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The Blessing of Desolation

And I will lay waste the land, and your
enemies who dwell in it will be 
wretched. (26:32)

The verses of rebuke in prophecy in its most 
frightening form. Each verse, each phrase, each 
word is a harbinger of future calamity in different
times in Jewish history. For instance, the 
Ramban writes that “Hashem will send you back
to Egypt in boats” refers to the enslavement of 
the Jews under the Roman emperor Titus. He 
also writes that “the king you appoint for 
yourself” refers to Agrippa who was a cruel and 
incompetent monarch.

In the midst of this litany of misery, we find the 
statement, “And I will lay waste the land, and 
your enemies who dwell in it will be wretched.” 
What does this mean? The Ramban sees it as a

blessing slipped in among the curses, a word of 
consolation in middle of the rebuke. It is an 
assurance to the Jewish people that even when 
they are in exile the Holy Land will not be 
hospitable to other peoples who seek to settle 
there. This, concludes the Ramban, is a great 
proof of Divine providence, since “no other land 
throughout the world is as good and fertile” as 
the Holy Land once was, and now it has lain 
desolate for many centuries.

Think about what the Ramban is saying. For the 
last two thousand years, Eretz Yisrael, that land 
flowing with milk and honey, has been under 
foreign dominion¾Romans, Persians, Arabs, 
Turks, British¾and what became of it? A dusty, 
arid wasteland sparsely populated by 
hardscrabble tillers of the soil. As the Torah 
assured us, no vibrant communities arose on the
land during our absence, no deep-rooted 
prosperous cities.

Imagine if the Indians tried to reclaim Manhattan
Island. “We want to renegotiate,” they say. “We 
sold this island to you for $24 worth of wampum.
We will reimburse your purchase price and give 
you a 100 percent return ¾ $48. And all in cash. 
You don’t have to take any wampum . . . Not 
enough? We understand. Inflation really eats up 
the dollars over three hundred and fifty years. 
And then there is what you could have earned in
mutual funds all these years. All right, fair 
enough. How about 48,000? Forty-eight million? 
Forty-eight billion? Still no sale? Ugh!”

Manhattan Island is just about priceless.

Well, imagine if the gentile settlers had been 
able to develop Eretz Yisrael over the last two 
millennia. Imagine if in the 20th century it was 
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like one long Manhattan Island. Would it have 
been possible for the Jewish people to recover 
this real estate for a national homeland? It was 
only the blessing of “your enemies who dwell in 
it will be wretched” that has made it possible for 
us to recover the land.

I have always been mystified by the placement 
of oil reserves in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia 
has oil, as do Iraq, Kuwait, Quatar, Bahrein, 
Aden, Yemen and even Egypt to a certain 
extent. But from Eretz Yisrael, we cannot 
squeeze a drop of oil¾petroleum, that is. But 
look at the other side. If Eretz Yisrael had been 
oil rich, would we have been able to recover it 
from the gentiles? Not a chance. Once again, 
the blessing of desolation preserved the land for 
our people.

If we open our eyes, we see clearly the Divine 
providence by which Hashem has guided and 
continues to guide all the Jewish people.

The Power of a Curse

The book of Vayikra draws to a close by 
outlining the blessings that will follow if the 
people are faithful to their covenant with God. 
Then it describes the curses that will befall them 
if they are not. The general principle is clear. In 
biblical times, the fate of the nation mirrored the 

conduct of the nation. If people behaved well, 
the nation would prosper. If they behaved badly, 
eventually bad things would happen. That is 
what the Prophets knew. As Martin Luther King 
paraphrased it, “The arc of the moral universe is 

long, but it bends towards justice.”1 Not always 
immediately but ultimately, good is rewarded 
with good, bad with bad.

Our parsha starkly sets out the terms of that 
equation: if you obey God, there will be rain in its
season, the ground will yield its crops and the 
trees their fruit; there will be peace. The curses, 
though, are almost three times as long and 
much more dramatic in the language they use:

“But if you will not listen to Me and 
carry out all these commands … then 
I will do this to you: I will bring on you 
sudden terror, wasting diseases and 
fever that will destroy your sight and 
sap your strength…

I will break your stubborn pride and 
make the sky above you like iron and 
the ground beneath you like bronze…
I will send wild animals against you, 
and they will rob you of your children, 
destroy your cattle and make you so 
few in number that your roads will be 
deserted… Your land will be laid 
waste, and your cities will lie in 
ruins…

