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 As Shmini Atzeret and Simchat Tora approach, many comment how 
“It’s almost over” and “How challenging this Yom Tov period has been.” It 
would appear that Shabbat Beraishit this year will especially be difficult to 
appreciate, coming immediately on the heals of the last days of Yom Tov in 
Tishrei, with even the beginning of the book of Beraishit being read the day 
before as part of the Aliya of the Chatan Beraishit on Simchat Tora.  
 

Yet when we find ourselves thinking such thoughts and making such 
observations, we should also recognize that we may be reflecting a lack of 
basic appreciation of spirituality within ourselves and an undue emphasis upon 
the material and physical aspects of our existences. Should we be missing our 
weekday work that much, not in terms of how long it will take to make up the 
responsibilities of our workload, but because this is what we most enjoy and in 
which we find the greatest personal meaning? Is school the true be-all and end-
all of our student lives? Is having to miss watching a debate between 
presidential candidates, or even what one may consider significant baseball and 
football games that coincide with Shabbat and Yom Tov such a major 
sacrifice? What do sentiments of this nature indicate about what we have 
chosen to place at the center of our lives, in contrast to what we consider to be 
relegated to life’s periphery? 
 
 More subtly, but perhaps also more insidiously, even when we are 
engaged in the practice of Jewish ritual and custom, spirituality sometimes ends 
up taking a back seat. In Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce, 
speaking about his native Ireland, places the following observation into the 
mouth of one of his characters:  
 

When the soul of a man is born in this country, there are nets 
flung at it that hold it back from flight. You talk to me of 
nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly by those nets. (1) 
 
While it may appear paradoxical that religion can pose barriers to 

spirituality rather than encouraging and strengthening it, we all know too well, 
if not about ourselves, then with respect to others, that this can be very much 
the case in terms of organized, traditional religious systems. Lack of spirituality 
within the context of organized religious observance is certainly the emphasis 
of Yeshayahu when, in 39:13, the prophet says in the Name of HaShem, 



“…Because this people approaches Me with its mouth, and with its lips it 
honors Me, but its heart is distant from Me, and their manifestations of awe for 
Me are the actions of people who do things by rote.” MaLBIM explains that a 
mechanistic, unreflective observance of commandments is a symptom of the 
worshipper’s attitude that God’s Purpose for Commanding us to engage in 
ritual activity is impossible to ascertain, and therefore all that we can and 
should do, is go through external motions, without attempting to involve our 
hearts and minds.  

 
Furthermore, instead of encouraging an individual to express him/herself 

in ways that bring the worshipper closer to God, the sheer volume of ritual and 
custom can serve to tie a person down and encumber him/her with myriad 
expectations that confound and literally tire one out. Should we be cleaning, 
cooking and toiling to the extent that Yom Tov is associated with drudgery, 
endless eating and drinking, and virtually no spiritual Simcha? When a person 
unfortunately finds him/herself in a state of Aveilut, does the logistical 
challenges of saying Kaddish with a Minyan three times a day, create feelings 
of resentment and frustration, rather than an ongoing affirmation of God’s 
Justice in the face of the tragedy with which one’s family has recently had to 
cope? Are the restrictions associated with Shabbat and Kashrut burdensome 
and the catalysts for cynicism about Judaism and its religious leadership, rather 
than means by which one is constantly reminded and reconnected with the 
Divine? Yet again, the forest often becomes obscured by the trees, and it is 
difficult for all of us to keep the true purpose of why we engage in all of these 
activities, i.e., to aspire to live according to higher truths and ideals as 
delineated by the Divine, to constantly reinvent ourselves spiritually, ethically 
and morally, in view.  
 
 Chaim Soloveitchik, in his seminal article, “Rupture and Reconstruction: 
The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy”, (2) suggests that the recent 
increased infatuation on the part of many Orthodox Jews with seemingly 
infinite Halachic detail and ever-narrowing, strict interpretations, may in fact 
belie a spiritual shortcoming of contemporary Jewish experience, in contrast to 
the religious attitudes and sensibilities that informed our predecessors of the 
past few hundred years. 
 

