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POSITIVE AND PAIN-FREE

If Judaism Is Hurting You, You're Doing Something Wrong



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Mishpatim

Following the revelation at
Mount Sinai, G d legislates a
series of laws for the people
of Israel. These include the
laws of the indentured
servant; the penalties for
murder, kidnapping, assault,
and theft; civil laws pertaining
to redress of damages, the
granting of loans, and the
responsibilities of the “Four
Guardians”; and the rules
governing the conduct of
courts of law in administering
justice.

Also included are laws warning
against mistreatment of
foreigners, the observance of
the seasonal festivals, and the
agricultural gifts that are to be
brought to the Holy Temple in

Jerusalem, the prohibition
against cooking meat with
milk, and the mitzvah of
prayer. All together, the
parshah of Mishpatim contains
fifty-three mitzvot: twenty-
three imperative
commandments and thirty
prohibitions.

G d promises to bring the
people of Israel to the Holy
Land and warns them against
assuming the pagan ways of
its current inhabitants.

The people of Israel proclaim,
“We will do and we will hear
all that G d commands us.”
Leaving Aaron and Hur in
charge in the Israelite camp,
Moses ascends Mount Sinai

and remains there for forty
days and forty nights to
receive the Torah from G d.
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Hayom Yom,
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A teaching of the Baal Shem Tov:

The verse states, “When you see . . . [the] donkey
(chamor).” That is, when you carefully inspect your
body [= chomer], you will see . ..

“Of your enemy [of one who hates you]” For it hates
the soul that longs for G dliness and spirituality.
What’s more, you will see thatitis ...

“Lying under its burden” G d intended that the body
be refined by studying Torah and observing mitzvot,
but it is lax in fulfilling its task. Hence you might
think that you should . ..

“Refrain from helping him “Refrain from helping him
[to fulfill its mission],” and instead, mortify yourself
to break the body’s material tendencies. However,
this is not the proper way to reach the light of Torah.
Instead . ..

“You shall surely help it” by refining and purifying
your body, rather than breaking it through self-
affliction.
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There is a teaching from the Magid of

Mezeritch that he taught to his son, Rabbi
Avraham “the Angel”: be careful with your
bodily health, for even the slightest hole in
the body creates a gaping hole in the soul.
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Maintaining a healthy and sound body is
among the ways of G-d, for one cannot
understand or have any knowledge of the
Creator if he is ill. Therefore, a person must
avoid that which harms the body and
accustom themselves to that which is
healthful and helps the body become
stronger.
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Rashi, Exodus 23:5
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“Would you refrain from helping your enemy?
You shall surely help along with him.” . ..
These words are a question, “Will you
perhaps say so?” ...

Midrashically, our rabbis interpreted the
verse as follows: If you see, ... you may
refrain. This means that sometimes you may
indeed refrain from helping someone, and
sometimes you must help. How so? An elder
for whom it’s beneath his dignity to unload a
donkey, “You may refrain.” Or if the animal
belongs to a gentile and the burden belongs
to a Jew, “You may refrain.”
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A person does not have ownership over their
body to maim, shame, or pain it in any way,
including denying the body of food and drink.
The only time this would be acceptable is if
one does so for purposes of teshuvah, for in
such a case, the pain endured by the body is
actually a favor, for it saves their soul from
spiritual death.

By the same token, one may fast for any
teshuvah-related purpose, even if they are
not physically fit to do so. By contrast, one
who is physically fit may fast even if it isn’t a
teshuvah-related circumstance, rather they’re
doing so to cleanse their soul before G-d, for
there is no greater favor than this.
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The early ethical works, chief among them
the Roke’ach [from Rabbi Eleazar of Wormes,
of thirteenth-century Germany], and the
Sefer Chasidim [from Rabbi Yehudah
HaChasid of twelfth-century Germany], speak
of many fasts and other afflictions for those
who commit serious sins. ... The purpose of
such behavior is to be spared from suffering
punishment in the World to Come, G-d

forbid. It is also intended to speed up the
process of cleansing the soul. It’s also
possible that the person is unable to return
to G-d wholeheartedly out of love, so they
must resort to fear.
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After one has done teshuvah for their sin, there’s still
another step: to gain favor and be as cherished
before G-d as they were prior to sinning; to give G-d
the similar sense of pleasure from their service as
they did before. To accomplish this in Temple times,
a person was required to bring a burnt offering. . ..
As our sages expounded in the Midrash on the verse,
“And it will be accepted for him” (Leviticus 1:4), . . .
this sacrifice was like an appeasement offering after
one did teshuvah and was completely absolved from
punishment. It is akin to someone who disobeyed the
king and secured forgiveness through the
intervention of a helpful minister. Still, the
perpetrator will send an appeasement offering to
curry favor and once again gain an audience with the
king. . ..