As for those of you who are left, I will 
make their hearts so fearful in the 
lands of their enemies that the sound 
of a windblown leaf will put them to 
flight. They will run as though fleeing 
from the sword, and they will fall, 
even though no one is pursuing 
them.” (Lev. 26: 14-37)
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There is a savage eloquence here. The images 
are vivid. There is a pulsing rhythm to the 
verses, as if the harsh fate that would overtake 
the nation is inexorable, cumulative and 
accelerating. The effect is intensified by the 
repeated hammer blows: “If after all this … if you
remain hostile … if in spite of these things … if 
in spite of this.” The word keri, key to the whole 
passage, is repeated seven times. It appears 
nowhere else in the whole of Tanach. Its 
meaning is uncertain. It may mean 
rebelliousness, obstinacy, indifference, hard-
heartedness, reluctance or being-left-to-chance. 
But the basic principle is clear. If you act toward 
Me with keri, says God, I will turn that same 
attribute against you, and you will be 
devastated.

It has long been a custom to read the 
tochachah, the curses, both here and in the 
parallel passage in Devarim 28, in a low voice in
the synagogue, which has the effect of robbing 
them of their terrifying power if said out loud. But
they are fearful enough however they are read. 
And both here and in Devarim, the section on 
curses is longer and far more graphic than the 
section on blessings.

This seems to contradict a basic principle of 
Judaism, that God’s generosity to those who are
faithful to Him vastly exceeds His punishment of 
those who are not. “The Lord, the Lord, the 
compassionate and gracious God, slow to 
anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 
maintaining love to thousands … He punishes 
the children and their children for the sin of the 
parents to the third and fourth generation” (Ex. 
34:6-7). Rashi does the arithmetic: “It follows, 
therefore, that the measure of reward is greater 

than the measure of punishment by five hundred
to one, for in respect of the measure of good it 
says: “maintaining love to thousands” (meaning 
at least two thousand generations), while 
punishment lasts for at most four generations.

The whole idea contained in the 13 Attributes of 
Compassion is that God’s love and forgiveness 
are stronger than His justice and punishment. 
Why, therefore, are the curses in this week’s 
parsha so much longer and stronger than the 
blessings?

The answer is that God loves and forgives, but 
with the proviso that, when we do wrong, we 
acknowledge the fact, express remorse, make 
restitution to those we have harmed, and repent.
In the middle of the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy 
is the statement, “Yet He does not leave the 
guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7). God does not 
forgive the unrepentant sinner, because were 
He to do so, it would make the world a worse 
place, not a better one. More people would sin if 
there were no downside to doing so.

The reason the curses are so dramatic is not 
because God seeks to punish, but the precise 
opposite. The Talmud tells us that God weeps 
when He allows disaster to strike His people: 
“Woe to Me, that due to their sins I destroyed My
house, burned My Temple and exiled them [My 

children] among the nations of the world.”2 The 
curses were meant as a warning. They were 
intended to deter, scare, discourage. They are 
like a parent warning a young child not to play 
with electricity. The parent may deliberately 
intend to scare the child, but he or she does so 
out of love, not severity.
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The classic instance is the book of Jonah. God 
tells the Jonah the Prophet to go to Nineveh and
tell the people, “In forty days Nineveh will be 
destroyed.” He does so. The people take him 
seriously. They repent. God then relents from 
His threat to destroy the city. Jonah complains to
God that He has made him look ridiculous. His 
prophecy has not come true. Jonah has failed to
understand the difference between a prophecy 
and a prediction. If a prediction comes true, it 
has succeeded. If a prophecy comes true, it has 
failed. The Prophet tells the people what will 
happen if they fail to change. A prophecy is not 
a prediction but a warning. It describes a fearful 
future in order to persuade the people to avert it.
That is what the tochachah is.

In their new book, The Power of Bad,3 John 
Tierney and Roy Baumeister argue on the basis 
of substantial scientific evidence, that bad has 
far more impact on us than good. We pay more 
attention to bad news than good news. Bad 
health makes more difference to us than good 
health. Criticism affects us more than praise. A 
bad reputation is easier to acquire and harder to 
lose than a good one.

Humans are designed – “hardwired” – to take 
notice of and rapidly react to threat. Failing to 
notice a lion is more dangerous than failing to 
notice a ripened fruit on a tree. Recognising the 
kindness of a friend is good and virtuous, but not
as significant as ignoring the animosity of an 
enemy. One traitor can betray an entire nation.

It follows that the stick is a more powerful 
motivator than the carrot. Fear of the curse is 
more likely to affect behaviour than desire for 
the blessing. Threat of punishment is more 

effective than promise of reward. Tierney and 
Baumeister document this over a wide range of 
cases from education to crime rates. Where 
there is a clear threat of punishment for bad 
behaviour, people behave better.

