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Chapter LII: Vayeilech (Deut. 31:1-31:30)

Essay 7. The esoteric secret of the shofar
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There is a verse: “Happy is the people who know the feruah [shofar blast]; O L-rd, they
go in the light of Your countenance” (Ps. 89:16). A difficulty is: (1) What is the connection
between the beginning of the verse and its end? Also: (2) Why specifically does it say, “they
go,” for how is “going” relevant here? Also: (3) Why specifically does it say, “in the light of
Your countenance”? Also: (4) Why does it say, “who know,” for don’t the nations of the world
know how to make the feruah [shofar blast]?'

To answer these questions, Zera Shimshon first analyzes two other verses:
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We will advance another verse, “May G-d be gracious to us and bless us; may He cause
His countenance to shine with us, selah” (Ps. 67:2). What is the meaning of this “selah,” which
usually means forever? For this language, “be gracious to us and bless us” specifically means
in this world, for this language is not relevant to the World to Come. The meaning of “selah”
is “without limit.” If it’s said regarding the verse, that “be gracious to us and bless us” is in
this world, and also that “may He cause His countenance to shine with us” is in the World to
Come, then this language is not so relevant specifically to the World to Come. Also, [the

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

! The rabbis actually debate the proper way to blow a shofar, and our practice is to blow a variety of different
sounds. These are called: “tekiah,” a single long blast of the shofar; “shevarim,” three connected short sounds; and
“teruah,” many very short blasts. These sounds are blown in various combinations. The blowing of the shofar is a
principal part of the Rosh Hashana service.



Priestly Blessing] is written in Scripture,” “The L-rd cause His countenance shine upon you,”
and afterward it says, “and be gracious to you,” (Num. 6:25), for which the meaning is that
it’s all in this world. Also, what is different in that here, in Ps. 67:2, it says first “be gracious
to us” and afterward “shine,” but in the verse of the priestly blessing (Num. 6:25), “shine”
precedes “and be gracious to us”? That is, we said above for Ps. 67:2 that the language “May
G-d be gracious to us and bless us” refers to this world, and we considered that perhaps the ending,
“may He cause His countenance to shine with us” referred to the World to Come, though we
weren’t sure of its relevance in the World to Come. Here in Num. 6:25, the term, “The L-rd cause
His countenance shine upon you” comes before “and be gracious to you,” and we definitely
wouldn’t say that the first half of Num. 6:25 refers to the World to Come and the second half of
the verse refers to this world. So we understand, both for Ps. 67:2 and for Num. 6:25, that having
G-d’s countenance shine upon us refers to this world.
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It can be said that it is known that the chief intention of the righteous in their good
deeds is to restore the sparks of holiness, which because of the original sin of Eve® fell between
the klipot [husks or shells of impurity]. That is, the intent is to remove [the sparks of holiness]
from [the klipot] and to give them strength to raise them to their lofty source. Indeed, in
performing a mitzvah correctly, it’s certain that it removes [the sparks] from [the klipot], but
to give them strength to return to their [proper] place is impossible for man to do without
the assistance of the Holy One, Blessed be He. About this, Scripture says, “the L-rd will
complete it for me” (Ps. 138:8), because it’s necessary first to clean them and to polish them
so that they will be fit to rise to the place of holiness, without being dirty at all with any
impurity from the klipot. This requires “refinement and refinement”* and bleaching after
bleaching, that is beyond the ability of man without the assistance of G-d, and this is an esoteric
secret of Kabbalah based upon the word “and cleansing” [7p1)] [ve nakei] that is spoken of in
the 13 middot.’

2 Num. 6:24-26, “The L-rd bless you and protect you! The L-rd cause His countenance to shine upon you and be
gracious to you! The L-rd lift up His countenance to you and grant you peace!”

3 Judaism recognizes that Eve and Adam were the first to sin, and that their sin brought death to the world.
Nevertheless, unlike Christianity, Judaism does not recognize a hereditary transmission of sin, but believes that each
individual is responsible for whatever sin he may commit.