Now that we no longer have the option of offering a
sacrifice to appease G-d, fasting takes its place. . ..

Based on this and according to kabbalah, the Arizal
taught his students the appropriate number of fasts
one should undergo for various sins, even less severe
ones. For example, 151 fasts for getting angry, etc.
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Fasting as a form of teshuvah is typically
done when trying to do teshuvah for an
actual sin. Rashi alludes to this scenario with
the case of “a non-Jewish animal saddled
with a Jewish load”: When a Jew sins, G-d
forbid, their body and animal souls are ripped
away from holiness and are temporarily
inducted into the clutches of evil and
negativity. In other words, they become like
“the animal of a non-Jew.”
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remains completely faithful to G-d.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Tanya, Likutei
Amarim, ch. 24




T EXT 'IU TR0 TIRY 7 ROR TR PR iR 09937 01 027 Rabbi Yosei HaGelili says, “An ‘elder’ [zaken]
means nothing other than one who has
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Tanya, Igeret
Hateshuvah, ch. &
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All of this fasting is only advisable for a
strong, healthy person for whom it won’t
pose a health risk, as it was in generations
past. However, if many fasts will be
detrimental to one’s health and even cause
sickness, as it is with most people today,
fasting is no longer allowed. . .. A person is
not allowed to pain their body to such a
degree, and one who does is called a sinner
in the first chapter of Taanit in the Talmud. ..

What, then, should a person do? The verse
advises, “Remove your sins with charity”
(Daniel 4:24), as the Halachic commentators
advise.
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Menachem Mendel
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A simple reading of the Alter Rebbe’s words in Tanya
leads to an understanding that in our current times when
fasting is unhealthy, we miss out on whatever could have
been accomplished through fasting.

While it’s true that the Alter Rebbe does suggest giving
charity, still, charity doesn’t seem to achieve the same
thing that fasting would have achieved. . ..

But this is not the case. It is axiomatic to Judaism that G-
d continuously creates the world. Now, inasmuch as the
purpose of creation is for the Jewish people and the
Torah, it’s impossible to suggest that something naturally
gets in the way of fulfilling a Torah matter. It’s unfeasible
that G-d would create a natural phenomenon that would
not allow a person—despite their best efforts—to achieve
appeasement with G-d after they have sinned. . ..

Now, though the demonstrable reason why we no longer
fast today is because it’s unhealthy to do so, still, the very
fact that G-d created a reality in which our modern
bodies are no longer able to tolerate fasting proves that
we don’t need to fast. It proves that the opportunity to
curry favor in G-d’s eyes and restore our grace as it was
prior to sin that in times past was accomplished by
fasting, in our era just prior to Mashiach, can be
accomplished with fewer fasts and charity instead.
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We can apply the same logic to those who
are unable to donate large sums to charity:
inasmuch as Heaven has ordained their
financial situation, it proves that they don’t
actually need to give as large a donation.
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Notwithstanding the fact that one is
Halachically allowed to fast for the sake of
teshuvah, the Alter Rebbe insists in Tanya
that in our generation, we are not supposed
to fast too much, even for teshuvah. . ..

Our generation has been empowered to
rectify all negativity in a way that’s free of
any pain or worry, rather suffused with only
joy and positivity.




Regardless of past
attitudes, today’s
brand of Judaism
must be positive,
uplifting, and joyous.
Anything else isn’t
the prescribed path
to G-d in our era just
prior to Mashiach.




KEY POINTS

1.  Judaism has always maintained that one be mindful of their health so they
can properly serve G-d.

2. That said, in previous generations, it was assumed that for additional piety,
one could and even should distress their body.

3. Halachah forbids explicitly harming the body and needlessly fasting.

4. There are two exceptions when excess fasting is allowed: (a) for teshuvah,
and (b) to draw closer to G-d.



KEY POINTS

5. The Baal Shem Tov changed this attitude, teaching that we must always
work with the body, not against it.

6. Whatever was accomplished in years past by asceticism is accomplished
today in a pain-free, healthy, and joyful way. This is a taste of the coming
messianic times.