Judaism is a religion of love and forgiveness. 
But it is also a religion of justice. The 
punishments in the Torah are there not because 
God loves to punish, but because He wants us 
to act well. Imagine a country that had laws but 
no punishments. Would people keep the law? 
No. Everyone would choose to be a free-rider, 
taking advantage of the efforts of others without 
contributing oneself. Without punishment, there 
is no effective law, and without law there is no 
society. The more powerfully one can present 
the bad, the more likely people are to choose 
the good. That is why the tochachah is so 
powerful, dramatic and fear-inducing. The fear of
bad is the most powerful motivator of good.

I believe that being warned of the bad helps us 
to choose the good. Too often we make the 
wrong choices because we don’t think of the 
consequences. That’s how global warming 
happened. That’s how financial crashes happen.
That’s how societies lose their solidarity. Too 
often, people think of today, not the day after 
tomorrow. The Torah, painting in the most 
graphic detail what can happen to a nation when
it loses its moral and spiritual bearings, is 
speaking to us in every generation, saying: 
Beware. Take note. Don’t function on autopilot. 
Once a society begins to fall apart, it is already 
too late. Avoid the bad. Choose the good. Think 
long and choose the road that leads to 
blessings.
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1. This is a quote that Dr. King used many times, including during
the march from Selma in 1965 when answering the question: 
How long will it take to see social justice? This is now widely 
hailed as one of his most famous quotes, although King was 
himself quoting 19th-century Unitarian minister and abolitionist 
Theodore Parker of Massachusetts 

2. Brachot 3a. 

3. John Tierney and Roy Baumeister, The Power of Bad, Allen 
Lane, 2019. 

Bring the Redemption through 
Kindness

Vayikra, 26:42: And I will remember 
my Covenant with Yaakov, and even 
my Covenant with Yitzchak, and even
my Covenant with Avraham will I 
remember, and the Land I will 
remember.

Rashi, 26,42: Dh: Vezacharti: “Why 
were they [the Avot] listed in reverse 
order? It is as if to say, Yaakov, the 
smallest is sufficient for this, and if he 
is not sufficient, then Yitzchak is with 
him, and if he is not sufficient, then 
Avraham is with him, for he is 
sufficient.”

Towards the end of the chastisements, the 
Torah tells us that God will remember the merit 
of the Forefathers. However, the Torah mentions
the Forefathers in reverse order, beginning with 
Yaakov and ending with Avraham. Rashi 
explains that the Torah is coming to teach that if 

Yaakov’s merit alone does not suffice, then that 
of Yitzchak will be added, and if that is still 
insufficient, then Avraham’s merit will ensure 

that the salvation of the Jewish people.1

Rabbi Meir Shapiro2 offers a different insight to 
this question. The Sages teach us that each of 
the three Forefathers epitomized a certain 
character trait: Avraham’s main attribute was 
Chesed [kindness], Yitzchak personified the 
attribute of Avodah [Divine Service] and Yaakov 
represented Torah.

Rav Shapiro noted that there was a time that 
Jews, despite the exile and its distractions, were
meticulous in all three of these areas. However, 
as the Exile has persisted, Torah study became 
less of a factor in the lives of the Jewish people, 
as fewer people were able to devote their lives 
to Torah learning, due to the burden of 
persecution and the necessity to devote most of 
one’s time to eke out a living in order to survive. 
Boys generally went to Cheder until their Bar 
Mitzvah and then had to leave school and make 
a living to help the family make ends meet. Only 
the select few continued on with devoting most 
of their time to Torah learning.

Yet, even in such a period, where Torah was not
widely learned, Rabbi Shapiro asserts that Jews 
were strong in the second pillar – that of prayer. 
Avodah persisted with much deeper roots than 
the intellectually challenging dedication to Torah 
study. If the redemption were to take place in 
such an era, then it would be credited to the 
merit of Yitzchak.

But then, the exile persisted such that even the 
power of our prayer diminished. This perhaps 
manifest itself in two ways. Firstly, that due to 
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the burden of work, people were less careful in 
praying in a minyan. Secondly, our intention in 
prayer seems to have deteriorated. This is seen 
in Jewish law: There are a number of instances 
where the law was that if someone prayed 
without the requisite intent, then he would have 
to pray again, even if it meant repeating God’s 
name. However, the more recent Authorities 
commented that nowadays, our level of intention
is so much lower, that there is no guarantee that
we will have any more concentration when we 
repeat the prayer again. Accordingly, they rule 
that one should not repeat the prayer in such 

cases3.

