:

Torah study and mitzvah observance must never be approached as external actions or intellectual exercises
alone. Every engagement with Torah should be infused with conscious love and awe of God, recognizing Him
as the sole source of all life and power. When love and awe animate one’s service, the Torah’s outer garments
reveal their inner fire and water, drawing the soul upward and aligning human will with divine unity.

Chassidic Story:

It is told of Rabbi Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl that once, before teaching Torah, he remained silent for a
long time. His students grew uneasy, wondering why he delayed. Finally, he spoke and said that he had been
preparing himself to speak words of Torah with both burning awe and flowing love. “Without awe,” he said,
“the words have no fire, and without love, they have no life.” Only then did he begin teaching, and his words
entered the hearts of his listeners with warmth and reverence together.

END NOTE]

Powered By: ChassidusNow.com



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

