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Lag BaOmer, which approaches us auspiciously, is traditionally 

accepted throughout Yisroel as the day that the divine Tanna 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai passed away.  In honor of this festive 

day, it is appropriate to examine a fantastic revelation provided 

by the Bnei Yissoschor (Iyar, 3).  He writes that forty-nine, the 

number of days counted during the “Sefireh,” is the numerical 

value of ל”ב טו”ב, meaning good heart.  He teaches us that a “lev 

tov” is the root of all the positive “midos,” human character-traits.  

According to this division of the days of the “Sefireh”—thirty two 

days equaling ל”ב, followed by seventeen days equaling טו”ב—it 

turns out that Lag BaOmer is the first day of the last seventeen 

day segment of the “Sefireh.”  It is the beginning of the טו”ב-

-which completes the entity of טו”ב  that encompasses the ל”ב 

entire forty-nine day period.  

Now, the divine Tanna Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai was a student 

of Rabbi Akiva’s, who personified the concept of ל”ב טו”ב in his 

dealings with the people of Yisroel.  Thus, we can comprehend 

the great joy he experienced at being able to leave the Torah of 

mysticism as a legacy for all future generations.  For, on the day 

he departed from this world, he gave Rabbi Abba permission to 

record all of the secrets of this Torah in the book of the Zohar.  This 

act of generosity constituted an incredible “tikun,” rectification, for 

the twenty-four thousand students of Rabbi Akiva who died during 

the days of the “Sefireh” for not showing each other proper respect 

and not acting generously with one another.  This historical event 

is recorded in the Gemarah (Yevomos 62b) as follows:  

מגבת עקיבא  לרבי  לו  היו  תלמידים  זוגים  אלף  עשר  שנים   “אמרו 

 עד אנטיפרס, וכולן מתו בפרק אחד מפני שלא נהגו כבוד זה לזה, והיה

ושנאה להם, רבותינו שבדרום  רבי עקיבא אצל   העולם שמם, עד שבא 

 רבי מאיר ורבי יהודה ורבי יוסי ורבי שמעון ורבי אלעזר בן שמוע, והם הם

העמידו תורה אותה שעה. תנא כולם מתו מפסח ועד עצרת”.

Rabbi Akiva had twelve thousand pairs of disciples extending 

from Gevat until Antiparis.  They all died during one period of 

time, because they did not treat each other with respect.  They 

died between Pesach and Shevuos.  Without their Torah, the 

world was left desolate until Rabbi Akiva came to our Rabbis in 

the south and taught them.  His new students were Rabbi Meir, 

Rabbi Yehudah, Rabbi Yossi, Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar ben 

Shamua.  These disciples reestablished and maintained the world 

of Torah at that time.  

Preparation during the “Sefireh” 
in Anticipation of Receiving the Torah

We are currently in the midst of the “Sefireh,” the days and 

weeks during which we fulfill the mitzvah of “counting the omer.”  

Regarding this mitzvah, we are commanded (Vayikro 23, 15):  

שבע התנופה  עומר  את  הביאכם  מיום  השבת  ממחרת  לכם   “וספרתם 

 שבתות תמימות תהיינה, עד ממחרת השבת השביעית תספרו חמישים

והקרבתם מנחה חדשה לה’” --you shall count for yourselves—יום 

from the day after the Shabbos, from the day that you bring the 

omer of the waving—seven weeks, they shall be complete.  Until 

the morrow of the seventh week you shall count, fifty days; and 

you shall offer a new meal-offering to Hashem.  

We know from our holy sources that the days of the 

“Sefireh”—the days during which we count—constitute a time 

of preparation for receiving the Torah.  It is only appropriate, 

therefore, that we examine what it is that we are obliged to do 

during this vital period in order to properly prepare for receiving 

the Torah.  Additionally, we wish to explore the reason underlying 

the sacred custom of learning Pirkei Ovos on the Shabbatot 

between Pesach and Shevuos.  