However, there still remained an attribute 
amongst the Jewish people that would stay with 
them forever – the characteristic of Avraham – 
the attribute of Chesed. As Rabbi Yissachar 
Frand expresses it:

“We see there are Jews who have no 
connection to Torah or to Avodah. 
They are never seen in the Beis 
Medrash [study hall] or even the Beit 
Kenesset [synagogue]. But they do 
take leadership roles in establishing 
hospitals, orphanages, and all kinds 
of social welfare organizations. This, 
Rav Meir Shapiro says, is the 
interpretation of the verse in Parshat 
Bechukotai: I hope to redeem Klal 
Yisrael for the merit of their Torah 
study (the attribute of Yaakov); if not 
that then for the merit of their 
dedication to prayer (the attribute of 
Yitzchak); but if not that then at least I
will redeem them for their dedication 
to Chesed (the attribute of Avraham).”

Rabbi Elchanan Wasserman also makes this 

very point4. The Talmud5 expounds on the verse
at the beginning of Lech Lecha: “I will make you 
into a great nation and I will bless you and I will 

magnify your name and you will be a blessing6.” 
The Talmud explains that the clause, “I will 
make you a great nation” refers to the to the fact
that we say “G0d of Avraham”. “I will bless you” 
this refers to the fact that we say “God of 
Yitzchak”. “I will magnify your name” – this refers
to the fact that we say “God of Yaakov.”

The Talmud continues: “I might think that we 
should mention all of them in the conclusion of 
the Blessing?” (Magen Avraham, Yitzchak, 
v’Yaakov). To counter this notion, the verse 
concludes “and you will be a blessing” – 
meaning with your name (Avraham) they will 
conclude not with a combination of all the 
names.

Rav Wasserman interprets the words, “b'cha 
chotmim” (with you will be the conclusion) to 
allude to the fact that at the end of time, at the 
conclusion of all generations of history, the final 
redemption will not come about through Torah or
through Avodah but with your attribute of 
Chesed will your children merit their final 
redemption. Based on Rabbi Shapiro’s 
explanation above, the reason for this may be, 
because the one area in which we will have the 
opportunity to excel more than our ancestors, is 
the realm of Chesed.

These ideas seem particularly pertinent for the 
unprecedented crisis that the world has 
experienced in the past several months. For the 
first time in everyone’s memories, the batei 
medrash (study halls) and shuls have been 
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totally closed, making it far more difficult to 

properly fulfil the pillars of Torah and Avodah7. 
However, the one area where there appears to 
be more opportunity than normal to excel is that 
of Chesed. There are so many people in need in
different ways and so many ways to help them. 
Indeed, there are many stories of Jews making a
great Kiddush Hashem (sanctification of God’s 
name) by helping others, such as the yeshiva 
student who bought numerous rolls of toilet 
paper with his own money and gave them for 
free to strangers, when there was a shortage.

Another example is that hundreds of Jews in 
New York happily donated blood that could 
potentially save the lives of people suffering 
from the Corona Virus. Other, simpler 
suggestions that have been given are to contact 
someone with whom you haven’t been in touch 
with for a while, to give old toys or books that 
your children no longer use, to someone who 
would appreciate them, praying for others in 
need, and offering to deliver food for the sick or 
elderly.

If we can excel in the trait of chesed at this time, 
then we play a role in speeding the redemption.

1. See my Dvar Torah on Bechukotai, ‘The Greatness of 
Innovation’ for discussion of why Yaakov’s merit seems to be 
less than that of Yitzchak, and why the merit of Yitzchak is less
than that of Avraham. 

2. Cited by Rabbi Yissachar Frand, shlit’a. 

3. Needless to say, this is not meant to be an authoritative ruling 
– If such a question arises, one should ask a Rav in his 
specific case. 

4. Cited by Rabbi Yissachar Frand in the name of Rabbi Yaakov 
Yitzchak Ruderman. 

5. Pesachim, 107b. 

6. Bereishis, 12:2. 

7. Needless to say, that, based on the idea of ‘lefum tsaarah 
agra’ – that the greater the difficulty, the greater the reward – a
person can gain great merit for his efforts in learning and 
praying when it so difficult. The point being made here is that, 

on an objective level, the level of Torah learning and prayer 
has gone down due to the situation. 

Good Deeds and Good People

This week's Torah portion deals with blessings 
and with curses, with reward and punishment. 
The topic in its entirety is "broader than the 
ocean" and it is obviously beyond the scope of 
this essay to explore all the issues involved. In 
this essay we shall focus on Maimonides' 
teachings regarding the factors that are 
considered by the Heavenly Court in deciding 
whether to provide "material well-being" or to 
impose "material want" and explain how this 
relates to reward and punishment.

