Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

Chapter LVII: Kinnot (Lamentations)

Essay 11: With self-degradation, we ask G-d to remember us and to regret our exile.
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Midrash Lam. Rabbah reads:

There is a verse: “To recall my distress and my straying was wormwood
and poison” (Lam. 3:19). The Assembly of Israel' said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: “Master of the universe, recall the distress with which I
distressed You, and my straying when I rebelled against You, and the suffering
with which I have filled You, the ‘wormwood and poison.’ Let them cancel one
another.” [In other words, let the wormwood and poison that I’'m experiencing
serve as adequate punishment against my misdeeds. |

There is a verse: “When remembering, my soul is bowed down within me”
(Lam. 3:20). Rabbi Chiyya taught, “There is a parable of a king who goes out
to war and his sons were with him and they provoked him. The next day, the
king went out by himself and his sons were not with him. The king said: ‘If
only my sons were with me, even though they provoke me.” The king is the Holy
One, blessed be He, and the sons, these are Israel. When Israel went out to war, the
Holy One, blessed be He, went out with them. When they provoked Him, He did
not go out with them. When Israel was not in the land, He said: ‘If only Israel were
with me, even though they provoke me.” ”

" English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein.

! The term Assembly of Israel (2% > no1d) (Knesset Yisrael) could have different meanings. It could simply refer
to the Jewish people; or it could refer to the Great Assembly (721737 no12) (Knesset ha-Gedola), the wise men who led
Israel from the end of the Biblical prophets through the Mishnaic period; or in Kabbalistic terms, it could refer to the
sefira of Malchut, kingship. In this essay, the Assembly of Israel is responsible for the Jewish people, and is equated

not with the human leadership, but with the sefira of Malchut.
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Rabbi Chiyya continued: There are three verses. The first is: “Oh, to be
in the wilderness, at an encampment for wayfarers! Oh, to leave my people, to
go away from them, for they are all adulterers, a band of rogues.” (Jer. 9:1). [But
now G-d thinks:] Who will give My people to be with me, as they were at the
beginning, in the wilderness!

And it is written [in the second verse], “O mortal, when the House of
Israel dwelt on their own soil, they defiled it with their ways and their deeds; their
ways were in My sight like the uncleanness of a menstrually impure woman.”
(Ezek. 36:17).

And [the third verse], this one: “When remembering, my soul is bowed
down within me” (Lam. 3:20).

Rabbi Yudan said: “ ‘When remembering,’ I know that you remember
the nations of the world, but what will I do? ‘My soul is bowed down within
me.’ ” So it is said: ‘The fat becomes small and the small one dies.” ”

- Midrash Lam. Rabbah 3:7

The Matnot Kehuna? explains “The fat becomes small and the small one dies”: “Before the
fat animal becomes small and inferior, the sick soul exits and he won’t be able to see the inferiority
and poverty of the fat one.” In other words, Rabbi Yudan’s interpretation of the verse is that G-d
will remember the evil perpetuated by the “fat” nations of the world against us, and they will have
their downfall (i.e., become small), but the prophet is asking what he will do while waiting, that
as an individual, he may not live to see this downfall of the nations, and thus he laments.
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This plea of the Assembly of Israel, “Recall the distress . ... Let them cancel one
another,” requires examination, whichever way one looks at it. If the sufferings that came
upon Israel were sufficient according to the severity of their intentional transgressions, it is
difficult to understand the plea. For does [the] Holy One, Blessed Be, execute justice without
justice, to send them other sufferings after their transgressions have already been cleansed,
such that it’s necessary for the Assembly of Israel to say, “recall . ... Let them cancel one
another”? If [the sufferings| were not sufficient, what is this plea, “Let them cancel one
another,” for they haven’t yet cleansed the sins as needed?

