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Chapter XXX: Kedoshim (Lev. 19:1-20:27)

Essay 1. Holiness and the three-fold soul
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There is a Midrash Yalkut:

“You shall be holy, for I am holy,”! etc. If you sanctify yourselves, I
ascribe it to you as though you sanctified Me. Or perhaps it means only that if
you sanctify Me, then I am sanctified, and if not, I am not sanctified—therefore
the verse states, “for I am holy”: in My holiness I remain, whether you sanctify
Me or whether you do not sanctify Me. Abba Shaul says: What is incumbent
upon the retinue of a king? To emulate the king.

- Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Kedoshim, remez 604
Question 1: This is puzzling. How can we sanctify G-d?
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It may be explained as stated in the Zohar, Tetzaveh (182a):

When the Holy One, Blessed be He, created man, He made him in a
supernal likeness and breathed into him a holy spirit composed of three—
nefesh, ruach, and neshama—and above all of them is the neshama, for it is the
Supernal force by means of which man can apprehend and keep the commandments
of the Holy One. If that holy neshama is brought into another form of worship,

’ English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
'Lev. 19:2.



this defiles it and it departs from the service of its Master, because these three
forces are all one, being merged one in the other on the pattern of the supernal
mystery. Concerning this it is said, “He who walks with the wise becomes wise,

but the companion of fools suffers harm.”?

- Zohar, parashat Tetzaveh 6:53 (I11:182a)
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The Remez, of blessed memory,* wrote that it is difficult to understand:

How does a person defile his neshama, and how can impurity have
dominion over something so spiritual and elevated? Therefore, he says that the
reason impurity is ascribed to the neshama is because nefesh, ruach, and
neshama participate together and become one. Accordingly, once the nefesh—
which is from the world of Asiyah*, where evil predominates over good—is
blemished, that blemish propagates to the ruach and the neshama, in the
manner of what is said, “He who walks with the wise becomes wise, but the
companion of fools suffers harm.” For since the neshama is complete, light
flows from it to the ruach and nefesh that participate with it—and this is the
meaning of “he who walks with the wise”; and the opposite is the end of the
verse. This is explained.

- Remez on Zohar, parashat Tetzaveh 6:53 (I1:182a)
This is the language of the Remez, in brief. Thus, the answer to Question 1 is that we sanctify G-d
by aligning the nefesh and ruach with the neshama.

2 Prov. 13:20.

3 Moses ben Mordecai Zacuto (c. 1625-1697).

4 Kabbalah speaks of the four central worlds: Atzilut (“the world of emanation”), Beriah (“the world of creation”),
Yetzirah (“the world of formation™), and 4siyah (“the world of action”). The last three terms appear (in verb form) in
Isaiah 43:7, “Every one that is called by My name, and for My glory, I have created him, I have formed him, indeed,
I have made him.” A#zilut emerges directly from G-d’s infinite light (revelation); this world is all good. Azzilut is the
soul and the source of life to Beriah, the first world created from nothing, where Seraphim are created. Beriah is
mostly good, with some bad. Beriah is the soul and the source of life to Yerzirah, where angels are created, forces
entrusted with performing tasks without any free choice. Yetzirah is half good and half bad. Yetzirah is the soul and
the source of life to Asiyah, our finite world in which created beings have a strong sense of independence. Asiyah is
mostly bad, though there is some good. Therefore, the worlds are all linked, and all have a connection to G-d’s infinite
light.
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In Parashat Vayikra (page I11:7a) the Zohar writes:

“If a priest’s daughter [becomes a layman’s wife, she may not eat of the
sacred gifts; but if the priest’s daughter is widowed or divorced and without

offspring, and she returns to her father’s house as in her youth, she may eat of her
father’s food].”> This is the holy neshama, which is called the daughter of the
King, for the holy neshama emerges from the union of the King and the Queen,

and is therefore the lower body consisting of male and female, there being a
corresponding neshama above. “If she will be widowed” from that body to which
she was united, “or divorced” from that portion of the Holy Name, because “she is
without offspring” to resemble therewith that which is above and to be linked to the
Holy Name, then “she returns” to be restored to her original state. Thereupon “she
returns to her father’s house”, that is, to the Holy One, blessed be He, “as in her
youth”, as at first, and “she may eat of her father s food”, to partake of the delights
of the King.

- Zohar, parashat Vayikra 13:96 (II1:7a)
Likewise in parashat Ki Tetze, the Zohar (page I11:277a) writes:

In the hidden teachings of the Torah, we must rely upon a parable: there is
a neshama that is a Queen [drawn from Azzilut], and there is a neshama that is a
maidservant [drawn from Beriah], as in “When someone sells his daughter as a
slave, she shall not go free as the other slaves do.”® And there is a neshama that is
a common maid [from Asiyah].