…I think that it is safe to say that the perception of God as a daily, 
natural force is no longer present to a significant degree in any 
sector of modern Jewry, even in the most religious. Indeed, I 
would go so far as to suggest that individual Divine Providence, 
though passionately believed as a theological principle—and I do 



not for a moment question the depth of that conviction—is no 
longer experienced as a simple reality… 
Zealous to continue traditional Judaism unimpaired, religious 
Jews seek to ground their new emerging spirituality less on a now 
unattainable intimacy with Him, than on an intimacy with His 
Will, avidly eliciting Its intricate demands and saturating their 
daily lives with Its exactions. Having lost the touch of His 
presence, they seek now solace in the pressure of His yoke.  
 

 In addition to the widespread tendency towards incorporating “Chumrot” 
(stringencies) into Halachic practice, I believe that the increased emphasis on 
the consumption of alcoholic beverages as part of “Kiddush Clubs”, at 
synagogue Kiddush’s as well as various religious celebrations—particularly 
weddings and Simchat Tora—a phenomenon to which attention is being given 
by a recent spate of articles protesting and remonstrating against the negative 
health and social effects of such a trend, particularly its increasingly wide-
spread abuses, can also be attributed, at least in part, to the sensed need to 
substitute outer stimulation for a sense of inner spirituality. It is not a 
coincidence that alcoholic beverages are known as “spirits” due to the changes 
that inebriation renders upon one’s person in terms of his/her clarity of mind 
and general perception of reality. Throughout the recorded history of man, 
there have been attempts on the parts of individuals as well as organized groups 
to create atmospherics that would be conducive to achieving a sense of 
heightened spirituality, including music, kinesthetic movement and dance, 
particular natural settings and self-consciously designed environments, 
orgiastic and cultic activity, and the ingestion of artificial stimulants that would 
aid in achieving a sense of transcendence and other-worldliness. But it should 
be kept in mind that the truly spiritual individual is expected to develop such a 
mentality and state of awareness from within, as an extension of God’s 
Closeness and Compassionate Personal Concern, rather than by exclusively 
relying upon external stimuli to achieve the desired type of stimulation and 
connection to the Divine.  
 
 Judaism clearly values matters of the spirit, and expresses such themes in 
terms of the extent to which a Jew is called upon to engage his “Lev” (heart) 
and “Nefesh” (soul), in the ideal worship of HaShem. (3) Consider the 
following verses from the book of Devarim alone: 
 

a)      (4:29) “And you will seek out from there the Lord your God and you 
will find if you search with all your HEART and all your SOUL.” 

b)      (10:12) “And now Israel, HaShem Wants nothing more from you 
than to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all of His Ways, and to 



love Him and to serve the Lord your God with all your HEART and 
all your SOUL.” 

c)      (11:13) “And if you will surely listen to My Commandments that I 
am Commanding you today, to love the Lord your God and to serve 
Him with all your HEART and all your SOUL” 

d)      (11:18) “And you will place these, My Words on your HEARTS and 
on your SOULS, and you will tie them as a sign on your hands and as 
frontlets above and between your eyes.” 

e)      (13:4) “Do not listen to the words of that (false) prophet or that 
(false) dreamer of the dream, because the Lord your God is Testing 
you to know whether you love the Lord your God with all your 
HEART and all your SOUL.” 

f)        (26:15) “This day the Lord your God is Commanding you to do 
these statutes and laws, and you will observe and do them with all 
your HEART and all your SOUL.” 

g)      (30:2) “And you will return to the Lord your God and you will listen 
to His Voice in accordance with everything that I Command you 
today, you and your children with all your HEART and all your 
SOUL.” 

h)      (30:6) And the Lord your God will Circumcise your HEARTS and 
the HEARTS of your children to Love the Lord your God with all 
your HEART and all your SOUL for the sake of your life.” 

i)        (30:10) “When you listen to the voice of the Lord your God to 
observe His Commandments and His Statutes that are written in this 
book of the Tora, when you return to the Lord your God with all your 
HEART and all your SOUL.” 

 
Midrash Rabba on Devarim 6:5 creates an elaborate analogy comparing the 
relationship between God and His Universe on the one hand, and the soul and 
the body in which it resides, on the other, leading to the conclusion that 
although our bodies too have been Created by God, the aspect within each of us 
that has the most in common with HaShem is our souls.  
 