As we all know, the purpose of the exodus from the Egyptian 

exile was so that the people of Yisroel would receive the Torah 

on Har Sinai.  The possuk states (Shemos 3, 11):  ויאמר משה אל“ 

וכי אוציא את בני ישראל ממצרים,  האלקים מי אנכי כי אלך אל פרעה 

כי אנכי שלחתיך בהוציאך את העם וזה לך האות  כי אהיה עמך   ויאמר 

 ,Moshe replied to G-d—ממצרים תעבדון את האלקים על ההר הזה”

”Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and that I should take 

Bnei Yisroel out of Egypt?“  And He said, ”For I shall be with you—
and this is your sign that I have sent you:  When you take the 

people out of Egypt, you will serve G-d on this mountain.“  Rashi 

comments:  ששאלת מה זכות יש לישראל שיצאו ממצרים, דבר גדול“ 

ג’ זו, שהרי עתידים לקבל התורה על ההר הזה לסוף  לי על הוצאה   יש 

ממצרים” שיצאו   you want to know in what merit they—חדשים 

will depart from Egypt; I have a very important function planned for 

them; they are destined to receive the Torah on this mountain at 

the end of three months.  

Since the purpose of the exodus from Egypt was for Yisroel to 

receive the Torah, why did HKB”H delay the momentous event 

until after the forty-nine days of counting?  Why didn’t He give them 
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the Torah immediately?  The answer, of course, is that the Almighty 

wanted Bnei Yisroel to prepare themselves during the forty-nine 

days of counting for receiving the Torah.  

The Days of Counting Are Designed 
to Correct Man’s Seven Character Traits

In truth, to fully understand what we are meant to accomplish 

during the days of the “Sefireh,” we must introduce an important 

concept from the Zohar hakodosh and from the writings of the 

Arizal.  The seven weeks of the “Sefireh” correspond to the seven 

character-traits:  חסד, גבורה, תפארת, נצח, הוד יסוד ומלכות.  

Everything we do in this world stems from the seven character-

traits—whether it be positive, or chas v’shalom negative.  Love 

stems from the attribute of “chesed”--kindness; whereas hate 

stems from the attribute of “gevurah”--severity; boastfulness 

stems from the attribute of “tiferes”--beauty and harmony; conflict 

stems from the attribute of “netzach”--dominance and eternity; 

gratitude and admission stem from “hod”--splendor and empathy; 

commitment and connection stem from “yesod”-- foundation; 

acceptance of sovereignty stems from “malchus”--kingship.  

During the days of the counting, it is incumbent upon us to correct 

and purify these seven traits of any impurities or defects.  

On the one hand, we must avoid utilizing these traits—known 

as “midos”—in a manner that would contradict the will of Hashem.  

For instance, we must avoid directing our love toward objects that 

are prohibited, or hating our neighbor, or being boastful about 

our accomplishments.  On the other hand, we must endeavor to 

employ these attributes solely toward the fulfillment of Hashem’s 

will.  For example, it is desirable to love Hashem, the Torah and 

Yisroel; it is desirable to despise that which is evil, to be proud of 

Torah scholarship and the performance of mitzvos, to overcome 

the evil inclination, to thank Hashem, to connect with Hashem, and 

to accept the sovereignty of heaven upon ourselves.  

With this understanding, we can better appreciate the Bnei 

Yissoschor’s revelation mentioned above.  We learned that 

the forty-nine days of the “Sefireh” are equivalent to טו”ב  ל”ב 

49=32+17)), meaning a good heart; and that a good heart is the 

source of all the good and positive character-traits, midos.  We 

have learned in the Mishneh (Ovos 2, 9) that Rabban Yochanan 

ben Zakai sent his five students out on a mission:

רבי  האדם.  בה  שידבק  טובה  דרך  היא  איזו  וראו  צאו  להם,  “אמר 

אליעזר אומר עין טובה, רבי יהושע אומר חבר טוב, רבי יוסי אומר שכן 

טוב, רבי שמעון אומר הרואה את הנולד, רבי אלעזר אומר לב טוב. אמר 

בן ערך מדבריכם  דברי אלעזר  אני את  רואה  זכאי[  בן  יוחנן  ]רבן  להם 

שבכלל דבריו דבריכם”.

He said to them:  Go out and find the best path a person should 

follow.  Rabbi Eliezer says:  A good eye.  Rabbi Yehoshua says:  A 

good friend.  Rabbi Yossi says: A good neighbor.  Rabbi Shimon 

says:  One who foresees the outcome of his actions.  Rabbi Elazar 

says:  A good heart.  Rabban Yochanan said to them:  I prefer 

the words of Elazar ben Arach over your words, for his words 

incorporate your words.  