2 Rabbi Issachar Katz-Berman (? Volhynia—1598 Palestine?), a rabbi in various communities in Poland, known
especially for Matnot Kehuna (Krakow 1588), a Midrashic commentary, and Mareh Kohen (Krakow 1589), an index
on the Zohar.
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Furthermore, the Assembly of Israel essentially said, “Recall Your distress, my straying,
and Your suffering, the wormwood and poison.” Why is there an interruption with the
introduction of the words “my straying” between “the distress with which I distressed You” (i.c.,
“Your distress”) and “the suffering with which I have filled You” (i.e., “Your suffering”)? [The
author] of the Midrash should have said “and my straying” either before “the distress which
I distressed You” or after “wormwood and poison.” In other words, wouldn’t it have made more
sense to write, “Recall my straying when I rebelled against You: the distress which I distressed
You, and the suffering with which I have filled You, the wormwood and poison,” or to write, “Recall
the distress which I distressed You, and the suffering with which I have filled You, the wormwood
and poison—my straying when I rebelled against You? Furthermore, why does [the author of
the Midrash] open with language speaking for itself, “my distress” and “my straying,” and
afterward conclude with “wormwood and poison,” and not explain the Scripture to say, “my
wormwood and my poison”? Further, in the explanation of, “When remembering, my soul is
bowed down within me” (Lam. 3:20), for which the Midrash comments: Rabbi Chiyya taught
the parable about the king going out to war, for which [the author of the Midrash] wants to say
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, will remember us and will regret that He exiled us, what
is the relevance of the end of the verse, “my soul is bowed down within me”? According to the
Midrash, [Jeremiah] should have said, “When remembering, Your soul is bowed down within
You,” for the Assembly of Israel was the one speaking to G-d. Finally, with what is Rabbi
Yudan disagreeing, for it seems that he simply repeated the same words offered by Rabbi Chiyya,
“My soul is bowed down within me”?
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To explain all the doubts, we will advance the language of the Zohar from parshat
Acharei Mot (III: page 74a):

Come and see, as long as Israel are distanced from the king’s palace, it
is as though the queen distances herself with them from the king. What is the
point? For the queen doesn’t hasten to use her staff to flog this son so that he
will walk in a straight path. For the king never flogs a person; rather, he leaves
everything in the hands of the queen, to manage the palace and to flog her son
and to lead him to the path of truth, rather than the king doing so himself.



The esoteric secret of the matter is that which is written: “The words of
Lemuel, king of Massa, with which his mother admonished him” (Prov. 31:1). His
mother, this is Bathsheba.? After all, the Scripture says: “The proverbs of Solomon:
A wise son brings joy to his father; a dull son is his mother’s sorrow” (Prov. 10:1).
His mother’s grief is certain. See what is written: “A wise son brings joy to his
father.” As long as this son walks in a straight path and is wise, his father will be
happy. This is the Holy King Above.* Just a happy father. [But if] this son is found
on the wrong path, what is written? “A dull son is his mother’s sorrow.” The
esoteric secret of the matter is written: “And your mother dismissed you for
your crimes” (Isaiah 50:1). Your mother, this is the Assembly of Israel [i.e., the
sefira of Malchut, kingship].’

- Zohar I11: 74a

2y XI7 2107 X9 ,NI¥N3 A7IR2 D032 MR MINn oo %R 1000 [3]nR? W a1n WiTea W TRD DY Ox)
TR IXTPY TR 170271 101797 $2n7 1122 2070 287 (0" A7) PYITRT XpR 2192 1M RITII NPT X7
2321 ,112% NIDYD NoEn APR ORIV ORI aNg P29 11731927 .91 X210 K27 1230 0K 19) MR 1199
OX7W? °7152 °32 22027 2R XIPIW 7PN 7R TWR 12 DX NI¥R2 133 TA07 NN APN ORTY 11NN 0 PRI
7YY IR RITL,NRR 7772 PO 70037 X9Y 22w DRI N3 3707 aR7 DR UhIya? a¥i 1A ana XK
.03 nivys

Even regarding this holy Midrash, one has to wonder where we find that the mother

is the one obligated to lead her son in Torah and the commandments, for isn’t this an
obligation of the father? In explanation, it says in the first chapter of tractate Kiddushin (page
29a), “The father is obligated to his son to circumcise him, and to redeem him [if he is a
firstborn son who must be redeemed by payment to a priest], and to teach him Torah, and to
marry him to a woman, and to teach him a trade, etc. . .. From where do we [derive] that [his
mother] is not obligated [to circumcise her son]? As it is written: ‘[And Abraham circumcised his
son Isaac when he was eight days old,] as G-d commanded him’ (Gen. 21:4). [G-d commanded]
him, and not her.” With regard to all of these cases, circumcision, redemption, education, etc.,
[the ruling] that the father is obligated is brought out there in Kiddushin 29a, from verses, for
the mother is not commanded to do these things for his son, and in a few places, it even says
explicitly that the mother is not obligated to educate her sons in the commandments. If so, it
is difficult why the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who is called “Father”—as it is written, “Israel

3 According to tradition, Lemuel is another name for King Solomon. Sanhedrin 70b cites Prov. 31:1, saying that
Bathsheba had Solomon bound to a pillar and flogged for excessive drinking. See also Lev. Rabbah 12:5. From the
standpoint of Kabbala, the Perush HaSulam commentary on the Zohar, by Rabbi Yehudah Lev Ashlag (1886—1955),
adds a note here that the reference to Bathsheba is a reference to the sefira of Malchut, kingship.

