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YOM   KIPPUR  #1:  JOY

We have been studying the teachings of Rav Nachman of Bratslav. Tonight I want to focus on
one of his most central teachings:  joy.

.egk lka dxgy dxnde zeavrd wigxdl xabzdle ,cinz dgnya zeidl dlecb devn
It is a great mitzvah to be joyful at all times, and to strengthen oneself and keep
far from sorrow (melancholy, despair) and dark bitterness with all one’s strength.
(Likkutei Moharan, II, 24; Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #30)

cinz dgnya zeidl dlecb devn -- it is a great mitzvah to be joyful always.  We are commanded to
be joyful.  Joy is not optional.  It is a mitzvah, a religious obligation. And as mitzvot go, being
joyful seems a little odd.

For one thing, we’re usually commanded to do things that have meaning and purpose beyond
our own private pleasure.  So why the command to be joyful?  Because according to Nachman,
being joyful, or not, has consequences.  The main one, he teaches, is that our relationship with
God depends on joy.  He says, for example:

mr xy` z` giydle eal z` xayl meia dry el cgil el lwpa if` dgnya meid lk mc`dyk
mc`d .ezgiy yxtle cceazdl el dyw melye qg zeavr el yiyk la` ,jxazi myd iptl eaal

eizegk lka envr gixkdl oikixvye ,dltzd zrya xzeiae cinz gny zeidl wfgzdl jixv
.dgnyl zekfl

When you are always joyful, it is easy to set aside some time each day to
express your thoughts before God with a broken heart.  But when you are
depressed, it is very difficult to isolate yourself and speak to God.  You must
force yourself always to be joyful, especially during prayer. . . . (Wisdom, # 20).

I can’t speak for everyone, but I certainly find this true for me.  Very often we think that prayer
most readily arises out of pain or fear.   And that may be true of a certain kind of prayer, when
we call out for help in a moment of desperation.  But in terms of a regular disciplined prayer life,
I think Nachman is right.  When we allow our thoughts and emotions to spiral downward, when
we feel worn out or hopeless -- certainly if we are depressed -- it is very difficult to get up every
day and pray.

And this is true not only of prayer.  Nachman continues:

epevxk gnd bidpdl lekie ayein gnd dgnyd ici lr ik dgny ici lr `ed zrcd aeyi xwr
ayil el dywe ,zelba zrcde gnd zeavre dxgy dxn ici lr la` .igvpd ezilkz lr aygl

jxazi myd zcearl c`n dlecb dripn `id zeavry `vnp .ezrc
If you are always joyful you will be able to achieve a clear, settled mind (aeyi
zrcd).  Joy settles the mind and then you can control it as you wish.  You can
reflect on the ultimate purpose of life.  But when a person is darkly bitter, and
depressed, his intellect and understanding go into “exile” and it is very hard for
him to concentrate.  This makes it very hard for him to concentrate his mind on
teshuvah.  Sorrow is a terrible obstacle to serving God.  (Likkutei Etzot, Da’at,
#49; see Likkutei Moharan 10).1

1. See also Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #27 and Likkutei Moharan 10:
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When we are wallowing in sadness, when negativity swirls around our minds and hearts, we
have little energy left to raise our sights, and focus on ultimate issues.  When we despair, it
becomes harder to fulfill mitzvot, harder to study, harder to be present to others and give of
ourselves.  When we are too down it is hard to find the energy to change and evolve, to effect
teshuvah, and hard to summon the courage and strength to repair the wrongs we’ve done.

So we are commanded to be joyful because joy supports our service of God, and assists us in
fulfilling our mission.  It is not just a matter of what feels good or doesn’t; joy becomes an
obligation because the absence of joy keeps us from being who we are meant to be.

In fact, joy is not only supports our service to God, it’s at the heart of it.  There’s actually a lot of
confusion about this.  Some people believe that a religious life -- observance and prayer -- is all
about solemnity, and that services (or service) should be somber.  We may even think that an
excess of joy is somehow irreverent.  And that’s a very damaging misconception, because there
are people who stay away from Judaism (or from religion altogether) because they think that a
serious engagement with spiritual matters is going to be depressing.  On the contrary -- the
primary mode of Jewish spirituality is joy. Of course there are moments of solemnity.  But even
then, there’s almost always joy at the root of it.  Joy is our expression of appreciation for life,
appreciation of God’s world, appreciation of opportunity to serve.  And joy draws others closer to
God too.

Which brings us to another reason why joy -- simhah -- is a mitzvah, a religious obligation.  Just
last week, there was a cover story in the New York Times magazine about “the emerging
science of social contagion,” bearing the title, “Is Happiness Catching?”  Of course it is!   Even
without the scientific evidence, we know experientially that joy is contagious.  When those
around us allow themselves to experience and express joy, it is much easier for us to do the
same.  And the converse, we know, is also true.  So joy is a commandment, because whether
we are joyful or not is not a purely private affair of the individual -- it affects everyone around us.2

zngne ,'d l` aeyl ezrc ayil el dywe zelba zrcde gnd ,zeavre dxgy dxn ici lr
mpi`y zngn `ed jxazi mydn miwegx mlerdy dn xwr ik .jxazi mydn wegx `ed df

envr ayil oilekie ayein gnd ,dgny ici lr la` .mlerd lkn zilkzd dn ,ahid onvr oiayin
,zelba epi`e zexga ezrc if` ,ezrcl dgny xywnyk ok lre .zexgd mler `id dgny ik ,ahid

ici lre .dfd mlerd ipipr lkn zilkzd dn ahid ezrc ayil ,epevxk zrcde gnd bidpdl lkeie
'd l` aeyi df

When a person is depressed, his intellect and his mind go into exile.  This makes
it very hard for him to concentrate his mind on teshuvah.  The main reason why
people are far from God is that they do not stop to consider what the main
purpose of their existence is.  But when someone is joyful his mind becomes
settled and he is able to understand things clearly.  Joy is freedom.  When a
person fill his mind with joy, his intellect becomes freed from its exile.