Maimonides introduces his discussion of the 
subject with a key question:

It has been established [in earlier 
chapters of the Laws of Repentance] 
that the reward for the observance of 
the commandments -- and the good 
that we merit if we are faithful to the 
ways of God as explained in the 
Torah -- is everlasting life in the next 
world ... And that the revenge that will
be exacted against the evildoers who 
leave the paths of righteousness ... is 
Karet, or "severance," as it is written, 
that soul shall surely be severed from 
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its roots because its inequity is in it 
(Numbers 15:31). 

How then can we explain the 
statement of a recurring theme 
throughout the Torah [and especially 
emphasized in our Parsha]; that if you
will listen, you will attain the following,
and if you do not listen these will be 
the consequences, and both the 
rewards and punishments listed are 
matters pertaining to this world? 
Plenty versus hunger, war versus 
peace, supremacy versus 
wretchedness, sitting on our own land
versus exile, success and prosperity 
versus the opposite, and so on 
through the entire covenant ... (Laws 
of Repentance 9:1)

In other words, what happened to heaven vs. 
hell, reward in the next world vs. damnation? 
Why are spiritual rewards and punishments 
never mentioned in the Torah, and why does the
Torah continually stress the idea that material 
well-being is the reward for faithful observance 
of God's commandments?

THE MATERIAL-SPIRITUAL DIVIDE

Here is Maimonides answer to his question:

In order to merit the world to come, a person has
to spend a lot of his time in this world immersed 
in the study of Torah and the carrying out of the 
commandments. But he is only able to do this if 
his energies are not consumed by the daily wear
and tear of worrying about the necessities of 
physical survival. The more time a person is 
compelled to invest in providing himself with 

food, clothing, and shelter, the less time he has 
at his disposal to pursue his spirituality. The 
more careworn and debilitated he is from the 
effects of ill health and oppression, the less 
strength and concentration he has to devote to 
spiritual pursuits.

If we expand it a bit, here is the essence of the 
idea:

• If a person's actions demonstrate that his 
main interest in the material world is to 
make use of it to serve God and reach 
high levels of spiritual merit, God takes 
this into account and provides Him with 
the material necessities of life and 
releases him from the responsibility of 
worrying about the inputs of physical 
existence so that he is liberated to 
engage in higher pursuits. 

• If, on the other hand, a person 
demonstrates by the focus of his actions 
that he is interested in the level of his 
material well-being for its own sake, and 
physical inputs are the main focus of his 
interest, then God burdens him with all 
sorts of physical problems. He becomes 
so occupied with the concerns of physical
survival, of his own and of his family, that 
he is bereft of the time and the energy to 
devote to spiritual pursuits. As a 
consequence, he cannot attain the 
spiritual level that is required to obtain a 
desirable portion of the World to Come. 

The answer would seem to be that our question 
was mistaken in its premise. When the Torah 
discusses the blessings and curses regarding 
material well being in this world the real subject 
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that is being addressed is the amount of 
resources that will be available to invest in the 
next world. Despite appearances, the Torah 
does not offer material well-being as a reward 
for spiritual effort.

ACTION BASED SPIRITUALITY

Even on the shallowest level, this theory of 
material well-being is quite revolutionary. It 
clearly establishes one of the fundamental 
principles of Judaism; there is no reward or 
punishment in this world. Material well-being is 
only to be regarded as a means to an end; it 
should never be understood as a reward. A 
reward is something worth having for itself and 
material well being is not such a commodity. But
to uncover the real treasure contained in 
Maimonedes' presentation we must mine his 
message on a deeper level

A startling concept concerning the proper 
orientation to spirituality is contained in these 
ideas. It seems that spiritual phenomena are 
essentially identical to the things in the material 
world with which we are all familiar. The Torah 
associates spiritual merit with physical well 
being because spiritual rewards and 
punishments are related to the investment of 
physical effort in precisely the same manner that
material achievements are related to the energy 
and toil invested in their pursuit.

The more commandments a person actually 
performs, the more Torah he learns, the greater 
his reward in the world to come. Performance 
takes up time and absorbs physical and mental 
energy. Consequently the physical ability to 
observe the commandments can be presented 
as the reward for good deeds, while the 

prevention of observance can be regarded as 
the true punishment of evil.