4 The Perush HaSulam explains that this refers to Ze’ir Anpin. (This is a revealed aspect of G-d in Kabbalah,
comprising the emotional sefirot attributes: Chesed, Gevurah, Tiferet, Netzach, Hod and Yesod.)

5 The Perush HaSulam adds a note here that the Assembly of Israel is also a reference to the sefira of Malchut,
kingship.



is My first-born son” (Ex. 4:22), and as brought here in the Zohar—wants to punish the
mother, who is the Assembly of Israel, for not leading us in the path of truth, when He does
not want to do anything as far as leading us in the path of truth.
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One can say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave free will to man in order that he
should have reward and punishment from it. If the Holy One, Blessed be He, was Himself
leading us in the straight path, then we would be compelled to be righteous people, for the
evil inclination has no power to show its face against the will of the Creator, may His Name
be blessed. Another reason for Him not to lead us, is that in fulfillment of the commandments
we would not have any reward, and therefore what would the Holy One, Blessed be He, be
accomplishing? [G-d] left this job of leading us with the Assembly of Israel, and none of our
defects reach the Holy One, Blessed be He, for correction, G-d forbid, for if they did, then G-d
forbid there would be no healing for our wounds.
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On this topic it is said, “I am the L-rd, I have not changed” (Malachi 3:6), and “I will
not yield My glory to another” (Isaiah 42:8). Indeed, these [defects] do reach the Assembly of
Israel, who will also have reward and punishment, for if she, the Assembly of Israel, leads
[her] sons in the straight path, she will be at the highest peaks; and the opposite is also true,
G-d forbid. That is not the case with the fathers and sons of the earthly entourage, for even
if the patriarchs will force their sons to be righteous and good, in the end, the free will is in
the hand of the son to do what is correct in his own eyes. The mother of the earthly entourage
is exempt from a number of the commandments, because she is under the authority of others,
such as her husband. That is not the case for the mother above, i.e., the sefira of kingship, for to
the contrary, her husband commands her for this very thing only, to lead the sons on the
straight path. If she forces her sons, the free will won’t be removed from them, because her
power to control them is not like that of the Holy One, Blessed be He, of which it is written
regarding Him, “I am the L-rd, I have not changed.”



93 P2 ,0%w) on 92 039 My XD ORIY YW opywsw PRI LAYY mIywus Ko7 DN W TR IR? X231
1971 Y MWK 25 NP0 0T 19T WM 92 PRI MY Oy PIPT? 77 TR 12 OX LXP1T 2 OWI Wy ovmien
BT DT, 1TV 02T TP Y TN SDIR Iy 13y 3] 193 WA My 27 [Ty 1R TR pPogn
D197 07 WX Ay TV LAY 1772 PR maaad KR 92 0RTImy 0T L7171 poang? Xom 1220v

R R PAER 5o b wl7ale R Rl

In this way, we will come to an explanation of our Midrash. This is [the Assembly of
Israel’s] claim: Israel’s intentional rebellious acts didn’t wound You, G-d forbid, and it’s only
that all the defects made an impression specifically on me. If so, You shouldn’t be exact with
them such that their sufferings are in proportion to the weightiness of the sin, so that by Your
being lenient they won’t be destroyed, but rather they will have an opportunity to “correct all that
they have twisted.”® Therefore, “my straying” interrupts between “the distress which I
distressed You” and “wormwood and poison,” as if to say, “remember the distress with which
you answered me.” She says “my distress,” language speaking for itself, which is the
sufferings, that she is suffering to be distanced from her Beloved. “My straying when I
rebelled against You,” that I did not lead Israel on a proper path, and also “wormwood and
poison” are the sufferings that came upon Israel; let them cancel one another.
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Why were Rabbi Chiyya and Rabbi Yudan precise to say, “When remembering, my
soul is bowed down within me”? It was because this word, “bowed down” (Tivn))
(ve tashoach), is according to our Masoretic tradition written m@n3 (ve tasiach) ( “and you will
converse”), a term of speech, but it is read nmiwn) (ve tashoach) (“bowed down”), a term of
degradation. Rabbi Chiyya interprets this verse according to the written form, and the
Assembly of Israel says this before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “When remembering,
converse about my soul,” as if to say, “In the end, You will remember us, and You will regret
that you exiled us,” and this is what my soul says to comfort me. Afterward, Rabbi Yudan
came in order to interpret even the pronounced word, which is miwn) (ve tashoach) (“bowed
down”), a term of degradation. Both of these approaches are the words of the Living G-d.

* sk ok

¢ Derived from Eccl. 7:13: “Consider G-d’s doing! Who can straighten what He has twisted?”
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