The Rabbis said: Come and consider! a) God Fills His Universe, 
and the soul fills the body; b) God Bears the burden of His 
Universe, and the soul supports the burden of the body; c) God is 
Unique in His Universe, and the soul is unique in the body; d) 
God never sleeps, and the soul never sleeps; e) God is Pure in His 
Universe, and the soul is pure in the body; f) God Sees but is not 
seen, and the soul sees and is not seen. Let the soul that sees but is 
not seen, come and praise God Who Sees but is not seen… 

 



In another evocative passage from Midrash Tanchuma , Parshat Pekudei #3, the 
Rabbis describe the process by which the soul is assigned to the body by 
HaShem Himself.  
 

…Immediately God Signals to the Angel in charge of the Spirits, 
and Says to him, “Bring Me the spirit so-and-so, who is in the 
Garden of Eden, whose name is so-and-so, and whose 
characteristics are such-and-such.” For all of the souls that will 
ever exist in the future until the end of time have already been 
brought into existence with the creation of the universe and are 
ready for assignment to human beings… Forthwith the angel goes 
and brings the soul to God. And when it arrives, it bows down and 
prostrates itself before the King, King of Kings, the Holy One 
Blessed be He. At that moment, God Commands the spirit, “Enter 
into such-and-such a body, that is being overseen by a certain 
Angel.” The soul then opens its mouth and says, “Master of the 
Universe! I am content to remain in the world in which I have 
resided from the time that I have come into existence. Why is it 
Your Will that I enter into this putrid body, seeing that I am holy 
and pure and my existence is the direct result of Your Will?” God 
immediately Responds, “The world into which I am Sending you 
is better for you than the one which you currently inhabit, and 
when I originally Formed you, it was with the intention that you 
would eventually be joined with this specific body.” Immediately, 
God Causes the spirit to enter into the newly assigned body… 
 

It has always been an object of curiosity for me to consider the Divine 
Comment attesting to how functioning in the material world is better for the 
soul than continuing to reside in the “Olam HaNeshamot” (the World of the 
Souls). Assuming that this is a true statement rather than merely a ploy to get 
the soul to agree to inhabit the designated body, while there may be no 
assurance that the soul will succeed in asserting itself religiously, morally and 
ethically within the context of a particular individual’s life, when and if it 
manages to do so, its existence becomes so much more significant and 
meaningful than had it never been presented with such a challenge in the first 
place. As John Milton wrote in “The Areopagitica”, “I cannot praise a fugitive 
and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies out and 
sees her adversary, but slinks out of the race, where that immortal garland is to 
be run for, not without dust and heat.” (4) 

But while it may be a relatively straightforward proposition to 
demonstrate that Jewish tradition urges us to be constructively and pro-actively 
more soulful and deeply spiritual in our devotions, how one is to go about first 



achieving and then maintaining such a state, is hardly obvious. Particularly as 
we become older, as we increasingly struggle with economic and family 
pressures, as we experience tragedies, heartbreaks and frustrations, all coupled 
with an apparent mind-numbing interminable repetition of what appear to be 
the same practices year-in and year-out, month-in and month-out, day-in and 
day-out, our sense of novelty, wonder, and inspiration may become stripped 
away from practices that once spoke to the depths of our souls. The great 
British poet William Wordsworth was very aware that as we age, our spiritual 
sensibilities become more difficult to maintain, and therefore recalled with 
considerable longing his experiences during his youth. As part of the 
introduction to his memorable work, “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from 
Recollections of Early Childhood”, (5) he wrote: 

 
Many times while going to school, have I grasped at a wall or tree 
to recall myself from this abyss of idealism to the reality. At that 
time I was afraid of such processes. In later periods of life I have 
deplored, as we all have reason to do, a subjugation of an opposite 
character, and have rejoiced over the remembrances, as is 
expressed in the lines— 

“Obstinate questionings 
  Of sense and outward things,  
  Fallings from us, vanishings; etc.” 

To that dream-like vividness and splendor which invest objects of 
sight in childhood, every one, I believe, if he would look back, 
could bear testimony… 
 

Stanza VIII of Wordsworth’s poem captures lyrically the sentiment of how 
adulthood’s sensibilities are so markedly different from those of childhood in 
terms of being aware of the strong influence of one’s soul: (6)  

 
…Thou, little Child, yet glorious in the might 
Of heaven-born freedom on thy being’s height,  
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke 
The years to bring the inevitable yoke, 
Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife? 
Full soon thy soul shall have her earthly freight,  
And custom lie upon these with a weight, 
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life! 
 