But Maimonedes also stands our perception of 
the importance of character in the realm of 
spirituality on its head in his concluding 
statement:

[God] promised us in the Torah that if 
we observe it with happiness and 
enthusiasm, and stimulate ourselves 
with its wisdom constantly, then He 
will eliminate all the obstacles to 
observance such as sickness ... and 
shower us with all the benefits that 
will strengthen our ability to carry out 
the Torah, such as peace plenty and 
wealth. And He also informed us that 
if we willingly abandon its observance
and busy ourselves with empty 
worldly matters ... the true judge will 
remove all the worldly bounty that 
encouraged this rejection and usher 
in all the evils that prevent the 
engagement in the acquisition of the 
next world so that they [as he is now 
speaking about the depressing side of
the picture he changes from speaking
about ‘us' and starts talking about 
‘them'] should become lost in their 
inequities. (Maimonides, ibid) 

In other words, spiritual rewards in the next 
world are the direct results of deeds; character 
and goodness has nothing to do with it. On the 
other hand, material well being in this world is 
purely a function of attitudes; the application of 
effort and actions has nothing to do with it. It is 
not violations or meticulous observance of the 
commandments that Maimonides identifies as 
the determinants of material well being--it is the 
enthusiasm and interest in Torah observance 
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versus enthusiasm and interest in worldly 
matters.

A STRANGE VIEW

But is this not a very strange view of spirituality 
that is being presented here? Isn't it the 
diametric opposite of our common conception?

It is our common perception that suffering 
ennobles. The suffering may be caused by our 
sins, but it nevertheless ennobles and purifies 
us. Indeed we regard suffering as spiritually 
therapeutic; the infliction of suffering is 
perceived as God practicing spiritual surgery. 
According to the theory presented by 
Maimonides, this sort of ennoblement comes at 
great cost. Physical suffering actually stunts 
spiritual growth. Even more, physical suffering is
actually employed by God as a tool to stunt 
spiritual growth!

If God really considered us deserving, He would 
remove our suffering and provide us with well 
being so that we could learn a lot of Torah and 
perform a multitude of mitzvot which would 
provide greater spiritual rewards than the 
ennoblement that is brought about by the 
greatest degree of suffering imaginable.

And what about the role assigned to attitudes 
and actions? Here again, the hypothesis 
Maimonides presents is the very reverse of 
common wisdom; we assign actions to the realm
of worldly success and perceive attitude and 
character as the basis of spiritual rewards and 
punishments. In our common perception spiritual
rewards are assigned on the basis of whether 
one is a ‘good person' and not as a return for 
actions!

This is all very puzzling at first glance. In order 
to comprehend Maimonedes' thesis we must 
think our way through several steps.

SPIRITUAL REAL ESTATE

Most of us conceive of the world to come as a 
sort of real estate development that already exist
somewhere. It is desirable beyond our 
imagination and we are allowed entry or 
excluded, admitted to a luxury suite or placed in 
average quarters depending on our spiritual 
merit. The first step in our journey is to give up 
this idea.

The Mishna states:

All Jews have a share "to" the next 
world. (Sanhedrin, 90a)

Rabbi Chaim of Voloz'hin, the well-known 
student of the Gaon of Vilna asks a rhetorical 
question; surely the use of the word ‘to' in this 
Mishna is a grammatical error. Surely the 
Mishna meant to state that all Jews have a 
share 'in' the world to come? He hastens to 
explain that the Mishna means exactly what it 
says; the message of the Mishna is that there is 
no such ‘place' as the World to Come except in 
so far as each person builds it through his own 
good works in this world. The Mishna in fact 
informs us that no one has a share in the world 
to come, as there is no such place; whoever 
wants to get there at all had better set about 
building such a world. 'In' the world to come 
would be incorrect as it would imply the prior 
existence of such a place; this would present a 
false picture.
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THE WORLD TO COME

How then should we conceive of the world to 
come? Following in the footsteps of 
Maimonedes, Rabbi Chaim also sends us back 
to our physical lives in this world in the search 
for the next. His suggestion; to visualize the 
world to come as the spiritual aspect of the 
world with which we are familiar. As long as we 
are in our bodies, we are insensitive to the 
spiritual joy brought about by the performance of
the commandments, and the great spiritual 
anguish that is an inevitable consequence of 
their violation. When we leave our physical 
bodies, this joy and this anguish are waiting for 
us to experience. In the World to Come we relive
our lives spiritually.

But you will surely object, " Wait just a minute! 
The world to come is eternal. If it is nothing more
than the spiritual dimension of our mortal lives, 
how can it last forever?" This objection is easily 
met. While we are in this world, every 
experience is limited in duration and intensity, 
but these limitations are imposed by the nature 
of physicality. Time is one of the dimensions of 
the material world. The spiritual aspect of our 
physical actions has no spatial or temporal limit. 
When we leave the world of physicality our 
limited experiences become timeless and 
eternal and unbounded in their intensity.