Rabeinu Ovadya of Bartenura clarifies:  לב טוב, לפי שהלב הוא“ 

 המניע לכל שאר הכוחות, והוא המקור שממנו נובעים כל הפעולות, ואף על

 פי שיש לפעולות איברים מיוחדים, מכל מקום הכח המעורר לכל התנועות

  .The heart motivates and activates all of the other faculties הוא בלב”

All actions arise from the heart.  Although different limbs have specific 

functions, nevertheless the force that sets them into motion comes 

from the heart.  So, we see that a good heart encompasses all of the 

positive “midos”; therefore, the days of the “Sefireh” number forty-

nine—the numerical equivalent of ל”ב טו”ב, a good heart.  

The Bnei Yissoschor adds a lovely allusion.  At the beginning 

of the Torah, there are thirty-two words preceding the word “tov.”  

This is the first time the word “tov” appears in the Torah and, 

thus, represents the essence of the word “tov”—the good that 

permeates creation.  Thirty-two is the numerical value of the word 

“lev”; thus, we find an allusion at the very beginning of the Torah 

that ל”ב טו”ב, a good heart, is the embodiment and source of all the 

positive character-traits, “midos.”  

Of course, this coincides beautifully with the words of the 

Zohar hakodosh and the Arizal that our task during this important 

time of the year is to correct our “midos.”  Seeing as the days of 

the “Sefireh” constitute a preparation for receiving the Torah, it is 

evident that correcting one’s “midos” is a prerequisite for receiving 

the Torah.  This then requires further explanation.  Why, indeed, did 

HKB”H establish a period devoted to correcting our “midos” prior 

to the actual service of receiving the Torah?  

The Dispute between Dovid HaMelech and His Son Shlomo: 
Does Wisdom Come from the Brain or the Heart?

 Let us begin by presenting a fascinating Midrash (Yalkut
:(Shimoni at the beginning of Mishlei

“והחכמה מאין תמצא, מלמד שהיה שלמה מחפש ואומר, היכן היא 

החכמה מצויה, רבי אליעזר אומר בראש, רבי יהושע אומר בלב. ואתיא 

דעת  מבין  הוא  שהלב  בלב...  היא  החכמה  דאמר  יהושע  דרבי  כדעתיה 

שנאמר )משלי י ח) חכם לב יקח מצוות... ואף דוד פירש עליה )תהלים נא 

יב) לב טהור ברא לי אלקים...

חכמתו  פתח  אבא  אבא,  שעשה  כמו  אעשה  לא  אני  שלמה  אמר 

בראש אותיות וסיים באמצע, פתח בראש שנאמר )תהלים א א) אשרי 

האיש ]אות א’[ וסיים באמצע )תהלים קנ) כל הנשמה תהלל י”ה, ]כ”ף 

ימין  מצד  אותיות  עשר  יש  שכן  הא”ב,  באמצע  הם  ‘כל’  שבמלת  למ”ד 

ועשר אותיות מצד שמאל[.

מ’שלי  מ:  ]אות  אותיות  באמצע  פותח  אני  כן,  עושה  איני  אני  אבל 

שלמה בן דוד[ ומסיים בסוף אותיות ]אות ת’: ת’נו לה מפרי ידיה[, פותח 

שנתונה  בלב  נתונה  חכמה  והיכן  חכמה,  שיש  במקום  אותיות  באמצע 

באמצע האדם. נמצאת אומר שדוד תפס כדברי רבי אליעזר ]שהחכמה היא 

בראש[, ושלמה תפס כדברי רבי יהושע ]שהחכמה היא בלב[... וכיון שראה 

שלמה שהחכמה נתונה בלב, משם התחיל שנאמר מ’שלי שלמה”.
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The Midrash states that Shlomo HaMelech sought the source 

and location of “chochmah,” wisdom.  Is it located in the head or 

in the heart?  Shlomo concludes that “chochmah” is located in the 

heart; whereas, his father, Dovid HaMelech, is of the opinion that 

“chochmah” is located in the head.  Their positions are alluded 

to by the sefarim that they wrote.  Dovid HaMelech began sefer 

Tehillim with the letter aleph—the beginning of the aleph-bet—
and concluded sefer Tehillim with the possuk תהלים קנ) כל הנשמה( 

 are ‘כל’ the letters chaf and lamed, which form the word—תהלל י”ה

directly in the middle of the aleph-bet.  This methodology alludes to 

his opinion that wisdom is located in the head—just like the letter 

aleph stands at the head of the aleph-bet.  Shlomo, on the other 

hand, began sefer Mishlei with the letter mem from the middle of 

the aleph-bet and concluded with a possuk beginning with the last 

letter of the aleph-bet, tav.  Shlomo did so indicating that wisdom 

is located in the middle of the body, in the heart.  