2. See, e.g., Likkutei Etzot, Hithazkut, # 9 and Likkutei Moharan 25:5:
,ezpiga itl xzei deabd dipyd dbxcnl dler mrt lkae 'eke zeripnd xayne xabzne wfgznyk
dpnn `vei exag ik ,dzr da qpkp `edy dbxcnd dze`a cner didy exagl mb daeh dyer dfa

.zg` dbxcna ecnriy mc` ipa ipyl xyt` i` ik ,dpeilr xzei dbxcnl dlere
When a person succeeds in breaking through the barriers and rises from level to
level, this also benefits his fellow, who was previously standing on the level he
himself has now entered.  For it means that the other person was obliged to leave
that level and rise to the next higher one, for it is impossible for two people to be
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Now, one may legitimately object:  sometimes life is depressing.  We live in a broken and often
profoundly sad world.  How can we be joyful after watching the news?  And there is real
suffering in our own lives.  Things happen -- to ourselves and our loved ones -- that seem
impossible to bear.   Is Nachman recommending putting on blinders?  Is this a pollyana-ish, “put
on a happy face” theology?  Not at all.

Nachman himself knew from pain.  Four of his eight children, including his only two sons, died in
infancy or early childhood.  He and his community were victims of threatened and actual
pogroms.  His entire house was destroyed in a fire.  He went on a much-anticipated trip to
Israel, only to have it cut short by Napoleon’s invasion.  On they way home, his boat was
attacked by pirates and he barely escaped being sold into slavery.  He suffered from terrible
opposition and conflicts from other Rebbes and sects.  He died of tuberculosis at the ripe old
age of 38.

And, perhaps most tellingly, Nachman suffered from very severe depression.    Were he alive
today, he would likely be diagnosed, perhaps with bipolar disorder.  Arthur Green’s biography of
him is aptly named “Tormented Master,” for tormented he was.  So when Nachman speaks
about joy, rest assured he speaks not from a life of ease, nor from comfortable insulation from
the profound pain and difficulty of life.

Moreover, Nachman himself says:  “A broken heart is precious indeed.  . . .  A broken heart is
precious in God’s eyes.”  (c`n xwi xayp al) (Likkutei Etzot, Hitbodedut, #23).   So how can he
speak about a commandment to be joyful, and to be joyful always?!  How do we square that with
the preciousness of the broken heart, and with the pain of life?

It turns out, there is a relationship between the two.  Nachman says:

dgnyl jk xg` `ayk xayp al el did m` oniq dfe .dgny  `a xayp al xg`
After a broken heart comes joy.  The test of whether your heart was really broken
is if afterwards you feel joy (Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #32; Wisdom # 45).

Now to understand this, first we have to distinguish between brokenheartedness and despair:

qrka `edy enk `id zeavr ik .llk cg` oipr mpi` zeavre xayp aly rce .c`n xwi xayp al
wgxzpy lr ,eia` iptl laewe dkeay wepizk eia` iptl `hgznd oak `ed xayp al la` ,fbxae

.jxazi myd iptl aiage xwi dfe ,epnn
A broken heart is precious indeed.  You should understand that a broken heart
has nothing to do with despair.  When a person is depressed it is a form of anger
and irritation. But someone with a broken heart is like a child nagging his father
or a baby crying and screaming because his father is far away.  A broken heart is
precious in God’s eyes.  (Likkutei Etzot, Hitbodedut, #23).

In Nachman’s terminology, despair is a complaint, an expression of anger.  It arises from the
sense of things not going well for us, of our not getting what we want.  It’s about giving up hope,
becoming paralyzed with pain, not caring anymore, a general pessimism about life.
Brokenheartedness, on the other hand, is primarily about a sense of distance from God.  It is the
pain that comes when our vision and hope, our longing and yearning come smack up against
our awareness of all that remains lacking, of the brokenness in world, of which our own suffering
is but a part.  Brokenheartedness involves empathy with God and other people; it is pain over

on the same level at the same time.
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the state of world, pain over our own distance from God.  It comes not so much from a personal
complaint about not getting enough, but from our awareness of not giving or doing or being
enough.

The challenge in this distinction, of course, is that brokenheartedness and despair are closely
related, and often intermingled.  And, one can lead to the other.  Without joy, our
brokenheartedness can easily slide into despair and depression.  And so we come back to
Nachman’s teaching:

.egk lka dxgy dxnde zeavrd wigxdl xabzdle ,cinz dgnya zeidl dlecb devn
It is a great mitzvah to be joyful at all times, and to strengthen oneself and keep
far from sorrow (melancholy, despair) and dark bitterness with all one’s strength.
(Likkutei Moharan, II, 24; Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #30)

Now, in speaking of this teaching that joy is a mitzvah, we’ve been focusing on the issue of joy
as an obligation.  But Nachman’s teaching also suggests something else:  it takes effort to be
joyful.  Joy is not something that just happens, but something we must actively cultivate.  How?
Nachman offers plenty of help, some very practical suggestions.

First, he says, we have to set aside time for genuine brokenheartedness:

xayp aln `eal lwa oileki mc` ipa axy zngn j` .meid lk xayp al el didiy aeh dide
ala ezgiy yxtl meia zery dfi` el cgil mikixv ok lr ,olvl `pngx c`n wifn `edy zeavrl

zexdf`d ieax dgnya oire .dgnya didi meid lk x`ye ,xayp al el didi cal f`e ,xayp
cinz dgnya zeidl zevrde

It would be good if one could go through the whole day with a broken heart.  But
this would easily lead the majority of the people to fall into despair, and despair is
very destructive.  Therefore, the best thing is to set aside a certain period each
day to pray with a broken heart and then to spend the rest of the day in joy.
(Likkutei Etzot, Hitbodedut, #23).

Clearly, Nachman is not telling us that to be joyful we have to turn away from or ignore pain.  On
the contrary, in order to be joyful, true pain -- brokenheartedness -- must have a place in our
lives.  Which brings us to another important point about joy.

We’ve spoken of the command to be joyful always as being an odd mitzvah.  One of the ways it
seems odd is that, as a rule, we’re only commanded to do things we might not otherwise do.
And given the choice, who wouldn’t be joyful?  And yet -- many of us, often, don’t.  We don’t
choose joy in the simple sense of looking for reasons to be unhappy even when life is good,
when we are blessed.  For example, many of us choose to focus on the 1% that’s wrong, rather
than on the 99% that’s right.  But on a deeper level, sometimes we don’t choose joy precisely
because of this intimate relationship between joy and brokenheartedness.  If we are unwilling to
experience the full pain of a broken heart, we shrink our emotional capacity, and we are unlikely
to feel real joy either.  Sometimes we make the wrong choice; we limit our emotional range to
avoid hurting, even if that means sacrificing joy.  And so we need to be commanded -- mitzvah
g’dolah! -- to be joyful, even if that means our hearts will be broken.