4 Ketubot 112b.

5 The 13 middot are Divine Attributes of G-d that are listed in Ex. 34:6—7, with the last one (according to most
authorities) being ve ‘nakei [7p11] [and cleansing (of sin), i.e., pardoning]. The 13 middot are recited as part of the Rosh
Hashana service. The term “7ip1) 7i0” (the esoteric secret of [the word] ve 'nakei) appears in Rabbi Chaim Vital’s Pri
Etz Chaim, Gate of the Silent Prayer 4:11. He notes that if the letters of G-d’s name "% [“] will be”] are spelled out
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It is known that the Name of G-d will not be complete until all the sparks will be
separated out from the klipot,® for then “He will swallow up death forever” (Isaiah 25:8). With
each and every day, and by each and every mitzvah that Israel performs, some of [the sparks]
are separated out from the k/ipot. This world, which is the time of the government of nations,
is likened to darkness, and the next world, which is the time of redemption, is likened to a
day, which is entirely light. It is written in the Sefer Bahir’ and in the Recanati® that when
Israel does the will of the Omnipresent, it causes blessing to come to the world, and when the
blessing spreads, then the souls in Gehenna are revealed in this world;’ and this is good for
saving the souls and for gathering the expelled sparks.
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Now it makes sense that Scripture says, “May G-d be gracious to us and bless us” (Ps.
67:2). Then, the Holy One, Blessed be He, “will cause His countenance to shine with us,”
which is that He will give us the strength to return the sparks to their place, which is a matter
relevant to the World to Come, to hasten the redemption of the sparks. It’s accurate to say
that “He will cause His countenance to shine,” because He brings near the day that will be
entirely light. Also, when the sparks return to their place, they will remain there forever and
ever—*“selah,” i.e., without limit—in the way that it says, “The chayil [that the wicked man]

as °n 71 7 7K, they have the same gematria as npI) [ve nakei], viz, 161, and he states that this 13% middah mpn
incorporates the previous 12 middot.

¢ Ex. 17:16, “And he said: ‘The hand upon the throne of the L-rd: the L-rd will have war with Amalek from
generation to generation.” ” The phrase “the throne of the L-rd” only uses 03 [ceis] instead of &3 [cisei] for “the
throne,” and also only uses the first half of the Tetragrammaton. Rashi writes, “The hand of the Holy One, blessed be
He, is raised to swear by His throne that He will have war and enmity against Amalek to all eternity. And what is the
force of 03 — why does it not say as usual X93? And the Divine Name, also, is divided into half! The Holy One,
blessed be He, swears that His Name will not be perfect nor His throne perfect until the name of Amalek be entirely
blotted out.”

7 Sefer Bahir [“Book of Illumination”] is an anonymously-written mystical work, distributed in manuscript form
c. 1174. Sections 34 and 129 discuss Israel bringing blessing to the world by doing G-d’s will.

8 Rabbi Menahem ben Benjamin Recanati (1223-1290), Italian rabbi, Perush Al ha-Torah (Venice, 1523).
Bereishit 227 discusses Israel bringing blessing to the world by doing G-d’s will.

9 If a soul never performed a mitzvah properly, the soul is committed to Gehenna. While Gehenna can purify sins,
it cannot fill in what is lacking, and so gilgul neshamot, reincarnation of the soul in a new body, is required to fulfil
the mitzvot that were not properly performed in previous incarnations. In addition to the gilgul providing the
opportunity to perform these mitzvot, it can also provide a greater opportunity for purification from sin than was
possible in Gehenna.



swallows, he vomits; G-d seizes it from his stomach” (Job. 20:15). The word chayil appears
frequently in the Torah, typically meaning strength, might, or power. For this verse, Rashi
interprets chayil to mean “wealth,” but a kabbalistic interpretation would be “power.” Thus, “The
power [i.e., the sparks of holiness] that [the wicked one, i.e., the klipah] swallows, he vomits; G-d
seizes it from his stomach.”!° This kabbalistic interpretation of Job 20:15 is the theme of this essay:
The sparks of holiness are trapped within the klippot. Israel’s good deeds can begin their liberation,
but G-d is necessary to cleanse them and restore them completely to their proper place.
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Here, in Ps. 67:2, [Scripture] is saying that they are not completely righteous, as the
verse begins by referring to “G-d” as 0°71%X [Elokim] which is the language of justice, and
nevertheless, “may He be gracious to us,” which is may He give us grace, as we find with
Noabh, as it is written, “But Noah found favor in the eyes of the L-rd” (Gen. 6:8), and it says in
Midrash Gen. Rabbah 29:1, “But Noah was not deserving, rather ‘he found favor in the eyes
of the L-rd,” ” and after He gave us grace, He gave us the blessing, as explained previously.

780 192 2W IR RIAY TOT N A7 007 A% 07 TRE oY 2°032 OV 0°372 1272 7Y 21092 D3N
11272 Nan NIXIXI 7277 029YNRI .0PIVE 10200 M K Wiona awa Aanik 2wk 1oy 72723 Anik Ny
APWD NN 07T oY 1Y LT

Indeed, in the verse[s] of the priestly blessing (Num. 6:24-26), there is written not the
name FElokim, symbolizing judgment, but the specific name, i.e., the Tetragrammaton,
representing mercy. [The verse] is saying that it wants to improve our lot through the attribute
of kindness, which is the same attribute of the priest who is reciting the blessing. In the merit
of this priestly blessing, which is said with the explicit name, i.c., the Tetragrammaton, by itself
the world was blessed. Also, many sparks would rise because of this blessing, for there was
the inspiration of the Shechinah.

