TN
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

33

Serving God from Yuck to Yum

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org

Manger Winter Learning Seminar 5784/2023-4

Ta'anit 11a

X7 NNYN

Shmuel said: Whoever sits in observance of a fast
is called a sinner. Shmuel holds in accordance
with the opinion of the following tanna, as it is
taught in a baraita: Rabbi Elazar HaKappar the
Great says: What is the meaning when the verse
states, with regard to a nazirite: “And he will atone
for him for that he sinned by the soul [nefesh]”
(Numbers 6:11). But with what soul did this nazirite
sin? Rather, the nazirite sinned by the distress he
caused himself when he abstained from wine, in
accordance with the terms of his vow?
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And are these matters not inferred a fortiori? And if
this nazirite, who distressed himself by abstaining
only from wine, is nevertheless called a sinner and
requires atonement, then with regard to one who
distresses himself by abstaining from each and
every matter of food and drink when he fasts, all the
more so should he be considered a sinner.
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Conversely, Rabbi Elazar says: One who accepts a
fast upon himself is called sacred, as it is stated with
regard to the nazirite: “He shall be sacred, he shall
let the locks of the hair of his head grow long”
(Numbers 6:5). Here too, one can apply an a fortiori

MITR K7 DNIRATYIN A0
Y19 772 NI WY Ry
YN K7Y DT N1 LTIURY WY
K72 — TOX 12T K7 inyy

Page 1 0of 6

R3PS




1Ti]
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

inference: And if this nazirite, who distressed
himself by abstaining from only one matter, wine, is
nevertheless called sacred, then with regard to one
who distresses himself by abstaining from every
matter, all the more so should he be considered
sacred. (Trans. Sefaria)
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To understand this matter, [one must] know that the
world and everything within it, both great, and
small, was created by the word of God. By the
word of God were the heavens made, and all
their hosts by the breath of His mouth (Ps 33:6).
That word also sustains them and gives them life.
You give life to them all (Neh. 9:6). Were it not for
the life-force within each thing, it would vanish from
existence. But the [material] things in this lowly
world are fallen from the Breaking, having come
about through the sin of Adam and the generations
that followed. Sparks of fallen souls became
encased in things of this world, including food,
drink, and all other worldly matters. There is
nothing in this world that does not have a holy
spark within it, proceeding from the word of the
blessed Holy One, making it alive. That divine
spark is the taste within the thing, that which is
sweet to the palate. Taste and see that Y-H-W-H
is good (Ps. 34:9). This means that when you taste
or see something good it is Y-H-W-H, the holy
spark garbed within that thing.
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Our eyes see that after a person partakes of food,
the sustenance remains within him and the chaff is
pushed out, without any life-force since it is
something worthless and negative, since the main
purpose of food is that the person be sustained and
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given strength. The good taste one enjoys in that
food or drink is a spark of the Divine. Therefore,
when you eat something, the spark within it is
joined to your own life-force, and you become
strengthened by it.

When you have whole and complete faith that this
spiritual sustenance is indeed God's presence
hidden within that thing, you will turn your mind and
heart to its inner qualities, connecting yourself with
all of the life-force and consciousness. And with
strength and life-force coming from that spark, you
will join them all to the Root of all, that One from
whom all life flows. Then you bring the spark that
had been broken and exiled before God, causing
great delight (as is known). The whole purpose of
our religious life is to bring those holy sparks out
from under the "shells," which are in a state of
Brokenness, into the realm of the holy. Thus is
holiness raised from its broken state.
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This is especially true because so much of our
worship and study consists of speech, enabled by
the strength and life-force that we derive from the
taste of food, which is the holy spark within it. As
we unite our speech with the primal speech [of
Creation], we are raising up the spark [within that
food], which is also the word of God, since all is
derived from fallen letters (as is known).
Therefore, everyone who serves God needs to look
toward the inner nature of things. Then all our
deeds, including eating and drinking, are being
done for the sake of heaven. Holy sparks are thus
redeemed from their broken state, brought forth
from exile or captivity, led into sublime holiness.
This takes place in the blessings we recite,
proclaiming God's sovereignty over each item.
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Later too, when we serve God with that energy,
speaking further

