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'כוח ברוח ה

Joy: Prophetic Strength
The Spirit of G-d
Parashat Va’etchanan recounts the sublime occasion of the Stand at Mt.
Sinai, the ultimate prototype of the historic phenomenon of prophecy to
the Nation of Israel.
This is the one and only time in history that an entire nation hears the voice
of G-d:
?־ֹלהימ ְמ ַד ֵּבר ִמּתֹוְכ ָה ֵאש ַּכ ַא ֶשר ָש ַמ ְע ָּת ַא ָּתה ַויֶ ִחי
ִ ַה ָש ַמע ָעמ קֹול ֶא
Has a nation ever heard the voice of G-d speaking from within
the ﬁre, as you heard - and lived? (D’varim 4,33)

The most sublime bond between man and G-d is that of prophecy. It
is generally thought that prophetic inspiration includes some kind of
wondrous vision or prophetic message that foresees the future. But we
sometimes overlook the all-important concept of “prophetic missions.”
Such assignments are not predictions, but rather involve high-power
energies that thrust the prophet forward and grant him the great strengths
he needs for his Divine missions, such as delivering rebuke.
The prophet Micha expressed this most clearly:
,'רּוח ה
ַ אתי כ ַֹח ֶאת
ִ ְֵואּולָ מ ָאנ ִֹכי ָמל
.ש ָר ֵאל ַח ָּטאתֹו
ָ ְּומ ְש ָּפט ּוג
ִ
ׂ ְ ִבּורה לְ ַהּגִ יד לְ יַ ַעקֹב ִּפ ְשעֹו ּולְ י
But I am full of the power of the spirit of G-d,
and judgment and might, to declare to Yaakov his transgression
and to Israel his sin. (Micha 3,8)
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We need not look far to ﬁnd the source of this tremendous energy and
power: It is certainly G-d, as He tells the Prophet Jeremiah:
ַו ַאנִ י ִהּנֵ ה נְ ַת ִּתיָכ ַהּיֹומ לְ ִעיר ִמ ְב ָצר ּולְ ַעּמּוד ַּב ְרזֶ ל ּולְ חֹמֹות נְ ח ֶֹשת ַעל ָּכל
.יה ּולְ ַעמ ָה ָא ֶרצ
ָ ֶיה לְ כ ַֹהנ
ָ הּודה לְ ָש ֶר
ָ ְָה ָא ֶרצ לְ ַמלְ ֵכי י
For behold, I have made you this day
into a fortiﬁed city, an iron pillar, and brazen walls against
the whole land, against the kings of Yehuda,
her princes, her priests, and the people of the land.
.יּוכלּו לָ ְכ ִּכי ִא ְּתָכ ַאנִ י נְ ֻאמ ה' לְ ַה ִּצילֶ ָכ
ְ וְ נִ לְ ַחמּו ֵאלֶ יָכ וְ ֹלא
And they shall ﬁght against you,
but they shall not prevail against you, for I am with you,
says G-d, to save you. (Yirmiyahu 1,18-19)

Undoubtedly, Hashem is the foundation for these energies and forces. But
what is man’s place in receiving these prophetic wellsprings? What is the
critical component without which a prophet cannot contain the prophetic
energy he is granted?
The Torah portion of Va’etchanan is the ﬁrst one to be read publicly
during the Days of Consolation following Tisha B’Av. Just as wellsprings
of strength are required when the prophet must relay Divine anger and
warn of punishments, the same is true when he must give comfort and
encouragement in the absence of hope after all has been destroyed.
We learn this from the words of the Prophet Yeshayahu in the famous
Haftarah of consolation: Nachamu nachamu ami, Be comforted, be
comforted, My nation (40,1). Read aloud after Va’etchanan, on the Sabbath
after Tisha B’Av, it is replete with support and encouragement:
...  וְ יִ ַעפּו נְ ָע ִרימ ְויִ גָ עּו... נ ֵֹתנ לַ ּיָ ֵעפ ּכ ַֹח
.יעפּו
ָ ִקֹוי ה' יַ ַחלִ יפּו כ ַֹח יַ ַעלּו ֵא ֶבר ַּכּנְ ָש ִרימ יָ רּוצּו וְ ֹלא יִ יגָ עּו יֵ לְ כּו ְוֹלא י
ֵ ְו
[G-d] gives strength to the weary,
and to him who has no strength, He increases strength.
Youths shall become tired and weary,
and young men shall stumble. But those whose hope is in G-d
shall renew [their] vigor and raise wings as eagles;
they shall run and not become weak,
they shall walk and not tire. (Yeshayahu 40,29-31)
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We see that a prophet of encouragement also requires strength and
energies – and again our question is: From where does he draw them?
What drives his tireless battle to fulﬁll this diﬃcult mission?