While there are individuals who appear to be able to maintain an almost 
childlike sensibility with regard to wonder and enthusiasm throughout their 
adult years when it comes to relating to God and the fulfillment of Mitzvot, 



such an outlook is not typical. When a person for whatever reasons thinks that 
s/he lacks such a desirable religious outlook, it is not easy to first create it in 
later life by deliberate courses of action and patterns of thought, particularly 
when one’s experience has this individual to categorize such attitudes when 
observed in others as naïve and unsophisticated.  

 
I also think that it is unfortunate that when people typically think of 

fulfilling (Devarim 6:5) “And you will love the Lord your God with all of your 
HEART, and all of your SOUL, and all of your might”, they immediately and 
exclusively call to mind the interpretation and personal example of R. Akiva, as 
recorded in Berachot 61b. “Mesirat Nefesh” (the readiness to dedicate the 
SOUL) is a term that can be associated with various forms of self-sacrifice and 
self-discipline for the sake of one’s principles and ideals, with the ultimate 
manifestation of such self-sacrifice resulting in one’s dying in order to preserve 
closely held and crucial beliefs, exemplified by R. Akiva during the Roman 
persecutions, when he unfortunately became one of the Ten Martyrs 
commemorated in the Yom HaKippurim and Tisha B’Av liturgies. According 
to this Talmudic passage in Berachot, R. Akiva was observed by his students 
during his last moments to be reciting the Shema prayer (particularly Devarim 
6:5). The students couldn’t believe that their teacher would have the presence 
of mind and level of belief to be able to concentrate on this prayer while being 
flayed alive, and when they asked him how this was possible, he is reputed to 
have responded, 
 

All of my life I have been troubled by the phrase, “And you shall 
love the Lord, your God…with all of your SOUL,” understanding 
that this meant that one should be ready to surrender his/her soul 
for the love of God. I said to myself, “If a circumstance ever 
presents itself whereby I can demonstrate that I was sincere in this 
pronouncement, I will fulfill it.” Now that I am in such a situation, 
shouldn’t I be true to the Tora’s demand? 
 

While R. Akiva’s ultimate sacrifice is generally well-known, it is appropriate to 
reflect upon whether the majority of us who are familiar with this would 
actually possess the personal courage to place our spiritual welfare and 
practice, e.g., the opportunity to pray as a community, to engage in the 
circumcision of newborn sons, to conduct religious marriage ceremonies, to 
publicly read from the Tora, etc., (7) at the top of our priorities to such an 
extent that we would risk imprisonment and even death. Keep in mind that the 
passage in the Talmud preceding the story of R. Akiva’s death, recounts an 
exchange that he had with an acquaintance, Piphus ben Yehuda. R. Akiva was 
premeditatedly defying the official Roman decree threatening anyone publicly 



teaching Tora with death, and Piphus asked his friend why he was deliberately 
risking his life in light of the government’s pronouncements. R. Akiva responds 
with a parable demonstrating that he believed that taking such risks was 
necessary if the Jewish people were to survive the persecutions of this period of 
their history. In R. Akiva’s view, the ability of the Jewish people to maintain 
their distinctiveness and commitment to God was unambiguously connected 
with their ability to continue to study Tora, and any threat to such study 
constituted a state of spiritual, national “Pikuach Nefesh” (a threat to the 
continued existence of life/the soul), therefore requiring individual teachers of 
Tora to undergo significant personal dangers and even death, in order to assure 
that Tora continues to be taught and studied among the Jewish people as a 
whole. The interchanges between R. Akiva and his students and friend beg the 
question: is R. Akiva the exception or the rule? Would we be ready to engage 
in the types of activities that he, and so many after him, whether during the 
Crusades, the Expulsions, the Inquisitions, the Chmielniki pogroms, the blood 
libels, the Holocaust, etc., carried out in order to attempt to save not so much 
themselves, as the Jewish people and its traditions? We commemorate many 
such outstanding and dedicated people during our Yizkor services when we 
recall those that died during the Shoa as well as in defense and support of the 
State of Israel. Reflecting on the examples of all of these heroic figures who 
have sacrificed so profoundly in order that we should still be able to study and 
pray as Jews today, challenges us to wonder about whether we too share in 
their spirit—their spirituality—and would we be able to meet the comparable 
challenges of today and tomorrow so unflinchingly and devotedly?  
 