The key lies in Nachman’s teaching that brokenheartedness must have a place, but a contained
place.  Setting aside time every day to experience brokenheartedness keeps us connected with
our own honest pain, and the brokenness of the world, while not allowing that pain and
brokenness to overwhelm us.  That’s the first technique.
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The second technique is:  if necessary, be silly.  To be clear, we shouldn’t confuse silliness and
fun on the one hand, with joy on the other.  There’s a big difference.  But, one can be a path to
the other, as Nachman teaches:

,mc`d zexv ieaxne .`zegicac iln `zehyc iln ici lr envr z` gnyl oikixv minrt dnk mb
iln ici lr m` ik envr z` gnyl oileki oi` ax it lr ok lr ,oenne ytpe seba cg` lk laeqy
dlrnl mb .dfa ielz ytpe seba zeigd lky ,dgnyl `eal ick dheyk envr zeyrl ,`zehyc

dgny epidc ,dzrc `gica ici lr lecb cegi dfn dyrp
There may be times when the only way to make yourself joyful is by doing
something silly or making jokes.  There are so many troubles that people have to
go through physically, spiritually, and financially that in many cases the only way
they can make themselves joyful is by doing something silly or foolish.  The
whole vitality of body and soul depend on being joyful.  And in the worlds above
as well great unifications are brought about through the joy of the spirit.  (Likkutei
Etzot, Simhah, #29; Likkutei Moharan, I, 48).

In other words, we have an obligation to do whatever it takes to bring ourselves back to joy,
especially in hard times.

Now this teaching reminds that emotions don’t just happen to us, we don’t just feel what we feel.
We have some responsibility for them, we cultivate them, and to a large extent, what we feel is a
choice.  And here we need to pause for an essential distinction.  Nachman spoke from a deeply
authentic place of experience with depression.  But he did not speak from medical knowledge
about the nature or cause of clinical depression.  When he spoke of our having responsibility for
our feelings and our obligation to be joyful, he did not know about the impact of brain chemistry
on our feelings, and he did not understand depression as the illness that it is.

Nevertheless, even when we are speaking of clinical depression -- which is very different from
grief, sadness, or other kinds of despair -- Nachman’s teachings are instructive.  The idea that
we are obligated to do what it takes to be joyful obviously extends beyond doing something silly.
It applies also to available treatments for depression, including therapy and antidepressants.
The implication of Nachman’s teaching is that we actually have a halakhic obligation to treat
clinical depression, whether in ourselves or our loved ones, with whatever is available and most
effective.  It is true that not all emotional states are under the control of our mind or our will; but
we are nevertheless obligated to do whatever is in our control.

So that said, let’s come back to Nachman’s teaching about silliness, which may sound rather
light-hearted or shallow, but is in fact quite profound.  The human faculty of humor and silliness
is an essential tool, indispensable in the service God.   Rav Nachman therefore exhorts us to
cultivate the capacity for lightness, even in very serious matters, as a path toward real joy, which
is itself quite serious, and profound.  The goal, in a sense, is to be very light about sorrow, and
very serious about joy.

And that is certainly true of the work of teshuvah, which is, of course, very serious.  It is really
hard work, and we need to fully engage in it.  We have to confront our emptiness, and our
failings, and our shortcomings.  If we are honest about it, it will break our hearts.

And it’s appropriate that we be heartbroken today.  Heartbroken at our failure until now to use
our time meaningfully, purposefully.  Heartbroken that we have lost so many days in empty
pleasures or in paralyzing despair.  Heartbroken that we have not loved enough, not learned
enough, not grown enough, not helped enough.  Heartbroken that however old we are, we have
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gotten to this point in our lives and don’t really know ourselves so well, if at all.  Heartbroken that
we have spent too little time thinking about why we’re here.  Heartbroken that we have failed to
treasure every moment.  Heartbroken that we have grieved unduly over things that don’t matter.
Heartbroken that we have too long ignored the things that do matter.

But we also need to laugh at ourselves, to lighten up -- to recognize that much of what we have
done this past year, what we have allowed ourselves to become, is just foolishness, silliness.
It’s a very good idea, today, to have a very good laugh at ourselves.  When we’re a little silly,
when we laugh, a breath of gentleness is wafted through the world.  What was rigid, thaws, and
what was a burden becomes light.  When we laugh at how foolish we have been, it’s much
easier to see how delightful it is to be able to make a different choice now.

And that takes us to Nachman’s third technique for cultivating joy -- after setting aside time for
brokenheartedness and using silliness (or whatever else it takes) -- and that is to learn from and
thereby transform the things that are most painful.  Sometimes I think of it as “leaning into” the
pain, the way one leans into the turn on a ski slope.  When you’re skiing, and you’re going too
fast and afraid of losing control, the natural inclination is to lean up the mountain, away from the
direction of the fall.  But in fact, the way to regain control is to lean into the turn,  to put one’s
weight forward down the mountain, leaning into the direction of one’s fear.

Similarly, the way to transform pain into joy is not to run from it, but to lean into it.  To mine it for
what it can teach.  As Nachman says:

zexvd lka `vnl lwp oeapl zrce .dgnyl zeb`cde zeavrd lk jtdl lczydl oikixv
xwr dfe .dgnyl dxgy dxnd lk jtdl leki df ici lry dagxd dfi` zeb`cde oixeqide

,mgxk lra dgnyd jezl mze` oithege zeavrde dxgy dxnd lr oixabznyk ,dgnyd zenly
:dgnyl mze` oiktdny epidc

Try hard to turn your very despair and worry into joy.  If you really set your mind
to it, you will find that even amidst the worst troubles and suffering there is an
opening which you can use to convert all the despair into joy.  True joy is when
you drag your darkness and despair even against their will and force them to turn
into joy.  (Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #31; Likkutei Moharan, I, 23).

What are the “openings” in suffering which allows for joy?  They are found in the awareness that
whenever there is pain, there is an opportunity for growth. The openings are the potential for
learning and transformation, the opportunity for service, the capacity to raise our sights and
perhaps sense the presence of God.