The Points of a Triangle
The Sages of the Talmud (P’sachim 117a) revealed the secret of the process that
enables the advent of prophecy:
The Divine Presence dwells not amidst idleness, sadness, frivolity,
light-headedness, chatter and idle pursuits – but rather through the
joy of mitzvah, as written: ‘And now, bring me a musician’ [said King
Saul], and when the musician played, the spirit of G-d rested upon
him. (Kings II 3,15)

Having established the fundamental concept of “joy of mitzvah” as the basis
for prophecy, the Gemara then quotes another teaching, by Rav Yehuda in
the name of Rav, that the same is true in matters of Jewish Law: Torah study
must begin with and be founded upon the joy of mitzvah. And the third
ideal that must be predicated on the joy of mitzvah is prayer, as the Gemara
teaches elsewhere:
Our Rabbis taught: One must not begin to pray amidst sadness,
laziness, frivolity, idle chatter, light-headedness, or idle pursuits –
but rather through the joy of mitzvah. (B’rachot 31a)

We thus have an Isosceles triangle of prophecy, Torah and prayer, in which
the two equal angles are Torah and prayer, and the vertex is prophecy – and
all three of them require the joy of mitzvah.
Torah is the path set by G-d to direct our lives and give them meaning.
Prayer is the longing of the soul, the expression of our yearning for the
Light of G-d to ever shine upon us. The apex, prophecy, includes vision and
mission. And the triangle’s base leg on which all three of these concepts
stand, Chazal teach us, is that of simchah shel mitzvah, the joy of performing
mitzvot. Let us return now to Parashat Va’etchanan and ﬁnd references to
this triangle.

Greatness
In his parting speech to the People of Israel before they begin their campaign
to conquer and settle the Promised Land, Moshe Rabbeinu emphasizes
that even if they are numerically small, they are actually a “great” nation:

60

|

B o r ne Up o n a Sp i r i t

|

Va t i s a’eni Ru a ch

.ו ָא ְמרּו ַרק ַעמ ָח ָכמ ְונָ בֹונ ַהּגֹוי ַהּגָ דֹול ַהּזֶ ה...
ְ
...and [the nations] will say,
“It can only be that this great nation
is a wise and understanding people.” (D’varim 4,6)

What renders Israel deserving of such a designation? Prayer and Torah, as
Moshe elaborates in the next two verses:
,־ֹלהימ ְקר ִֹבימ ֵאלָ יו
ִ ִּכי ִמי גֹוי ּגָ דֹול ַא ֶשר לֹו ֶא
.־ֹלהינּו ְּב ָכל ָק ְר ֵאנּו ֵאלָ יו
ֵ ַּכה' ֶא
For what great nation is there that has G-d so near to it,
as Hashem is whenever we call to Him. (verse 7)

Moshe Rabbeinu is amazed at Israel’s power of prayer. Is there any other
nation in the world that can long for G-d so completely and sense such
closeness to Him, to the extent that it receives a response every time it calls
to G-d?!
And the next verse emphasizes Israel’s greatness in Torah:
,יקמ
ִ ּומ ְש ָּפ ִטימ ַצ ִּד
ִ ּומי ּגֹוי ּגָ דֹול ַא ֶשר לֹו ֻח ִּקימ
ִ
.יכמ ַהּיֹומ
ֶ ֵּתֹורה ַהּזאֹת ַא ֶשר ָאנ ִֹכי נ ֵֹתנ לִ ְפנ
ָ ְּככֹל ַה
And what great nation has such just laws and precepts
as this entire Torah that I place before you today. (verse 8)

That is to say, nowhere in the entire world can we ﬁnd such true, just and
perfect laws as those in the Torah that G-d has presented to Bnei Yisrael
via Moshe.
These two verses explain the two equal angles of the triangle, that of Torah
and prayer, and how they make Israel into a great nation: Israel is “great” in
the Torah it received and in its bonds with G-d. What about the vertex, the
world of prophecy? This we ﬁnd later on in the same chapter:
...ִּכי ְש ַאל נָ א לְ יָ ִמימ ִראשֹנִ ימ ַא ֶשר ָהיּו לְ ָפנֶ יָכ
?ַהנִ ְהיָ ה ַּכ ָּד ָבר ַהּגָ דֹול ַהּזֶ ה אֹו ַהנִ ְש ַמע ָּכמֹהּו
Ask, please, regarding the earlier days...
Was there ever such a great thing
or was anything like it ever heard? (verse 32)

What is this great thing? The next verse continues, as we saw above: “Has
a nation ever heard the voice of G-d speaking from within the ﬁre, as you
heard – and lived?” This, of course, refers to the world of prophecy – the
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source of the strength so necessary for Israel in the desert to ready them to
arrive in Eretz Yisrael and combat the Seven Nations – the goal spelled out
by the Torah a few verses later:
...הֹוריש ּגֹויִ מ ּגְ דֹלִ ימ ַו ַע ֻצ ִמימ ִמ ְּמָכ ִמ ָּפנֶ יָכ
ִ ְל
To drive out greater and stronger nations than you... (verse 38)

Israel required, and received, tremendous prophetic energy – this sense of
strength, vision and mission provided by hearing G-d's word directly from
Him – to enable it to ﬁght and defeat larger and more powerful nations.