 Even if we are currently blessed with not being subject to the horrific 
persecutions that earlier generations of Jews had to endure, are we nevertheless 
passing the tests posed by everyday life to carry out our religious 
responsibilities with deep feeling, commitment, and a spirit of self-discipline 
and sacrifice? 
It is important to note that Jewish tradition speaks of spiritual statements that 
are far more easily attainable and relevant in times unburdened by 
persecution—at least they do not entail choices of literal life and death—if only 
we would be prepared to strive to live more in accordance with the life of the 
spirit. Consider Devarim Rabba 2:37’s discussion of Devarim 6:5, i.e., how one 
is to love God with all of one’s soul: 

 
What does “With all your heart and all your soul” mean? 
With every soul that He has Created within you.  
 



…R. Meir said: With every breath that an individual draws, s/he is 
obligated to praise his/her Creator. As it is said, (Tehillim 150:6) 
“(With) every ‘Neshama’ (breath/soul?) (8) praise HaShem”… 
 

MaHaRZO, in his commentary to Devarim Rabba, interprets the first statement 
as alluding to the various talents and abilities (“intelligences” in Howard 
Gardner’s terms) (9) that an individual possesses. There are ways to worship 
God in every human capacity, and when we dedicate all that we do, not just 
Tora study and praying, but whatever we find worthwhile in life to God, i.e.,. 
we do all things “LeShem Shamayim” (for the sake of Heaven), then we have 
been “Moser Nefesh”, while staying very vitally alive. In a similar vein, R. 
Meir also assumes that rather than relegating religious expression to specific 
times and places, the life of the spirit that actively and continuously maintains a 
God-awareness, and acts upon it, should pervade every waking moment. Not 
only should we strive to be focused on spiritual matters while we are overtly 
engaged in religious observances—in the synagogue during prayers, in the Beit 
Midrash during Tora study, at home during Seudot Mitzva (meals that are part 
of Mitzva observance such as Shabbat and Yom Tov meals), but continually in 
terms of how we speak, how we deport ourselves, how we interact with others. 
A more soul-oriented life will feature increased reflection regarding all that we 
do, as it relates to God, our fellow man and woman, and ourselves. Are we 
maximizing the potential of our davening by coming early, praying slowly, 
reflecting upon what we are saying? Do we study Tora with a mind to trying to 
discern the Will of God in terms of what He Wants from us as individuals, 
members of the Jewish people, and citizens of the Divinely-created world? Are 
we regularly seeking out Chesed opportunities and acting consistently and 
sensitively vis-à-vis our spouses, our children, our extended families, our 
friends, our neighbors, our co-workers—all in such a way that we are at least 
tacitly giving praise to HaShem, enacting infinite Kiddush HaShem? 
 

Judaism assumes that we are all spiritual, that our souls are intrinsic 
parts of our basic makeup, if only we give our “Neshamot” as much 
opportunity as possible to manifest themselves by means of our everyday deeds 
and attitudes. It is important that others can say about us, even as we can say 
about ourselves, that we “have soul.”  

 
Shabbat Shalom! 
    

(1) Quoted in Elizabeth Knowles, ed., The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations, Oxford U. Press, 
New York, 1999, p. 422.  
(2) Tradition, 28:4, 1994, p. 102-3. 



(3) While worship that is not heartfelt is nevertheless considered acceptable “BeDiavad” 
(aposteori), there is no doubt that “LeChatchila” (ideally), all worship should stem from the 
depths of one’s being.  
(4) See http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~rbear/areopagitica.html 
(5) The Complete Poetical Works of Wordsworth, ed. Andrew J. George, Houghton Mifflin, 
Boston, 1932, p. 353. 
(6) Ibid., p. 355. 
(7) The Talmud records how at various times in our history, those persecuting the Jews and 
determined to break their spirit and accelerate assimilation, prohibited these practices, among 
others.  
(8) While the literal interpretation of “HaNeshama” is “the soul”, R. Meir engages in word play 
between “Neshama” and “Neshima”, the latter word connoting “breath”. 
(9) See e.g., http://www.infed.org/thinkers/gardner.htm 
 


