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Chapter XLIV: Devarim (Deut. 1:1-3:22)

Essay 2. The esoteric secret of prostration
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Midrash Deut. Rabbah 1:11 on the verse “The L-rd, your G-d has multiplied you; and
behold, you are today as the stars in the sky in abundance,”! said: “This is why Scripture said:
‘I will bow down toward Your holy Temple in awe of You.” ”? This is strange. What is the
connection between prostration and an increase in population?
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This will be understood from what is stated in the Midrash on the verse, “We will

prostrate ourselves, and we will return to you.”’

Rabbi Yitzchak said: Everything is due to the merit of prostration.
Abraham returned from Mount Moriah [with Isaac] due only to the merit of
prostrating: “we will prostrate ourselves, and we will return to you.” Israel
was redeemed [from Egypt] due only to the merit of prostration, as it is written,
“The people believed . .. and they bowed down and prostrated.”* The Torah
was given due only to the merit of prostration, as it is said, “and they
prostrated themselves from afar.”” The exiles will be gathered in due only to
the merit of prostration, as it is said, “And in that day, a great ram’s horn shall

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
! Deut. 1:10.

2Ps. 5:8.

3 Gen. 22:5.

4Ex. 4:31.

> Ex. 24:1.




be sounded; and the strayed who are in the land of Assyria and the expelled who
are in the land of Egypt shall come and prostrate before the L-rd on the holy
mount, in Jerusalem.”® The Temple will be built due only to the merit of
prostration, as it is said: “Exalt the L-rd our G-d and prostrate yourself ...”’
The dead will be revived due only to the merit of prostration, as it is said,
“Come, let us prostrate ourselves and bow.”®

- Gen. Rabbah 56:2
Thus, we see from this Midrash the importance and positive effects associated with prostration,
and while an increase in population is not specifically listed, the Midrash begins with the general
statement that “Everything is due to the merit of prostration.”
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We find in the Rama’s gloss to the Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chaim (siman 131, se¢’if 8):
It is forbidden for anyone to fall on their face with arms and legs outstretched, even if there
is no stone floor, etc. The Shach wrote (on Parshat Mishpatim) that the essence of the
prostration is for the explicit Name, i.e., the Tetragrammaton, and for this reason the
prostration was done in Jerusalem, in the Temple. Now that we do not have the Temple and
we refer to the Name indirectly, we do not perform such prostration.
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Furthermore, we find in Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “The L-rd, your G-d has
multiplied you; and behold, you are today as the stars in the sky in abundance [297] [/a rov]”:

Today you are like the stars, but in the future, “in abundance” [177]
[la’rov], you are destined to be similar to your Master [02217] [le rabchem].
How so? Here it is written, “For the L-rd your G-d is a consuming fire,”’ and
regarding Israel in the future it is written, “And the light of Israel will be a fire
and its Holy One a flame.”'°

- Deut. Rabbah 1:12

6 Isaiah 27:13.

7 Ps. 99:5; Ps. 99:9.
8 Deut. 4:24.

° Ps. 95:6.

10 Isaiah 10:17.
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Certainly, this Midrash sensed a difficulty in this verse, for it could have said, “The
L-rd, your G-d has multiplied you; and behold, you are today as the stars in the sky,” and
nothing more, and what is this need to add, la’rov, if it only means “in abundance”? Rather,
certainly it was necessary to add la’rov, instead meaning ‘““as your Master,” for in the future
they will be similar to their Master, that is, the Holy One, Blessed be He. Nevertheless, it is
difficult to understand this in such a way, for it does not seem appropriate to state this hint of
la’rov, i.c., “similar to your Master, you are destined to be” coming immediately after it said,
“and behold, you are today,” for on that very day they were not yet like that.
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One can say, as is known among the Kabbalists, that increase is on the side of holiness,
and decrease is on the side of the klipah. When there is increase, it is a sign of the dominance
of holiness and the nullification of the klipah. According to this, the simple meaning of the
verse is thus: “The L-rd your G-d has multiplied you,” that is, He has distanced from you
the grasp of the external forces [chitzonim], that is, from elements of Creation that act as a
spiritual barrier between us and G-d. The result is that you are today only as the stars in the
sky, for the time had not yet arrived for the complete nullification of the klipot from the
world. But you will yet be la’rov. In the future, when the klipot will be entirely nullified, then
you will resemble your Master.
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Now, the Midrash cited above sensed a great difficulty with the verse, “The L-rd your
G-d has multiplied you,” for to merit such a lofty level, it would have been fitting for Israel
to be completely righteous. Certainly, at that time, they were not so; on the contrary — they
were “troublesome people and stubborn,”!! for in the preceding verse it said, quoting Moses,

1 Rashi on Num. 11:17.



“I cannot bear the burden of you by myself,”'? and after this he said, “How can I bear unaided
the trouble of you, and the burden, and the bickering,”'? as it is said in the Midrash, and see
further below, in Essay 3. If so, how is it possible that they merited this increase, namely, that
the klipah was distanced from them and they were connected to holiness, if their actions
testified to the opposite?
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Rather, it must be said that this merit of the increase had already been attained
through the prostration that they performed at Sinai, as it is written, “and they prostrated
themselves from afar.” The esoteric secret of prostration is to nullify the klipah and to draw
down encompassing light, Ohr Makif, from world to world until the end of the four worlds,
referring to ABiYA (v™ax).!* It is known that holiness is “fruitful and multiplies,”!® the
opposite of the klipah, for “the other god [the principle of evil] is emasculated and has no desire
to procreate, and does not multiply or bear fruit.”'® Therefore, when Abraham returned from
Mount Moriah, where it is written, “we will prostrate ourselves, and we will return to you,”
he received the news, “I will bestow My blessing upon you and make your descendants as
numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands on the seashore.”!”
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So too with Israel, as it says in Tractate Shabbat (89b), that Mount Sinai is called the
Wilderness of Paran [11x2],'® because Israel were fruitful [112] [p 7«] upon it. Rashi explains:

12 Deut. 1:9.

13 Deut. 1:12.

' ABiYA is a Kabbalistic concept, an acronym for the four central worlds: Atzilut (“the world of emanation”),
Beriah (“the world of creation”), Yetzirah (“the world of formation”), and Asiyah (“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.” Atzilut emerges directly from G-d’s infinite light
(revelation); this world is all good. Atzilut 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 Yetzirah, 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.

15 Cf. Gen. 35:11.

16 Zohar 11:103a.

17 Gen. 22:17.

18 Num. 13:26.



each wife conceived and gave birth to a male child, that by the merit of bowing down, they
merited the increase of children. Even though they later sinned, the first blessing did not
depart from its place. Therefore, the Midrash said on the verse, “The L-rd, your G-d has
multiplied you,” “this is why Scripture said: ‘I will bow down toward Your holy Temple in
awe of You.” ”
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With this connection, it also comes to answer another difficulty with this verse, that it
should have said, “I will bow down in Your holy temple,” since prostration is only permitted
specifically in the Temple, so why does it say, “toward Your holy Temple”? Rather, it is
because the verse says, “The Lord is in His holy Temple,”!° and the Kabbalists interpret that
the Divine Name is not complete, so to speak, except in His holy Temple, for when holiness is
in control, the external forces [chitzonim], the elements of Creation that act as a spiritual barrier
between us and G-d, are nullified. Because of this, “I will bow down,” meaning: I intend, by
my prostration, that the chitzonim be nullified, so that “Your holy Temple” will endure
always, that the prayer be directed toward the preservation of the Temple through the merit
of prostration.

19 Habakuk 2:20.