The Large House
The above verses help us understand the Talmudic dispute between R.
Yochanan and R. Yehoshua ben Levi (Megilla 27a) regarding the relative
importance of a house of study (Beit Medrash) and a house of prayer (Beit
Knesset).
The question is: Which of the two is more sacred? Is it the synagogue,
where we raise up our prayers to Hashem? Or is the Torah study hall even
more sacred? This is not just an academic query, but rather determines
the answer to a very practical question: Is a community permitted to turn
a synagogue into a house of Torah study, given that we are not permitted
to lower a building’s level of holiness? If the Beit Medrash is more sacred,
then it is permitted, because this increases the building’s sanctity; but if the
sanctity of a synagogue is greater, then it is forbidden.
Jewish Law rules in favor of R. Yehoshua’s opinion, that one may turn a
house of prayer into a Beit Medrash, as the latter is even more sacred than a
synagogue. The Gemara there explains that this dispute also impacts upon
the explanation of a verse in the Book of Kings:
.וְ ֶאת ָּכל ֵּבית ּגָ דֹול ָש ַרפ ָּב ֵאש...
...[The King of Babylonia] burned every great
[large] house in ﬁre. (Kings II 25,9)

R. Yochanan holds that the “great houses” in this verse are buildings where
prayer is raised up – synagogues – while R. Yehoshua says it is speaking
of buildings in which Torah study takes place, i.e., Batei Medrash. We
immediately ask: Why don’t the two great Sages simply understand the
verse as referring to large-sized buildings? What leads them to explain
them as synagogues or yeshivot?
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Based on what we established above, the answer is clear: They drew their
inspiration from the above-quoted verses in Va’etchanan – where Israel is
described as “great” because of both its prayers and its Torah study.

Man and the Tree of the Field
Let us return to the “base” of our special triangle, that of the “joy of mitzvah.”
To better understand the role of this special happiness in joining Torah and
prayer en route to the pinnacle of prophecy, let us consider the world of
plants.
The Torah itself draws a parallel between man and plants, in the famous
verse (D’varim 20,19) כי האדמ עצ השדה, Is the tree of the ﬁeld a man? The
comparison is more detailed in the opening verses of the Book of Psalms:
...תֹורת ה' ֶח ְפצֹו
ַ  ִּכי ִאמ ְּב...ַא ְש ֵרי ָה ִאיש ַא ֶשר ֹלא ָהלַ ְכ ַּב ַע ַצת ְר ָש ִעימ
Fortunate is He who has not walked in the paths of
the wicked... and whose desire is rather in G-d’s Torah.
...ְו ָהיָ ה ְּכ ֵעצ ָשתּול ַעל ַּפלְ גֵ י ָמיִ מ ַא ֶשר ִּפ ְריֹו יִ ֵּתנ ְּב ִעּתֹו וְ ָעלֵ הּו ֹלא יִ ּבֹול
He is like a tree planted beside streams, one that produces fruit
in season and whose leaves do not wither. (Psalms 1,1-3)

In order to glean the maximum beneﬁt from this parallel, let us ﬁrst review
the components of an astounding process that takes place in nature every
single day, wherever the sun shines: the process of photosynthesis.
The green leaves of plants receive their color from the substance called
chlorophyll. It has the amazing trait of being able to “catch” the energy
given oﬀ by the sun, and to then use it to eﬀect a chemical reaction between
two energy-poor elements within the leaves: Water (H2O), drawn in from
the earth by the plant’s roots, and carbon dioxide (CO2), which is absorbed
from the air.
In any chemical reaction, the molecules of elements are broken down
to their atomic levels, and the atoms are then rearranged to form other
elements. In photosynthesis, speciﬁcally, the molecules of the water and
the carbon dioxide meet inside the chlorophyll. Using the energy produced
by the sun, the chlorophyll breaks down the molecules into atoms, which
then rearrange themselves in a new manner, forming molecules of energyrich sugar (glucose), with which the body of the plant is then built.
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In other words: While we, humans and animals alike, take nourishment
from plants, the plants themselves build themselves up on their own, with
the help of the sun’s energy and the water and carbon dioxide that they
absorb from their surroundings. When we eat the plant or its fruits, we
absorb the energy stored within its sugar molecules, and store it in our
muscles and the other cells. At its source, the original energy came from
the rays of the sun, which received it from the Creator of the World.
What is even more fascinating about this physical process going on all
around us is that there is a corresponding spiritual process taking place
within us.