It seems incredulous that the wisest of all men, Shlomo 

HaMelech, would purport that “chochmah” is in the heart and not the 

brain.  After all, the heart is merely the center of the body’s circulatory 

system; from the heart the blood is distributed to the various organs 

of the body.  If a person sustains a brain injury, chas v’shalom, he 

can no longer produce words and thoughts of wisdom; whereas if 

he suffers from a heart condition, chas v’shalom, he is still able to 

utilize his brain and generate words of wisdom.  

The Brain and the Heart Represent Two Kings 
Battling for Control over the Body

In fact, it appears that Shlomo HaMelech, the wisest of all 

men, provided us with a tremendous insight.  Let us consider the 

amazing creature that HKB”H created on the sixth day of creation—
man.  The human body was created with 248 limbs and organs and 

365 sinews which work together to perform a myriad of functions.  

Man has eyes that are able to see all of HKB”H’s creation, ears 

that can hear speech and various sounds, a nose that can smell, 

a mouth that can speak, hands that perform necessary tasks and 

legs that transport him from place to place.  

Yet, if we stop to ponder for a moment:  which bodily part or 

organ is truly king and controls all of the others?  It seems that the 

brain is the king and controls the rest of the body.  It is the only part 

of the body that can analyze situations and decide what course of 

action to take or not take.  It controls one’s actions.  The Zohar 

hakodosh states (Terumeh 153a):  מוחא איהו שליטא עלאה על כל“ 

  .the brain rules supreme over the entire body—גופא”

Nonetheless, it is clear that the brain is not the only king in the 

body.  There is another king that controls the body—the heart.  

All the blood in the body passes through the heart; all human 

emotion emanates from the heart—such as lust, pride, anger and 

vengeance.  When the heart is full of these sorts of emotions, it 

commands the limbs of the body to fulfill its beck and call.  So, in 

a similar vein, we find a teaching in the Zohar hakodosh (ibid.) 

regarding the kingship of the heart:  ”לבא דאיהו מלכא די בארעא“—
the heart is the king on earth.  

Still, there exists a significant difference between the sovereignty 

of the brain and that of the heart.  The first king, the brain, is drawn 

only toward the good; for, it is devoid of desires.  In contrast, the 

second king, the heart, is drawn more toward the bad and the 

negative, due to the influence of the physical blood that collects 

in it.  This is the reason for Chazal’s statement:  מלאים  “רשעים 

 the wicked are full of remorse.  From the perspective of—חרטה”

the knowledge in their brains, they are well aware that they are 

transgressing; yet, because of the negative influence of their 

hearts, they are drawn toward negative behavior and misdeeds. 

Now, Chazal also taught us (Chullin 60b):  מלכים שני   “אין 

אחד” בכתר    .two kings cannot use the same crown—משתמשים 

This truism is applicable to these two kings—the brain and the 

heart.  They battle each other to the bitter end to gain total control 

over this tiny kingdom known as the body.  The brain, the dwelling 

of the neshamah is devoid of desires or sensations of pleasure.  It 

is purely intellectual and is guided by what it has learned and gained 

from the sacred Torah.  As such, it strives to impose order on the 

limbs and organs of the body in accordance with the dictates of the 

Torah, as it understands them.  

According to the understanding of the brain, one should only 

act in accordance with that which the Torah allows.  So, suppose 

the kingly brain issues a command not to perform a certain deed, 

because it violates the precepts of the Torah.  Enters the second 

king, the heart, desiring to perform said deed in opposition to the 

first king’s command.  Thus, a bitter struggle is initiated between 

these two kings to gain control over this tiny kingdom.  This 

resembles the scenario depicted by the Gemarah (B.M. 2a):  שנים“ 

וזה אומר כולה שלי” זה אומר כולה שלי   two people—אוחזין בטלית 

were holding onto a garment; each one claimed that the garment 

belonged entirely to him.  

It Is Man’s Job to Insure that 
the Brain Controls the Heart

The limbs of the body are stunned and are uncertain as to 

which king to follow.  Should they follow the brain, who discerns 

the truth, that it is improper to perform the deed in question?  Or 

should they follow the heart which fills the limbs of the body with 

desire and passion to perform this particular deed?  We, who 

believe wholeheartedly in the Torah given to us via Moshe, believe 

that man has freedom of choice; HKB”H empowered us to choose 

between good and bad.  