Nachman speaks of transforming despair, of dragging the darkness into joy.  The language
evokes a joyful hora, a circle dance, with someone standing outside.  Just as the dancers can
pull the outsider into the circle and make him or her part of the dance, so we can pull our despair
and worry into our circle of joy.  In fact, it is precisely this pulling of darkness into the circle of
light -- our integration and transformation of brokenness -- that is the main wellspring of
authentic joy:

:dgnyl jk xg` `ayk xayp al el did m` oniq dfe .dgny `a xayp al xg`
After a broken heart comes joy.  The test of whether your heart was really broken
is if afterwards you feel joy.  (Likkutei Etzot, Simhah, #32; Wisdom # 45).

And this is why we sing such joyful melodies on Yom Kippur.  It is why our service intersperses
brokenheartedness (Yizkor in memory of our dead, Eleh Ezkerah in memory of all the martyrs of
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the Jewish people, and Vidui, our confession of sin) with ecstatic joy.  How do we attain dlign,
forgiveness, from God?  By dragging our brokenheartedness over our sins into a circle dance
(legn) of joy.  And that is why, solemn as it is, Yom Kippur may well be the most joyful day of the
year.  Joy in the truest sense of the word:  grounded in an honest look at our world and at
ourselves, and in the disciplined, conscious effort to choose hope over despair, learning over
helplessness, faith over cynicism, compassion over anger, gratitude over complaint, and above
all, joy.

cinz dgnya zeidl dlecb devn ik
For it is a great mitzvah to be joyful at all times.
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YOM   KIPPUR  #2:  HA-MA’AVIR AL MIDOTAV
In his Sefer HaMidot, a listing of qualities, character traits, and behaviors that a person should
cultivate, or avoid, Rav Nachman includes the following, under the heading Teshuvah (98):
ryt lk lr el oixiarn ,eizecn lr xiarny in.  One who “passes over his midot, attributes” all that
person’s sins are forgiven.  It comes directly from the Talmud, and it’s a beautiful and extremely
rich phrase.

So what does it mean -- ma’avir al midotav?  It conveys so much in just three words. Midot are
qualities, character traits, and also measures, i.e., rights or entitlements. Ma’avir is one of those
fabulous Hebrew words which mean a thing and it’s opposite.  It means “to pass over” -- either
in the sense of ignoring (to let pass, look the other way), or in the sense of reviewing, taking
note of; it can mean to remove, to cause to be present, or to transform.

So one possibility is that  eizecn lr xiarnd refers to someone who does the work of heshbon
hanefesh -- the accounting of the soul -- reviewing one’s qualities and character.  And it would
carry the particular connotation of causing one’s qualities to change and evolve -- ma’avir -- to
pass on by, and be transformed into something else.  The opposite is expressed in the Talmud
as eizecn lr cnerd -- “one who stands on one’s qualities.” Hama’avir is fluid, active, dynamic;
ha-omed is static, rigid, fixed.  In this sense, the phrase harkens back to our teaching on the first
day of Rosh Hashanah, when we spoke of beginning again and being a ba’al teshuvah, of
becoming rather than being. The entire phrase then -- ryt lk lr el oixiarn ,eizecn lr xiarny in --
would suggest that one who does this work of evaluating and transforming one’s own character,
on a regular basis, has one’s sins forgiven.

But the phrase also means so much more. eizecn lr xiarnd speaks to a kind of humility,
meaning someone who passes over (ignores) his or her own good qualities and deeds.
Whatever mitzvot we do, whatever talents we have, whatever positive traits we have -- the idea
is to do them and to live them, not talk about them (even to one’s self) or focus on them at all.  In
this regard, too, the phrase is a warning not to measure other people by our own measures or
qualities -- not to say (or think) “look how much better I am than that person, that person doesn’t
measure up to me in some way.”

Which brings us to what is probably the primary meaning of eizecn lr xiarnd

 :`ax xn`eiryt lk lr el oixiarn eizecn lr xiarnd lkinl ,r ©W ½¤RÎl ©r x́ ¥aŸr §e  ÆoŸer̈ ³̀¥UŸp xn`py ,
.ryt lr xaery inl Î oer `yep

Raba said: One who passes over his midot is forgiven all his iniquities, as it says,
“Forgiving iniquity and passing by transgression” (Micah 7). For whom is iniquity
forgiven? One who passes by transgression (Rosh Hashanah 17a).

In this context, eizecn lr xiarnd refers to one who passes by other people’s transgressions.
First in the most general sense, it speaks of ignoring others’ transgressions when it’s none of
our business, and doesn’t concern us.  It reminds us not to go around looking for other people’s
failings.  That’s the easier case.  But more specifically, it speaks of passing by other people’s
transgressions against us; it challenges us to grant forgiveness readily and easily, foregoing the
full measure of our rights.
And that, of course, is where it gets harder.  It means forgiving and letting a transgression pass
without insisting on full restitution.  Forgiving and letting it go without insisting on a full apology,
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or maybe even any apology.  Forgiving and letting it go without saying I told you so, without
making the other person feel bad, without drawing that little drop of blood.  It means not standing
on the full measure of strict justice, even when we’re right.

Now, before we go further, I do want to make one thing clear.  The fact that we’re all supposed
to be generous about forgiving, and we’re not supposed to be looking at each other’s
transgressions, doesn’t mean we can be careless about wrongdoing, nor does it relieve us of
responsibility for apologizing and making restitution.  We’re not allowed to treat each other badly
and then say, listen, you’re supposed to look the other way.

Nevertheless, we see the importance and power of ignoring transgressions in a story from the
Talmud, in which we learn, incidentally, of the origins of Avinu Malkeinu.  The Talmud (Taanit
25b) tells the story of a drought, which the rabbis understood to be a sin of Divine wrath in
response to the community’s sins.  Rabbi Eliezer tried everything to bring rain:  he fasted and
said all the appropriate prayers, but nothing worked.  Rabbi Akiva went before the ark and
prayed: epilr mgx jprnl epkln epia` .dz` `l` jln epl oi` epkln epia`.  The rains then fell.  So we
might have thought that forgiveness came because of Rabbi Akiva’s greatness in creating this
beautiful prayer, Avinu Malkeinu, or perhaps because he was superior in some other respect.
But no. The Talmud tells us that a bat kol (a heavenly voice) came and declared, “not because
one is greater than the other, but because this one (Rabbi Akiva) ma’avir al midotav and the
other one (Rabbi Eliezer) eino ma’avir al midotav.”  That’s the power of this principle:  Rabbi
Akiva’s generosity in overlooking transgressions against him brings forgiveness for everyone.