If we regard the world to come from this 
perspective it is self evident that its rewards are 
entirely dependant on actual good deeds. For 
example, if in our world, someone bought a 
spacious piece of land, had plans for a house 
drawn up by a great architect, hired the 
contractors, took out the necessary permits, but 

never built the house, he could never taste the 
joy of living in it. This consideration turns out to 
be just as applicable to life in the next world, 
although it takes place in the realm of spirituality.
If a person has every intention of doing great 
things, has a wonderful character and is truly 
good, but has no actual good deeds to his credit,
he cannot spend eternity basking in the spiritual 
joy generated by his good works. He never built 
the spiritual house.

This concept has some far reaching 
philosophical ramifications;

R' Chanina taught: "Whoever 
maintains that God overlooks 
inequities, is actually asking for his 
entire life to be overlooked." 
(Bereishis Raba 67:4)

This seems like an outrageous statement to 
make about God at first glance: is it so terrible to
think that God overlooks inequities? Surely, it 
would be terrible to think that God doesn't! We 
justly regard the person who always insists on 
exacting measure for measure for every little 
slight quite negatively. Generosity is a great 
virtue, and the practice of the generous is to 
overlook being slighted or injured. Surely God, 
Who is perfect, should also practice this virtue.

Rabbi Chaim explains; of course God is 
generous and overlooks our inequities. Rabbi 
Chanina's statement applies to the next world, 
not this one. God put us into this world to get 
ourselves a life. The one we chose for ourselves
is the only life that we have. Since the World to 
Come is nothing more than the spiritual 
dimension of this one, it follows that God has 
nothing to give there. He can help us to build 
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ourselves the best life possible while we are 
alive; after death, the actions preformed during 
our lives are the only reality. In the spiritual 
world there is nothing to be done for the person 
who doesn't have much of a life. He has nothing 
to relive.

[Of course this general principle applies to 
people who chose not to do much with their lives
of their own free will. What about people who die
as babies, or people who struggled to do good 
deeds and were forcibly prevented from carrying
them out? These questions, as well as many 
others the reader will no doubt come up with are
discussed in Torah sources and all have 
answers. A detailed discussion of all that is 
involved would take an entire volume and is 
beyond our scope here.]

DEEDS ARE IMPORTANT

But these ideas have more implications; they 
demonstrate the fallacy of the "good Jew in his 
heart" theory that many modern Jews carry 
around with them. In our own attitude to each 
other spirituality is closely linked to character 
and feelings. We would rather spend time with a 
warm, loving, generous person than with a cold, 
judgmental, stingy person. Because we feel this 
way we automatically project our attitude onto 
God, and as most of us are nice people we often
feel that our place in the Next World is fairly 
secure despite the paucity of our observance.

But this attitude is a fallacy and it is easy to 
explain why in the light of the ideas presented in 
this essay. In God's eyes a human being's 
spiritual standing depends on deeds, not on 
character and feelings. To see how this must be 
so let us begin by looking at creation:

God blessed them (Adam and Eve) 
and God said to them, 'Be fruitful and 
multiply, fill the earth and subdue it; 
and rule over the fish of the sea, the 
birds of the sky, and every living thing
that moves on earth.' (Genesis 1:28)

Rabbi Hutner used to say that the ‘every living 
thing' referred to in this passage includes 
oneself. Just as man was appointed the ruler 
over other creatures through the power of his 
superior mind, the power of the same mind 
allows him to rule over himself.

No matter what a person's given character traits 
may be, he is always expected to keep all the 
commandments even those that go against his 
grain. So for example, a person who has a very 
stingy miserly character must still give charity. 
The Torah outlines a person's charitable 
obligations and the stingy person is able to carry
them out to the letter as well as the most 
generous. We were given the power of free will 
and the mental capacity to appreciate the 
importance of charity and therefore our feelings 
and attitudes are totally irrelevant.

The cold, judgmental person can live a life full of
good works despite his character, whereas the 
warm, generous person might be too occupied 
with other interests to devote much time to good 
works. The former, who was lacking the ‘good 
Jewish heart' entirely will nevertheless bask in 
the Joy generated by his deeds of generosity 
through eternity, whereas the latter, having no 
deeds to his credit will not derive much benefit 
from his generous heart. Character is an aid to 
attaining high spiritual levels, nothing more. 
Spiritual achievement requires deeds, not 
feelings or thoughts.
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THE COMMANDMENTS

This explains an aspect of Torah that many 
people finding their way to observance find 
distressing and perplexing. Observant Judaism 
is presented to them as a spiritual lifestyle and 
yet when they examine it closely, they find it 
dominated by a Shulchan Aruch [Code of Jewish
Law] full of endless nit picking detail on every 
topic under the sun from the proper manner to 
tie one's shoes all the way to the proper rituals 
of mourning.