The Chlorophyll of the Soul: Joy
The sun’s rays correspond to the Divine light, which shine powerfully
down upon man’s soul. The spiritual light absorbed in the soul becomes
a source of energy, with which the soul breaks down the “molecules” of
two important elements - Torah and Prayer - and turns them into a new
element full of energy, vigor, strength and inspiration. This new element is
the world of Prophecy.
How does the soul catch this tremendous spiritual light? What is the
“chlorophyll” of the soul, that substance that enables this wondrous process
to take place? The answer is: Joy – speciﬁcally, the happiness of performing
the Torah’s commandments: simchah shel mitzvah.
Both the Torah and prayer, taken separately, can be said to be “low in
energy.” The Torah is something that “erodes man’s strength,” the Sages
teach. Its many commandments and laws, and their thousands of detailed
sub-clauses, require a tremendous investment of eﬀort, time, and strength.
The Torah is thus like water: energy-poor.
Prayer, too, on its own, demands of us tremendous emotional and
psychological strengths. It is accompanied by great humility, seriousness
of purpose, and outpouring of one’s soul. Just like CO2, it is low in energy.
But then, so very wondrously, when the joy of mitzvot appears on the scene,
these two energy-poor worlds – that of Torah and that of Prayer – break
down and re-join together in a most uplifting and energetic form: Prophecy.
Only then, when learning Torah and engaging in prayer in a state of joy, do
we begin to sense a feeling of power and mission, of strength and vision, to
act and accomplish even under diﬃcult conditions.
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Chazal expressed this in their dual deﬁnition of Torah. On the one hand,
the Gemara teaches (Sanhedrin 26b):
“He gave marvelous counsel, made great wisdom, ( ”תושיהYeshayahu
28,29): R. Chanan said: Why is the Torah called [ תושיהfrom the root
meaning “weakness”]? Because it weakens man’s strength.

And on the other hand, the Medrash (Medrash Tehillim 21) tells us the opposite:
There is no עוז, strength, other than Torah, as is written (Psalms 29,11):
 ה' יברכ את עמו בשלומ,ה' עוז לעמו יתנ, May Hashem grant strength to
His nation, May he bless his people with peace.

Torah without joy saps our strength – but with joy, it gives vigor, energy,
and might.
So says the Prophet Yirmiyahu:
נִ ְמ ְצאּו ְד ָב ֶריָכ ָוא ְֹכלֵ מ ַויְ ִהי ְד ָב ְרָכ לִ י לְ ָששֹונ ּולְ ִש ְמ ַחת לְ ָב ִבי
.־ֹלהי ְצ ָב־אֹות
ֵ ִּכי נִ ְק ָרא ִש ְמָכ ָעלַ י ה' ֶא
Your words were found and I ate them; Your word was
for me a joy and a rejoicing of my heart, for Your name was
called upon me, O Lord, G-d of Hosts. (Yirmiyahu 15,16)

Let us delve further into the parallels between the physical and spiritual
worlds.
A tree or plant is essentially an inverse reﬂection of a man. The tree’s head,
its control center, lies in the ground, and its legs extend upwards to the sky
– quite the opposite of a human. A plant absorbs carbon dioxide and emits
oxygen, while people do the opposite.
In addition, the water nourished by a tree comes from the ground, while
man’s spiritual nourishment, the Torah, is absorbed from G-d in Heaven.
Carbon dioxide, on the other hand, is absorbed by the tree from the air
above, whereas prayer breaks through to the heavens, having arisen from
the innermost parts of man.
Man’s joy-of-mitzvot, corresponding to the plant’s chlorophyll, catches the
Divine Light, and uses it to create a melting pot in which to combine the
essence of Torah and prayer. And from this union, a new compound grows
upward – the powerful World of Prophecy.
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When we speak of prophecy, we note that it is not just for prophets; it refers
to every sense of mission and every performance of a mitzvah. It is critical
that a sense of strength granting the conﬁdence and ability to harness the
necessary resources and people, accompany the construction of any great
spiritual enterprise.
There is one diﬀerence, however. The chlorophyll of plants is an inherent
and built-in component, while in man, joy is not automatic. It is rather
dependent on free choice and work, and is something that we must acquire:
.ִע ְבדּו ֶאת ה' ְּב ִש ְמ ָחה ּבֹאּו לְ ָפנָ יו ִּב ְרנָ נָ ה
Serve [work] G-d with joy;
come before Him with gladness. (Psalms 100,2)

Thus, we must infuse our service of Hashem – our Torah study, our prayers
and our sense of mission in doing mitzvot – with joy, so as to maximize
their potential and reach their highest heights.