And there’s a certain fairness to that.  What right do we have to stand here today, throw
ourselves on God’s grace and ask forgiveness that we don’t really merit, if we’re unwilling to be
gracious with those who have hurt us?  “Who could stand, Adonai, if you kept count of every
sin?”  If God stood on the full measure of God’s rights -- oy!  So why do we?

Now, in the Talmud, the phrase eizecn lr xiarnd usually appears in connection with a very
particular kind of transgression:  affronts to kavod, to one’s honor.  And these are often the
hardest cases, because they’re not at either extreme; we’re not talking about heinous crimes,
nor the stupid little things that we really don’t care about and that are easy too ignore.  We’re
talking about the transgressions that cause offense, hurtful words, things that make us feel
ignored or unappreciated, rejected or unseen.  Moments when we don’t get the respect or
recognition we feel we’re entitled to, when we feel taken advantage of, or taken for granted.
We’re talking about how we deal with that whole murky realm of hurt feelings and bruised egos:
from actual insults and angry words, harsh looks or tone of voice, to unreturned phone calls or
emails, never getting a thank you note, being seated at the wrong table at the wedding, or not
being invited in the first place.  We’re talking about all those injustices and slights -- perceived or
real--  that we carry around.  Would that we could just let them go: el oixiarn eizecn lr xiarny in
ryt lk lr!

And yet -- I’m not so sure.  The Talmud itself expresses profound ambivalence on the question
of affronts to kavod.  In the very same passage in which we learn that we should pass by
transgressions, the Talmud also teaches us the apparent opposite principle:  why was King
Saul, for example, punished?  Because he did not respond to an affront on his honor.  And, in
that same passage, “Any scholar, who does not avenge himself and retain anger like a serpent,
is no scholar.”

I think the Talmud’s ambivalence reflects our own.  On the one hand, we know that we hold onto
anger and resentment that we should let pass.  We all, at times, overreact to affronts to our
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kavod, and when it happens, we know (most of the time!) that we’re being petty.  On the other
hand, it’s not always so petty; seemingly minor affronts can cause very deep pain.  And basic
human decency and civility in small things (what our tradition calls derekh eretz) matter.  That’s
why our tradition teaches us to take each other’s honor very seriously.  It’s why we’re taught that
to shame another person publicly is equivalent to shedding blood.

Moreover, we are commanded to pursue justice, and to engage in tokh’hah (healthy, loving,
reproof)?  It is not always just, healthy, kind or loving to keep ignoring bad behavior and letting it
pass.  Some transgressions cause real harm, to us or others.  And some sins are so serious
that it seems wrong to just forgive, without any indication of remorse or repair.  Indeed,  there
may be some sins which are so egregious that human forgiveness may not be possible, or even
desirable, at all.  So I don’t want to overstate the case, and argue that this is what we should do
always.  Nor do I want to be artificially categorical, and suggest that there’s a bright line rule for
when to overlook transgressions, and when not to.  How and when forgiveness should and does
come is something of a mystery, whether that forgiveness comes from God, or from the human
heart.

And here is where another of Rav Nachman’s teachings comes in, one of his most challenging,
both to fully understand and to live:

,eze` oifany zepeifade zewelgnd lr gibyn epi`e wzey `ede daixne zewelgn eilr yiyk
ceakl dkefe zn`a mkg `ede .zepeerd lk lr epewze ezaeyz xwr df ,aiyn epi`e eztxg rneye
htynd `vei myny ,`qkd lr ayeid mc` zpigaa llkdl dkfie ,`ad mlerl aeh wlgle iwl`

:mler i`a lk lr
When you find yourself in the middle of dispute and conflict, and you remain
silent and pay no attention to the conflicts and the abuse (zepeifa -- disgrace,
something that brings shame) which people throw at you -- when you hear the
insults and contempt against you and you do not respond -- this is true
repentance and the remedy for all past sins.  Someone who achieves this can
truly be said to be wise, and to merit true honor, i.e., the honor of God. . .
(Likkutei Etzot, Mahlokhet Um’rivah, #3; from Likkutei Moharan 6).

Let’s unpack this a little.  In helping us apply the Talmudic injunction to ignore transgressions
against our honor (kavod), Nachman makes a very important distinction between two kinds of
kavod.  The first is worldly kavod -- our desire for position, recognition, praise, power, and
status.  This kind of kavod, Nachman says, is a manifestation of the yetzer hara, the evil
impulse.  Why?  Because the need for this kind of kavod usually masks some inner shame,
inadequacy, or woundedness.  And certain kinds of affronts which trigger that inner shame (not
only actual arguments and insults, but all those things we’ve been talking about which bruise our
egos), trigger our yetzer hara; they push our buttons.  And that is precisely when we are most
likely tend to “stand on our midot” -- to insist on our rights, and also to review all our merits and
good qualities and all the reasons why we don’t deserve to be treated this way and why the
other person is wrong..  And of course, that is precisely when we shouldn’t.  That is precisely
when we need to hold back, not respond, and be silent.

Earlier I mentioned the classic rabbinic statement that to publicly humiliate someone is
equivalent to shedding blood.  It comes from the idea that when we shame someone, we cause
someone to blush or blanche -- the blood runs from his or her face.  Nachman takes that
metaphor of bloodshed, and turns it on its head.  Traditionally, the yetzer hara resides on the left
side, which is associated with harshness, judgment, rigidity, and anger.  So when there is an
affront to our egos and our worldly kavod, Nachman teaches, our blood pours into the left side of
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our hearts (please ignore the biology, it’s a metaphor!).  In other words, the yetzer hara (our
angry, rigid, judgmental side) gets fed and empowered with “too much blood on the left”
whenever our worldly kavod is offended. See if you can really picture this image:  when that
inner place of shame or hurt is triggered, we feel humiliated or out of control, and our egos rush
to our defense, to cover it over.  It is almost (or perhaps literally) a physiological response -- all
our blood and energy rushes to that place of defensiveness, retaliation, self-justification, and
anger.