In light of this discussion, it becomes apparent that man’s 

mission in this world is to accept the sovereignty of the brain and 

to put it in control over the heart.  The Zohar hakodosh expresses 

this notion as follows (Pinchas 224a):  רכיב דכורא  דאיהו   “מוחא 

 In fact, we have mentioned several times in the  .ושליט על הלב”

past a nice allusion conveying this message.  Whatever action we 
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are contemplating, we should keep in mind that the word מעש”ה, 

meaning act or deed, is an acronym for:  ה’לב ע’ל  ש’ליט  —מ’וח 
the brain controls the heart.  Similarly, the author of the Tanya 

discusses this idea at length in Likutei Amarim (Chapter 12) as 

follows:  

נוצר האדם יצירתו, שכך   ”כי המוח שליט על הלב בתולדתו וטבע 

 בתולדתו, שכל אדם יכול ברצונו שבמוחו להתאפק ולמשול ברוח תאותו

ולהסיח  שבלבו, שלא למלאות משאלות לבו במעשה דבור ומחשבה, 

דעתו לגמרי מתאות לבו אל ההפך לגמרי, ובפרט אל צד הקדושה“.

He emphasizes that the brain from its inception and by its 

nature rules over the heart.  Man was created with the power to 

enforce the will in his brain to overcome his emotions and desires 

that emanate from the heart—to control his actions, speech and 

thought—especially in matters pertaining to kedushah.  

The Sword and the Book Descended 
from Heaven Intertwined

Let us build on this concept by presenting the words of the 

Eretz Tzvi (beginning of Parshas Shoftim).  He cites his Rebbe 

and teacher the great author of the Avnei Nezer addressing a 

statement of our blessed sages in the Midrash (D.R. 4, 2):  הסייף“ 

 והספר ירדו כרוכים מן השמים, אמר להן אם תעשו מה שכתוב בספר הזה

—אתם ניצולים מן הסייף הזה, ואם לא תעשו אתם נהרגים בסייף הזה”
the sword and the book came down from heaven bound together.  

He said to them, if you observe what is written in this book, you 

will be spared from this sword; if you do not, you will be killed by 

this sword.  

He explains beautifully that man’s purpose in this world is 

to insure that the brain illuminates and guides the heart.  When 

a person realizes intellectually that a particular deed is improper, 

his brain must use this intelligence to guide the heart not to allow 

the limbs of the body to perform that deed.  The sword, however, 

cuts and disrupts the connection between the head and the body.  

This alludes to the yetzer hara, the evil inclination, that creates a 

separation between the brain and the heart; it prevents the brain 

from using its intelligence to properly guide the heart.  

The solution is that a person should engage in proper Torah 

study.  For, the Torah insures that man’s brain illuminates and guides 

his heart and that his heart accepts the guidance.  This, then, is the 

meaning of the Midrash:  הסייף והספר ירדו כרוכים מן השמים, אמר“ 

 it is crucial that you engage in—להן אם תעשו מה שכתוב בספר הזה”

proper Torah study; only then:  ”אתם ניצולים מן הסייף הזה“—will 

the yetzer be prevented from disconnecting and obstructing the 

brain’s influence on the heart; ”תעשו לא   however, if you—“ואם 

fail to engage in proper Torah study; ”אתם נהרגים בסייף הזה“—the 

yetzer will come and sever the connection between the brain and 

the heart.  

In this manner, he interprets the statement in the Gemarah 

(Avodah Zarah 17b):  ”אי סייפא לא ספרא ואי ספרא לא סייפא“—the 

sword and the book are mutually exclusive.  In other words:  אי“ 

 if it is apparent that a person’s heart is disconnected from—סייפא”

his brain and that he is controlled by his yetzer, this is a clear-cut 

sign that:  ”לאו ספרא“—that he did not engage in proper Torah 

study.  ”ואי ספרא“—on the other hand, if one engages in proper 

Torah study, he is guaranteed:  ”לא סייפא“—the the yetzer will be 

powerless to act as a sword disconnecting the brain in the head 

from the body; instead, the brain will continue to use its wisdom 

and intellect to illuminate and guide the heart.  This is the gist of his 

explanation.  