- Zohar, parashat Ki Tetze 3:30 (I11:277a)

Even aside from this, it is known that the neshama is, as if to say, a portion of G-d
above. Obviously, G-d is not divisible. The intent is that the neshama is a spiritual extension of
G-d, not a physical division. Thus, the neshama can remain holy even while in man’s body.

S Lev. 22:12.
% Ex. 21:7.
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With this we come to a clarification of the Midrash: “If you sanctify yourselves,” that
is, the nefesh and ruach, which need to be sanctified so that they join with the neshama—*1
ascribe it to you as though you sanctified Me,” that is, as though you sanctified even the
neshama, which is a part of Me, even though it is intrinsically holy. Thus, the sanctification of
man is really the alignment of nefesh and ruach with an already-holy neshama.

The Midrash first entertains a mistaken assumption: Or perhaps it means only that “if
you sanctify Me, I am sanctified, and if not, I am not sanctified,” meaning: if you sanctify the
neshama through your good deeds, it is sanctified, and if not, it is not sanctified intrinsically,
since one might think that once it was sent into the body it lost its holiness—and the practical
implication would be that you would not be so liable to punishment if you profane it.
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Therefore the verse states: “For I am holy”—in My holiness I remain, whether you
sanctify Me or not. If I am holy, then the neshama [soul], which is a part of Me, is holy in its
own right, and you must be careful not to blemish it or defile it through your evil deeds. For
the retinue of a king is expected to honor the king, to perform all “His commandments,
statutes, and ordinances.”’

See also the “Saba of Mishpatim,” a narrative section of the Zohar in which a mysterious
old man converses with Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai.

“When someone sells his daughter as a slave, she shall not go free as the
other slaves do.” When the Holy One delivers His daughter, the holy neshama, to
be a maidservant, enslaved in bondage unto you, I warn you, when her time comes,
let her “not go free as the other slaves do,” polluted by sins, but free, illuminated,
and pure, in order that her Master may be able to find joy in her, and to give her
goodly reward in the splendors of Paradise . . . when she shall ascend again thence,
bright and pure.

- Zohar, parashat Mishpatim 3:54 (I1:96b)

7T Kings 8:58.
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In this manner another Midrash there in Yalkut is explained: The
supernal beings crown the Holy One, Blessed be He, with three sanctities—
“holy, holy, holy.”® What does the Holy One, Blessed be He, do? He places one
on His own head and two on the heads of Israel, as it is written, “For I am
holy,”® “and you shall sanctify yourselves and be holy.” !’

- Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Kedoshim, remez 603
Question 2: This too is puzzling. Why does G-d keep only one sanctity for His “head” while
giving two to the “heads of Israel”?
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According to our approach, this is well understood: even though regarding angels we
find only the aspect of ruach, as it is written, “He makes His angels of the winds,”'
nevertheless when they descend to this world, they clothe themselves in the form of human
beings, as is found in several places in the Zohar. See parashat Vayera (page 1:101a): “When
they descend to the world, they are clothed in air and in the corporeal elements and appear to
men in human shape.”!?
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Further in parashat Mishpatim (page 11:118b):

There are angels that serve the body, and angels that serve the neshama.
Just as there is a distinction between body and soul, so there is a difference between
angels of the body and angels of the soul. There is a neshama over the neshama
and angels over the angels, as it says, “For there is one high one who watches
over him that is high; and there are yet higher ones over them.”!?

- Zohar, parashat Mishpatim 15:455 (I1:118b)

8 Isaiah 6:3.

°Lev. 11:44.

0 Lev. 11:43.

1'Ps. 104:4.

12 Zohar, parashat Vayera 6:94 (I1:101a).
13 Ecel. 5:7.



Therefore, the answer to Question 2 is that the supernal beings crown the Holy One, Blessed
be He, with three sanctities corresponding to nefesh, ruach, and neshama of the righteous.
The Holy One, Blessed be He, places one on His own head, since the neshama is intrinsically
holy, and two on the heads of His children, corresponding to nefesh and ruach, which the
righteous sanctify. The angels recitation of “holy, holy, holy,” correspond not to G-d alone, but to
the three-part soul structure.

This was also explained by us in another way above in parashat Miketz (Essay 5) on
the verse, “Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you.”'
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In this manner is explained the Midrash at the end of parashat Shemini: “You shall
sanctify yourselves and be holy ... for I am holy”—just as I am holy, so you shall be holy;
just as I am separate, so you shall be separate.”!®

It is initially difficult to understand this: How can a person be holy and separate like
his Creator, if the body is full of worldly desires? Rather, since the neshama is holy and has
no involvement in bodily pleasures—for it is a portion of G-d above—and the ruach sins
through sinful thoughts while the nefesh sins through action, therefore the neshama says to
the ruach and the nefesh: just as I am holy and separate, so you too shall be holy and separate.
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14 Gen. 41:40.
15 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah, parashat Shemini, remez 546.
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