And that, Nachman says, is precisely what we need to avoid -- precisely that response.  In a
gorgeous play on words, he says that the remedy is to turn mŸc§l  mC̈ -- blood to silence.  He’s
speaking first of being literally physically silent -- not responding, not arguing, not answering
back.  That’s already a pretty high level, and very helpful.  If we can at least keep our mouths
shut, and not have angry exchanges, that’s already a good thing.  But beyond that, he’s talking
about the next level -- mŸc -- inner silence.  The higher level involves not only refraining from
external action and words, but internal control as well:  not dwelling on it, not rehearsing the
injury in our heads, not planning what we would have said, not allowing the hurt and resentment
to take hold inside us.

“One who allows transgressions to pass, that person’s own transgressions are forgiven.”
Does the forgiveness come to us as a reward?  Maybe.  But perhaps the rabbis also understood
that by making a practice of passing by the transgressions of others, we ourselves will commit
fewer transgressions that need to be forgiven.  In the specific instance, we won’t escalate
conflict and perpetuate grievances; we won’t let one misstep by another person -- even a
serious one -- become an entire opera libretto in our heads.  And over time, we ourselves will
become different.  We will heal those places of shame and inadequacy and woundedness,
instead of feeding them.  And then maybe we can stop acting from that place of harshness and
judgment.  We won’t chase after recognition and justification, demanding our due.  We won’t
lash out in anger, and we won’t become distant and cold.

In Nachman’s language, when one does this -- when we turn dam to dom, hot-bloodedness to
inner silence, God opens all the chambers of the heart.  In other words, we become more
generous of spirit, more open, and more loving.  And this he says, is the equivalent of
slaughtering the yetzer hara, the hallmark of true teshuvah.

Now I mentioned that Nachman makes a distinction between two kinds of kavod. We have
spoken about the first: worldly kavod, the honor of the ego.  What is the second?  The honor of
God.  This is a very different kind of kavod. It’s not easy to describe, but I think most of us know
it when we see it.  Occasionally in life we come across people who have a quiet dignity, who
don’t need or seek recognition, status, power or position.  People who don’t take offense easily,
who don’t get ruffled easily, who always seem to be able to give kavod to others without in any
way diminishing their own.  They have a certain calmness and almost a regal bearing.

This is the manifestation of k’vod Elohim -- the honor that God bestows.  It is a dignity and honor
that comes from knowing deeply that one is made in the image of the Divine, and from caring
more for God’s honor than for one’s own.  As Nachman says:

Someone who achieves this can truly be said to be wise, and to merit true honor,
i.e., the honor of God, and a good portion in the World that is Coming.  And such
a person merits to be considered “a person sitting on the throne”, from which
comes all judgment of the world.
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When we attain this kind of kavod, we are less vulnerable to affronts of our worldly kavod.
Not only can we remain silent if and when they come, but they come less frequently.

And this distinction between worldly kavod and the honor of God can help us understand the
seeming contradiction between needing to pass over transgressions, and needing to avenge
honor.  We all have an obligation to treat each other with the highest kavod -- to be absolutely
scrupulous about each other’s dignity.  But the obligation refers to a person’s kavod and dignity
in this latter sense, the dignity and honor that comes from being in the image of God.  It is,
ultimately, not our own but God’s honor that is at stake; on a level that has nothing do with our
egos.

That’s why a scholar who does not avenge an affront is no scholar -- it’s not about the scholar’s
ego, but about the honor and dignity of the Torah.  The same was true in the case of Saul, who
was appointed as king by God.  It reminds me of a moment in the television show West Wing,
when President Bartlett didn’t want his old friend Leo, now Chief of Staff, to call him Mr.
President.  But Leo insisted, saying that it wasn’t about Bartlett the man at all, it was honor due
the office.
We all hold the high office of being human, of being God’s representative.  And when that office
is debased, diminished, treated without respect -- whether in ourselves or another -- we do need
to defend God’s honor.

But how do we know which kind of honor has been affronted -- is it about God, or just our own
egos?  Again, there is no bright line; I can’t give you clear rules.  Most of the time, there’s
probably some of each.  But I think a part of us intuitively knows the difference; and the more we
practice passing over transgressions, the better we get at distinguishing between them.  Most of
us, most of the time, respond more to affronts to our worldly honor.  Certainly, if we find
ourselves wanting to draw that drop of blood (if something makes us want to humiliate or hurt
someone else), if we lose control, if we find ourselves crafting those dialogues (or monologues)
in our heads about what we could have said, and what we’re going to say -- chances are there’s
at least some ego-kavod involved.  And we’re better off just letting it pass.

Which brings us to the last interpretation of eizecn lr xiarnd.  The wording evokes the central
image of forgiveness in the Jewish tradition: the thirteen attributes of God (sh’losh esreh midot),
a centerpiece of the Yom Kippur liturgy.  It comes from Exodus 34, when Moshe prays to God to
forgive the people Israel for the sin of the Golden Calf.  The Torah says that God “passed before
Moshe” (eipt lr 'd xearie), calling out these thirteen midot (compassionate, gracious, forgiving,
etc.).  How does God’s graciousness, compassion, forgiveness, pass through the world?
Through us.  This is perhaps the deepest meaning of eizecn lr xiarnd -- it speaks of the person
who causes God’s midot to pass through the world.  When we pass over (ignore) our own
kavod, our own midot, and the transgressions of others, we not only imitate God, we actually
become the conveyor, the vehicle, the chariot, which causes all of God’s midot (the Divine
qualities of forgiveness) to pass through the world.  And all one’s own sins are forgiven.

That is why Rabbi Akiva succeeded where Rabbi Eliezer failed.  Not because he wrote, or
prayed, Avinu Malkeinu.  But because he was eizecn lr xiarnd.  Because through his very
being, he brought the Divine power of forgiveness into the world.
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YOM   KIPPUR  #2:  L’KHAF   Z’KHUT
This morning we spoke about hama’avir al midotav, foregoing one’s rights, passing over
transgression.  This afternoon, as Yom Kippur ends and the gates close, we need to go a step
further.  Rav Nachman taught:

dfi` ea `vnle ytgl jixv ,xenb ryx `edy in elit`e ,zekf skl mc` lk z` oecl jixv ik rc
ici lr ,zekf skl eze` oce ,aeh hrn ea `veny df ici lre ,ryx epi` hrnd eze`ay ,aeh hrn

.daeyza eaiydl lkeie ,zekf skl zn`a eze` dlrn df
Know that it is necessary to judge everyone on the scale of merit.  And even
regarding one who is completely wicked, one needs to search and find within him
some little bit of good, for in that little bit he is not wicked.  And by means of this
finding a little bit of goodness within him, and judging him on the scale of merit,
one raises him up to be in truth meritorious, and it is possible to bring him back in
teshuvah (Likkutei Moharan, I, 282).