Let us now return to the dispute between Dovid HaMelech and 

his son Shlomo—concerning the question of whether wisdom is 

located in the head or in the heart.  In reality, it is clear that both 

contain an element of truth:  ”חיים אלקים  דברי  ואלו   both—“אלו 

opinions represent G-d’s truth.  Certainly, wisdom comes from 

the brain, as posited by Dovid HaMelech; for, all thoughts and 

intelligence emanate from the brain.  Notwithstanding, Shlomo 

HaMelech, the wisest of all men, adds an important detail.  The 

main purpose and function of wisdom that arises from the brain is 

that it influence and shape the character-traits, the “midos,” that 

originate from the heart.  Only in this manner can man fulfill the 

maxim of:  ”מוח שליט על הלב“—the brain controls the heart, so 

that a person can actively fulfill Hashem’s will.  

“Good Understanding to All Their Practitioners”
This is also the message conveyed by the Gemarah (Beroches 

17a):  ,טובים ומעשים  תשובה  חכמה  תכלית  דרבא,  בפומיה   “מרגלא 

 שלא יהא אדם קורא ושונה ובועט באביו ובאמו וברבו ובמי שהוא גדול

 ממנו בחכמה ובמנין, שנאמר )תהלים קיא י) ראשית חכמה יראת ה’ שכל

 the following—טוב לכל עושיהם, ללומדיהם לא נאמר אלא לעושיהם”

was a familiar lesson of Rava‘s:  The purpose of Torah wisdom 

is to lead to repentance and good deeds, so that a person does 

not read and learn and, yet, kick at his father, his mother or his 

teacher, or at anyone greater than him in wisdom and numbers.  

For it states:  ”The beginning of wisdom is the fear of G-d, good 

understanding  to all their practitioners.“  

The point is that the purpose of wisdom is that it spreads to 

encompass the heart, as well.  Hence, proof is brought from the 

possuk:  ”’ראשית חכמה יראת ה“.  Before “chochmah” can be effective, 

the heart must be adequately prepared and purified by means of fear 

and reverence of Hashem.  Once this step has been accomplished, 

the brain can then exert its influence on the heart to actively fulfill 

Hashem’s commandments.  This is the meaning of the conclusion 

of the possuk:  ”לכל עושיהם  good understanding and—“שכל טוב 

intelligence is recognizable; ”לכל עושיהם“—in those that not only 

learn but also fulfill Hashem’s mitzvos in practice.  

If, however, one’s wisdom remains confined to the brain, and 

it is powerless to exert its influence on the “midos” in the heart, it 

essentially serves no purpose.  For, it cannot be employed in the 

service of Hashem.  Whenever it wishes to execute the brain’s will 
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to serve Hashem, the animalistic tendencies in the heart will win 

out and force the brain to submit to the will of the heart—the heart 

reigns over the brain.  

To emphasize this point, Shlomo HaMelech stressed that wisdom 

is in the heart.  In other words, the main purpose of “chochmah” is 

that it allows man to guide and influence his heart to perform mitzvos 

not only in mind but in deed as well.  This also explains why the forty-

nine days of the “Sefireh” add up to ל”ב טו”ב, a good heart.  These 

forty-nine days are designed to prepare the heart to be a proper 

vessel to receive the enlightenment on the festival of Shevuos from 

the wisdom of the Torah in the brain.  Without this crucial preparation, 

the intellectual “chochmah” will remain confined to the brain and will 

fail to spread its influence to the heart.  

Torah Is Meant to be Shared with Others

How nicely this can be applied to a statement from our blessed 

sages in the Gemarah (Succeh 49a):  מאי דכתיב פיה פתחה בחכמה“ 

 ותורת חסד על לשונה, וכי יש תורה של חסד ויש תורה שאינה של חסד,

 אלא תורה לשמה זו היא תורה של חסד, שלא לשמה זו היא תורה שאינה

 של חסד, איכא דאמרי תורה ללמדה זו היא תורה של חסד, שלא ללמדה

זו היא תורה שאינה של חסד”.

The possuk in Mishlei employs the expression “Torat 

chesed”—literally Torah of kindness.  The Gemarah questions 

the meaning and significance of this phrase.  The first opinion 

defines “Torat chesed” as Torah that is pure in purpose; a second 

opinion suggests that this term refers to Torah that is passed on 

to others.  