10 Rabbi Chaim Yosef David Azulai (“the Chida”) (1724-1806), writes in Chomat Anakh (Pisa 1803) on the first
three words of Job 20:15, "axp>1 ¥22 2°0": “The rabbi, the Ari of blessed memory, explains that the first letters of the
three words spell out the Holy Name, which raises the holy sparks and oppressed souls within the side of impurity.
And see in the siddur of the Ari of blessed memory, at the blessing for the blowing of the shofar.” This name of G-d,
1an, is one of the 72 [three-lettered] Names of G-d known to kabbalists, derived from Ex. 14:19-21. While Zera
Shimshon predates the publication of Chomat Anakh, Rabbi Nachmani was undoubtedly familiar with the same
source[s], and included this verse from Job in this essay, as the Arizal’s interpretation of the verse parallels the theme
of the essay, viz, raising the holy sparks from the klipot, and the oppressed souls from Gehenna.

[As to the meaning of 77ar, the 1610 Prague edition of Sefer Kinah Chochmah Kinah Binah says that it stands for
T2 7112 7on (“Pious, the source of blessings, and He will be blessed”), but the 1730 Wilhermsdorf edition has
changed this to for 7 nXY 212 10 (“1 live in mercy, and I will be”). The Chida gives the second version in his
posthumously published sefer, Shomer Yisrael (Jerusalem 1841) 3:69.]
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Because of this, [the priestly blessing] begins “May He bless you,” which is that the
blessing should come. This is so even if [those being blessed] are not completely righteous, as
indicated by the fact that [the first blessing] concludes “and protect you,” for the damaging
forces stay away from one who engages in Torah. Also, [the priestly blessing] concludes, “The
L-rd lift up His countenance upon you and grant you peace,” and [the rabbis] of blessed
memory said:

[G-d said], “How can I not lift My Countenance to Israel, as I wrote for
them in the Torah: ‘And you shall eat and be satisfied, and bless the L-rd your G-d’
(Deut. 8:10), [meaning that there is no obligation to bless the L-rd until one is
satiated]; yet they are exacting with themselves [to recite Grace after Meals even
if they have eaten] as much as an olive-bulk or an egg-bulk. [Since they go beyond
the requirements of the law, they are worthy of favor.]

- Berachot 20b

We hear from this that there is room for the attribute of justice to argue, i.e., there is
room for leniency. When there is a blessing spreading in the world and the rising of the sparks,
a shining countenance comes, except that here [in the priestly blessing] it is written, “The
L-rd cause His countenance to shine upon you and be gracious to you! The L-rd lift up His
countenance to you and grant you peace!” because [the lifting of G-d’s countenance to shine
upon us] is not done by us. That is, with regard to the priestly blessing, it is solely a gift from
G-d, whether deserved or not. But in the verse, “May He be gracious to us and bless us” (Ps.
67:2), it is written, “may He cause His countenance to shine with us,” and it says “with us,”
rather than “upon us” or “to us,” because it is in combination with our own good deeds and
performance of mitzvot.
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Now we come to an explanation of the initial verse that we discussed, “Happy is the
people who know the feruah [shofar blast]; O L-rd, they go in the light of Your countenance” (Ps.
89:16). It is known that every esoteric secret of the shofar is to gather the expelled sparks of
holiness, and as it is written, “And in that day, a great ram’s horn shall be sounded; and they
will come—those lost in the land of Assyria and those expelled in the land of Egypt—and worship
the L-rd on the holy mount, in Jerusalem.” (Isaiah 27:14). Happy is he who knows how to direct
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the proper intentions to this purpose. Therefore, [Scripture]| said, “who know the teruah
[shofar blast],” who know the esoteric secret of the teruah [shofar blast], that causes the rising
of the sparks, and afterwards, with Supernal assistance, they go and return to their initial
place. And see further below in the next essay.

Thus, we asked, 1) What is the connection between the beginning of the verse and its end?
We understand now that the esoteric secret of the shofar blast assists the sparks of holiness to
escape from the klipot with the assistance of Jews performing mitzvot. G-d shining his countenance
upon Israel signifies that G-d is providing assistance in this matter, as He will clean and polish the
sparks to ensure that they have no remnants of dirt from the k/ipot.

2) Why does it say, “they go,” for how is “going” relevant here? We understand now that
once freed from the klipot, the sparks receive assistance from G-d and are able to go to return to
their original and proper place.

3) Why does it say, “in the light of Your countenance”? The light represents the World to
Come, and the gathering of the sparks of holiness is essential in order for G-d’s Name to be
complete, and to allow us to properly experience the World to Come.

4) Why does it say, “who know,” for don’t the nations of the world know how to make the
teruah sound? We understand that we are not talking of the physical act of blowing the shofar, but
the esoteric secrets associated with the mitzvah, and the proper intentions of the associated prayers.