What does it mean to judge everyone on the scale of merit zekf skl mc` lk z` oecl?  The phrase
is by no means original to Nachman.  We see it already in the Mishnah (Pirkei Avot 1:6), and in
the Talmud (Shabbat 127a), where judging others on the scale of merit is included on a list of six
things which benefit a person both in this world and in the world to come.

As used in the Talmud, judging on the scale of merit refers primarily to how we respond to
behavior that can be interpreted in more than one way:  do we immediately assume the most
damning scenario possible, or do we try to imagine an innocent explanation?  The principle is
illustrated by several stories along these lines, where a particular rabbi in the Talmud engages
in behavior that looks, on the surface, really bad.  In each case, the moral of the story is that we
are supposed to see each other in the best possible light.  So, for example:

Our Rabbis taught: The scholars were once in need of something from a
noblewoman where all the great men of Rome were to be found [in other
words, a prostitute]. They said, “Who will go?”  “I will go,” replied Rabbi
Yehoshua. So Rabbi Yehoshua and his disciples went. When he reached the
door of her house, he removed his tefillin at a distance of four cubits, entered,
and shut the door in front of them. After he came out he descended, went to
the mikveh, and learned with his disciples (Shabbat 127b).

The situation doesn’t look too good for Rabbi Yehoshua.  He volunteers to go on an errand to a
prostitute, removes his tefillin when he gets there and, violating all norms of modesty, shuts the
door behind him.  Worse yet, when he emerges he goes straight to the mikveh (one of the uses
of which is to purify the body after a sexual emission) before continuing to study Torah.  What
explanation could there be?  But the Talmud continues

He said to them [his disciples], “When I removed my tefillin, of what did you
suspect me?”

“We thought: our Master reasons, ‘Let not sacred words enter a place of
uncleanness.’”

“When I shut [the door], of what did you suspect me?” “We thought:
perhaps he has [to discuss] an affair of State with her.”

“When I descended and went to the mikveh, of what did you suspect
me?” “We thought, perhaps some spit spurted from her mouth upon the
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Rabbi's garments.”
“By the [Temple] Service!”  he exclaimed to them, “It was exactly so; and

just as you judged me favorably, so may the Omnipresent judge you
favorably.”

That’s the basic understanding of the rabbinic concept of judging zekf skl, and it’s an important
lesson.  It is all too easy to imagine the worst about another person, to attribute guilt when we
don’t know all the facts (and of course, we never know all the facts!), and to fill in the gaps in the
story to create the worst possible narrative.  Or, we ascribe bad motives to behavior that may be
neutral, or positive.  How often do we assume that people are doing it (whatever it is)
deliberately, rather than assuming that something must  have been an oversight or a mistake. I’ll
give you an example.  You’re driving along, and someone cuts you off.  Do you project
intentionality onto the other driver, assuming that he or she did it on purpose and is therefore a
jerk?  Why not, instead, assume that the other driver didn’t see us, or just made an error of
judgment, as we are all prone to do?

Similarly, we fail to judge another zekf skl, on the scale of merit, when we anticipate negative
reactions from other people before we learn what they really think or how they will in fact
respond.  We assume in advance that someone is going to be competitive, possessive,
defensive, angry, ungenerous -- whatever it may be.  Over and over, we are led astray by our
imaginations, by the illusions our minds create based on what we think we perceive.  As
Nachman says, “Even people with excellent vision can make mistakes when they look from a
distance and things appear the opposite of what they really are (Likkutei Etzot, Einayim.).”  The
reality is, when it comes to another person, we are always looking from a distance; we never
know the whole story, the personal history leading to this moment, the complexity of what is
going on in another’s heart, soul and mind.  More often than not, things do indeed appear the
opposite of what they really are.

So that’s the classic rabbinic notion of judging zekf skl, on the scale of merit:  assume the best,
not the worst.

But Nachman goes further, and what he does with this classic concept is quite profound.  He
says as follows:  “And even regarding one who is completely wicked, one needs to search and
find within him some little bit of good, for in that little bit he is not wicked.”  This is a significant
expansion of the Talmud’s concept.  It’s not just about particular fact patterns, and not just about
refraining from imagining the worst.  For Nachman, to judge zekf skl means that there is an
affirmative obligation to seek out the best in every person -- to find something wonderful,
redeemable, and valuable.

The Talmudic stories are cases where someone’s behavior looked bad, but turned out to be
entirely innocent.  But of course, that’s the easy case.   Nachman challenges us to look at the
harder cases.  What if the person did in fact do something wrong, maybe seriously wrong?  Or
what if someone really is impossible to be around, treats other people poorly, takes advantage,
isn’t particularly kind?  How do we understand our obligation to judge zekf skl then?

To be clear, I don’t believe that Rav Nachman is telling us to completely ignore the negative
aspects of another’s behavior or personality.  And here we need to make a distinction.  Very
often, we focus on someone’s bad qualities even when those qualities have no effect on us at
all, and when there is absolutely no purpose in our attending to another person’s sins.  We need
to stop doing that -- period.  On the other hand, sometimes we do need to be attentive to the
bad behavior or character of another, because it does affect us, or it affects other people we
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care about.  And it can’t just be ignored.  So Nachman doesn’t suggest that we just look the
other way.  Indeed, in discussing the obligation to judge zekf skl, nowhere does he say “don’t
judge.”  Nor does he say that there isn’t wickedness, which may need to be addressed.

What he does say, is that it we have a religious obligation to see beyond our surface experience
of another person, and to recognize each person as being in the image of God.  We then have a
further obligation to deeply internalize the implications of that awareness:  that is, it is therefore
impossible that there is a complete absence of goodness within that person.  However terrible
he or she may seem.  And we have to find it.  For Nachman then, to judge another favorably
(zekf skl) is an act of love; it is an active extension of oneself in love and caring for another.

Now, what are the effects of judging others favorably?  The Gemara focuses on our reward.
The story in the Talmud I told earlier is one of several like it in that section, and they all end the
same way:

zekfl jze` oici mewnd Î zekfl ipzpcy myk ,dz`e
And as for you, just as you judged me on the scale of merit, God will judge
you on the scale of merit (Shabbat 127b).