Once again, we can apply the maxim:  אלקים דברי  ואלו   אלו 

 both opinions represent G-d’s truth.  For, when an individual—חיים

merits to study Torah with pure and sincere motives—“lishmoh”—
he then possesses the ability to utilize the illumination of the Torah 

in his brain to illuminate the inner chambers of his heart.  Thus 

his Torah becomes “Torat chesed”—Torah that he passes on to 

others.  In other words, he teaches his heart to receive the light of 

the Torah from his brain.  In fact, there is no greater act of “chesed” 

than the rehabilitation of the yetzer hara in the left chamber of one’s 

heart.  If, however, he engages in Torah study with impure, ulterior 

motives—such as establishing his honor and good standing in the 

eyes of others—that sort of Torah remains isolated in his brain; 

it does not possess the power to subdue and transform the evil 

inclination dwelling in the heart.  

This same idea is expressed by the Ohr HaChaim hakodosh 

(beginning of Bechukotai; #7 of 42 interpretations).  When Chazal 

state (Kiddushin 30b) that the Torah is the antidote to the yetzer 

hara, that is only if one engages in Torah study for its own sake 

without ulterior motives.  This type of Torah does not fall within 

the domain of “Torah of kindness”; for, it is not shared with 

others and, thus, is incapable of exerting its influence on the left 

side of the heart.  

Now, Torah is meant to refine the brain so that one can 

comprehend and assimilate its wisdom.  Yet, as we have explained, 

it does not suffice to refine the brain in one’s head.  If the heart, 

the source of all the character-traits is not refined to become a 

 “מוח שליט  :the individual will not achieve the status of ,ל”ב טו”ב

הלב”  the brain controls the heart.  For this reason, HKB”H—על 

imposed, prior to receiving the Torah, a forty-nine day preparatory 

period to purify and refine the “midos” in the heart producing a ל”ב 

 As a result, when Yisroel would receive the Torah on the  .טו”ב

festival of Shevuos to refine the brain, the conditions would be 

optimal for the brain to rule over the heart.  

The “Midos” Are the Foundation 
and Source for All the Torah’s Mitzvos

In the spirit of the times, when we are all obliged to work on 

correcting our “midos,” it is worthwhile for ever Jew to study and 

review the lesson taught by Rabbi Chaim Vital, ztz”l. In Shaarei 

Kedushah, based on the teachings of his teacher, the Arizal, he 

addresses the issue of why working on improving one’s “midos” is 

not included among the 613 (taryag) mitzvos.  

He explains that man is composed of two distinct and opposing 

life-forces.  On the one hand, there is the ”השכלית  the ,“נפש 

intellectual force, located in the brain, which has only pure and 

good motives and wishes to serve Hashem.  On the other hand, 

there is the ”השפלה  a lowly force associated with man’s ,“נפש 

blood, which sustains all of the physical limbs and organs of 

the body.  This latter life-force is drawn toward lust and desire.  

In Chassidic literature, it is known as the ”הבהמית  the—“נפש 

animalistic life-force—because it is attracted to all of the same 

senseless distractions that abound in this world that an animal is 

attracted to.

Now, the main focus of man’s service to Hashem in this world is 

to empower the “nefesh hasichlit”—which is drawn to the good—
over the “nefesh hashefeilah”—which is drawn to the bad.  Yet, it 

is patently clear that the former is incapable of actively performing 

Hashem’s mitzvos without the help and participation of the latter.  

Without a doubt, the “intellectual life-force” is the analytical force 

and comprehends and discerns what actions are in man’s best 

interests based on the precepts of the Torah.  Nevertheless, the 

actual performance of good deeds, with the body’s physical limbs, 

requires the participation of the “lower life-force” located in the 

blood and which sustains the body.  

Due to this inherent dichotomy in man’s makeup, it is essential 

that man refine his midos that are part of his nature, ingrained in 

his lower life-force.  Failing to do so, his superior, intellectual life-

force will be severely limited; it will be unable to exercise its will 

to serve Hashem in deed and practice.  Negative character-traits 

such as laziness, haughtiness and lust associated with the “nefesh 

hashefeilah” will stand in its way and minimize the performance of 

any good deeds.  Thus, he teaches us a very important principle:  
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הנקראת  השפלה  בנפש  באדם  מוטבעות  הן  המדות  ענין  “והנה 

יסודית... והנה בנפש הזה תלויות המדות הטובות והרעות, והן כסא 

תרי”ג  תלויין  בה  אשר  השכלית  העליונה  הנפש  אל  ושורש  ויסוד 

מצוות התורה... ולפיכך אין המדות מכלל התרי”ג מצוות.