words and putting our strength into them, attaching
ourselves to speech above, those fallen letters or
holy sparks continue to rise upward.
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The same is true of everything in this world,
including trade and that which we earn. All the
pleasure you get from these derives from sparks
within them that belong specifically to you. They
have been clothed in a particular thing that comes
your way because they belong to you. We explain
this elsewhere in connection with the statement:
"They will seat you in your place and will give you
of what is yours." No one can even touch that which
is set out for his fellow, as the sparks belonging to a
particular person's soul-root can only be raised up
by that person. They are really of that soul. That is
why each of us has to journey to some particular
place. Our Creator conducts the world based on the
knowledge that that fragments of sparks belonging
to our soul are to be found in some object of
business or in food or drinking to our soul place. He
brings it about that the person travel there, putting a
desire into his heart to make it happen, to make
that person feel like he needs to travel there. The
real point is that he eat, drink, or engage in
business there. In this way he will raise up those
sparks, as we have explained at length elsewhere.
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Therefore,each one of us should turn both heart
and eyes to this secret of Know Him in all your
ways (Prov. 3:6), as explained elsewhere. When we
are mindful of this, we will know that our blessed
Creator enlivens us [by giving us] His very own
divine Self, as Scripture says: Not by bread alone
does a person live, but by all that comes forth
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from the mouth of Y-H-W-H (Deut. 8:3). This
refers to the divine speech that is garbed in that
bread, a term that includes all of food, as we know
from the verse: He made a great feast (lechem;
Dan. 5:1). Therefore, anyone who distresses and
punishes himself by refraining from taking pleasure
in this world is called a sinner, following the
Talmudic opinion that one who engages in fasting is
called a sinner." [Eating] too is serving Y-H-W-H,
like Torah, prayer, tefillin, and all the
commandments. The blessed Holy One created
and conducts the world through Torah, meaning
that there is Torah in everything. Every believer
must have faith that there is nothing that stands
outside God's service, so long as it is in accord with
Torah and [in accord with] that which Torah permits
us to eat and drink. You just have to do these for
the sake of their Maker, not for your own pleasure.
In this way they are all considered perfect devotion.
That is why [the one who refrains from them] is
called a sinner; he has prevented the rising up of
the holy sparks dressed in that particular food from
which he has abstained. Even if you do not have
the awareness to do this perfectly, engage in it
nevertheless. The BeSHT taught that even a
gentile who eats food that has a holy spark within it
and then, by the strength gained from that food,
does some service for a jew, causes that spark to
rise somewhat, though less than Inima are if a jew
himself had eaten it.
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Come and see how far this matter reaches! If less
than whole.If a person has no awareness [of this
process of ascent], even his Torah study and prayer
will be less than whole. Nevertheless, he should
still study and pray! These acts of his are still
prayer and study on his level, and are considered a
form of devotion. In the same way, our necessary
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eating and drinking are also means of service.
Even on the simplest level, if a person recites
blessings and declares God's kingship over
food--that too is worship. You need to go from rung
to rung, just like in prayer, with ever-increasing
mindfulness.

The principle is that they are one; they are all the
service of Y-H-W-H. At a time when your eating
does not constitute pure worship, neither will your
study or prayer. But they are still considered acts
of worship for that time, hopefully leading you
toward greater levels of awareness. Become
accustomed to offering pleasure to your Creator
through all things, since they are divinity in
contracted form. Understand this.
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[The other opinion] stated in the Talmud, that "one
who engages in fasting is considered a saint," is
also true." Indeed both views are true. The
greatness of fasting lies in the wholeness truly
required for it. This is a true act of unification,
bringing together tiferet and malkhut. Together they
are represented by the letters of ta'anit or "fasting."
Malkhut is referred to as "poor" because she has
nothing of her own. In any case, you need a high
level of mind to attain this. Not every mind can bear
this [way of effecting divine union] through the
stripping off of externals. Therefore it is better to
turn your mind toward Serve Him in all your ways.
Understand that this is the easier path. This is what
is being asked [about the Nazirite]: "Against what
has he sinned?" It is this soul; in abstaining from
wine, he has prevented the soul clothed within the
wine from drawing close to holiness, forcing it to
remain profane, as it were...(Trans. Art Green,
emended)
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