The following argument has often been 
advanced by people considering the observant 
life; surely the point of a life conducted 
according to the dictates of Halacha is to get 
close to God. How will, for example, not wearing
linen and wool together help us to achieve an 
elevated level of spirituality? Indeed, it seems to 
accomplish the exact opposite -- the secular 
person can just go into the store and buy a suit 
and put the whole thing behind him; the 
observant person must worry about what sort of 
suit he can try on, and then he must take it to be
checked to make sure that it contains no linen 
threads. The end result is that he is busy with 
his suit -- a very non-spiritual item -- for days.

But let us remember the dictum of Maimonides 
-- buying a suit is a temporal activity. Without a 
commandment associated with it, one will only 
consider whether it is stylish and whether it 
looks good and, in so doing, lose one's self in 
the worldly pursuit of buying clothes. But if one 
has to worry about mixing wool and linen and 
think about what suit conforms to God's dictates,
the entire activity becomes transformed into an 

opportunity to express one's attachment to the 
commandments and the Torah.

THE FREE LUNCH

We can appreciate the phenomenon of Halacha 
much better if we study the picture from an 
entirely different perspective.

When it comes to worldly matters, most of us 
subscribe to the dictum that there is no such 
thing as a free lunch. Success comes from the 
investment of time and hard work, not from 
being a nice guy. People can be full of charm 
and talent and all sorts of positive qualities, but if
they don't work hard and discipline themselves 
to produce, all their fine qualities will avail them 
nothing.

But if this is so clear to us regarding this world 
why should we expect the next world to operate 
differently? God created both; why would He 
give away the more precious one for little more 
than good feelings and a nice character, when 
this world, which is worth so much less, costs so
much to acquire?

Judaism is a religion with a work ethic. Reward 
is commensurate with performance. In this world
at least you can rely on Welfare. In the next 
world there is no such thing as a free lunch.

SHAPING CHARACTER THROUGH 
ACTIONS

In truth it could not be otherwise. If our eternal 
reward were dependant on the quality of our 
characters rather than the abundance of our 
good deeds, we should have been designed 
with the ability to alter our characters easily. It is 
true that we can make some changes in our 
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characters, but only gradually, over a very long 
period of time and since all such changes of 
character are accomplished by means of the 
control we exert over our actions, we are back in
the realm of actions in any case.

Maimonides explains in great detail (in Chapter 
1 of the "Laws of Character") that all extremes of
character, except for humility, are 
counterproductive. You go about shaping your 
character in the desired direction -- which he 
calls the "middle way" -- by performing the 
actions that your mind tells you are appropriate, 
until these actions become habitual and you 
perform them automatically without the need for 
thought as a matter of habit.

For example, a person should neither be quick 
to fly into rage at the slightest provocation but 
nor should he be so indifferent that nothing at all
can elicit passionate feelings of anger. He 
should get angry about what his mind tells him is
a just cause for anger so that he does not 
remain apathetic to acts of injustice that he may 
witness. That is the "middle way," a balanced 
approach.

But what if his character is such that he is 
immediately enraged by the slightest 
provocation? He must behave as though he was
not angry at all. Eventually, over the course of 
time his feelings will adjust to his actions.

Even if the shape of our character were used as 
the basis for weighing our just deserts it would 
still be actions that we would have to be judged 
on. Reason compels us to conclude that God 
will regard a person who spent his life 
successfully controlling his rage as having an 
even-tempered, mild character; it is his actions 

that are the relevant manifestation of his 
character. It is in the spiritual light cast by his 
deeds towards others that he will bask for 
eternity. His inner feelings are irrelevant.

Reward and punishment are the consequences 
of free will decisions. As God designed us so 
that it is only our actions that are controlled by 
our wills, it is quite clear that all reward and 
punishment must be restricted to the area of 
actions. What we do is who we are, not the other
way around.

ACTIONS LINKED TO SPIRITUALITY

The commandments of the Torah amount to a 
list of spiritual actions that can be performed in 
the physical world and redefine the purpose of 
physical existence.

As the Divinely ordered course of a Jew's life is 
Torah observance and this involves the 
performance of physical actions, it would be 
absurd for God to have created the world in 
such a way that one is kept too busy worrying 
about physicality and its trappings to devote 
serious time to what is, after all, the entire 
reason why one was put here in the first place.

The physical world was designed with Torah 
observance in mind. Thus a devotion to the true 
purpose of life inevitably unlocks creation's 
bounty.

On the other hand, a deal is a deal. If Israel 
turns away from the purpose of life, the physical 
world will not function properly. How could it? Its 
resources are being misused.

As is often the case, the common sense of 
Judaism dictates the opposite of the common 
sense of the rest of the world. The world of 
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spirituality is based on deeds, whereas it is the 
world of physicality that depends on character, 
attitudes, and beliefs.
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