ואמנם הן הכנות עיקריות אל תרי”ג המצוות, בקיומם או בביטולם, 

יען כי אין כח בנפש השכלית לקיים המצוות על ידי תרי”ג איברי הגוף 

אלא באמצעות נפש היסודית המחוברת אל הגוף עצמו, בסוד )ויקרא יז 

יד) כי נפש כל בשר דמו בנפשו הוא. ולפיכך ענין המדות הרעות קשים 

מן העבירות עצמן מאד מאד.

ובזה תבין ענין מה שאמרו רז”ל, כל הכועס עובד עבודה זרה ממש, 

גסות  בו  שיש  מי  אמרו  וכן  המצוות,  תרי”ג  ככל  שקולה  היותר  שהיא 

הרוח הוא ככופר בעיקר, וראוי לגדעו כאשירה ואין עפרו ננער, וכאלה 

רבות. והבן זה מאוד, כי להיותם עיקרים ויסודות לא נמנו בכלל תרי”ג 

ליזהר ממדות  צריך  יותר  כי  ונמצא  בנפש השכלית,  המצוות התלויות 

הרעות יותר מן קיום המצוות עשה ולא תעשה, כי בהיותו בעל מדות 

טובות בנקל יקיים כל המצוות”.

Both the positive and the negative character-traits are inherent 

in the “nefesh hashefeilah.”  They are, in fact, the foundation and 

source for the superior “nefesh hasichlit”—with which the 613 

mitzvos of the Torah are associated.  

Establishing good “midos” and eliminating bad “midos” is a 

prerequisite for the fulfillment of the 613 mitzvos.  For, the superior, 

intellectual life-force is incapable of performing mitzvos without 

the use of the 613 limbs and sinews of the body, facilitated by 

the lower life-force associated with the body itself.  For this 

reason, bad “midos” are far worse and more dangerous than the 

transgressions themselves.  

We can now understand why the Rabbis portrayed those 

displaying negative “midos” in such demeaning terms,  such as:  (1) 

one who gets angry is no different than one who worships idols, 

or (2) one who is haughty denies all that is essential, and should be 

chopped down like an “asheirah” tree, and many, many more similar 

statements.  Since the “midos” are so essential and basic to the 

performance of mitzvos, they were not counted among the mitzvos 

which are associated with the “nefesh hasichlit.”  In truth, it is more 

important to avoid and resist bad “midos” than to fulfill the actual 

mitzvos—either “aseh” or “lo ta’aseh.”  For, if one possesses good 

midos, he will easily perform and observe the mitzvos.

It should now be quite clear why HKB”H established the days of 

the “Sefireh” as a period of preparation for the receiving of the Torah.  

Receiving the Torah is a process which teaches us how to properly 

fulfill and observe all of the 613 mitzvos with all of their minute 

details.  Yet, if the “midos”—which are ingrained in the “nefesh 

hashefeilah”—are not refined first, the “nefesh hasichlit” will be 

incapable of performing the 613 mitzvos.  Performance of the mitzvos 

requires the participation and assistance of the body’s physical limbs, 

which are sustained by the “nefesh hashefeilah.”  Therefore, HKB”H 

instituted a period of preparation, the days of the Sefireh, to refine 

the “midos” associated with the lower life-force.  Only then did He 

give Yisroel the Torah with its 613 mitzvos, so they would have the 

necessary tools to implement them and live by them.  

The reason our sages instituted the study of Masechet Ovos 

during the Sefireh should also now be quite apparent.  As we have 

established, the main task incumbent upon us during these special 

days is the refinement of our “midos” in the heart.  Those “midos” 

constitute the basis for the entire Torah.  Correspondingly, there are 

forty-nine days during the “Sefireh”--the precise numerical value of 

  .alluding to what our focus should be during these days—ל”ב טו”ב

In keeping with this theme is the institution of learning Masechet 

Ovos.  For, this is a body of knowledge from our blessed sages 

devoted to understanding and improving our “midos.”  It is replete 

with profound sayings, such as:  ”איזהו חכם הלומד מכל אדם“—who 

is wise?  He who learns from all people—and איזהו עשיר השמח“ 

 who is rich?  He who rejoices in his lot and portion—and—בחלקו”

many, many more.  Among these words of wisdom pertaining to the 

“midos” is the statement in the Mishneh (Ovos 2, 9); there Rabban 

Yochanan ben Zakai teaches us that a ל”ב טו”ב—with a numerical 

value of forty-nine, corresponding to the number of days in the 

Sefireh—encompasses within it all of the “midos.” 
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