That sounds good.  But if we think about it more deeply, what does that really mean?

It can’t mean that God judges us in the same way the person is judged in the story, i.e., when a
situation looks bad, God will interpret it for the good.  God doesn’t function in the realm of
interpretation; God knows the actual facts of the matter, the whole story, everyone’s motives.
There’s no gap in the Divine perception to leave room for misinterpretation.  Instead, I believe it
means is that if we make it a practice to judge others zekf skl, we will become people who more
often merit favorable judgment ourselves.  Why?  Because the way we judge others affects who
we are.  When we approach other people with suspicion, distrust, judgment, woundedness --
any negativity -- we behave toward them in a particular way.  We become cautious,
self-protective, defensive, and sometimes harsh ourselves.  Conversely, when we see and
anticipate the best in others, we behave toward them differently.  We are generous, open, soft,
and loving.  When this becomes our world view -- when, as an expression of love and faith in
other people, and God, we make it a practice of judging  zekf skl -- then that worldview turns us
into more loving, more faithful people.

And here the literal meaning of the expression itself -- zekf skl -- is instructive. sk is the palm of
the hand, and zekf skl is an idiom which literally means, “by or according to the hand of merit.”
So the expression points to the difference between hands of merit and guilty hands.  Whose
hands are we talking about?  Our hands.  The real question underlying our obligation to judge
zekf skl is,  do we have clean hands?  It’s about turning our hands into scales of merit, not
scales of guilt, so that people can trust, and feel safe, putting themselves in our hands.

So that’s one effect of judging zekf skl -- it affects who we are, it cleans our hands.  But
Nachman points to another effect as well:

And by means of this finding a little bit of goodness within him, and judging
him on the scale of merit, one raises him up to be in truth meritorious, and it is
possible to bring him back in teshuvah.

Here, Nachman focuses on the effect on the other person, the one being judged.  And he says
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that it is actually possible to bring someone to teshuvah by means of this.  This is a key point:
we judge favorably not only because it’s what we want for ourselves, but because doing so
helps someone else to to do better, to be better.

Now, there are two very significant implications of this.  First, we have a responsibility to be
actively concerned about each other’s spiritual health -- in love, not in harsh judgment.  Indeed,
this concern speaks to the essence of love, because to love is to actively work toward the
betterment and growth of the beloved.

Second, it teaches us that our judgment of others -- how we see other people -- not only affects
who we are, but it affects the reality of who they are.   People really do become the way others
see them.  And this is true whether we tell them how we see them, or not.  Even if we don’t
reveal to another person what we think about them, when we judge that person zekf skl we offer
him or her a second chance.  We open space within ourselves for the other to rise to the
occasion, to behave well, to change.  And that positive expectation -- that space -- is sensed
even when (perhaps most powerfully when) it is unspoken.

Think back through your own experience to a time when someone saw you in a good light, saw
something wonderful in you, expected you to do well, just when you were feeling the worst
about yourself.  Maybe someone said something encouraging to you, or complimented you on a
good quality or deed, at a moment when you were feeling ashamed.  Or someone described you
as better than you thought you were.  Or maybe it was entirely unspoken -- someone trusted
you when you weren’t sure you were trustworthy, or had enough faith to let you try again when
you’d screwed something up the first time, or simply continued to love you when you felt
unlovable.  It is such a powerful experience, and so much more effective than criticism in
motivating us to change and do better.

But then, Nachman takes even another step:

,cinz dgnya zeidl c`n xdfl mc`d jixvy reci df ik ,envra mb `vnl mc`d jixv oke
envra lkzqdl ligznyk elit`e .(minrt dnk eplv` x`ank) c`n c`n zeavrd wigxdle

dxne zeavra df ici lr elitdl xac lrad dvexe ,mi`hg `ln `ede ,aeh mey ea oi`y d`exe
,aeh hrn dfi` envra `vnle ytgl jixv wx ,dfn ltl el xeq` ok it lr s` ,melye qg ,dxegy

.aeh xac e` devn dfi` einin dyr `ly xyt` ji` ik
And similarly, a person needs to find goodness also in himself, [because one
should be very careful always to be joyful, and to distance oneself from sadness.]
And even when a person begins to look into himself, and sees within no
goodness, and that he is full of sin, and the Evil One wants to bring him down into
sorrow and bitterness, God forbid, nevertheless, it is forbidden to fall thus.  He
need only search and find within himself some point of good, for how is it
possible that he has never in his life done some mitzvah or something good?

We not only need to judge others zekf skl, we need to do the same for ourselves.  We need to
see an aspect of good within ourselves, no matter what we’ve done or not done, no matter how
inadequate we may feel.  He continues:

,mzn ea oi`e mirvt `ln ok mb `edy d`ex `ed ,aehd xacd eze`a lkzqdl ligznyky s`e
zexf zeaygne zeipt `ln ok mb `ed ,zeyrl dkfy dyecway xacde devnd mby d`exy epiid
,aeh hrn dfi` dyecway xacde devnd dze`a didi `ly xyt` ji` df lk mr ,daxd minbte

jixv ik ,dyry aeh xacde devnda daeh dcewp dfi` did mipt lk lr ,`edy ji` mipt lk lr ik
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dgny icil `eale ,envr z` zeigdl ick ,aeh hrn dfi` envra `vnl ywale ytgl mc`d
skl daeg skn zn`a `vei `ed df ici lr .aeh hrn oicr envra `vene ytgny df ici lre ,l"pk

,daeyza aeyl lkeie zekf
And even when he begins to examine that good thing, and he sees that even that
is full of blemishes and is impure (that is, he sees that even the mitzvah and
whatever holiness he merited to achieve, even that is full of ulterior motives and
evil thoughts and many blemishes), even with all this, how is it possible that
within that very mitzvah or holy thing there is not some tiny bit of good.  For no
matter what, there must be some point of goodness in the mitzvah or good thing
that he did. For a person needs to search and seek out and find within himself
some bit of goodness, in order to continue to revitalize himself, and make himself
joyful.  And by means of his seeking out and finding some bit of goodness within
himself, he will bring himself in truth from guilt to merit, and it will be possible for
him to turn in teshuvah.

As we said on Rosh Hashanah and last night, the process of teshuvah isn’t about wallowing in
past sins, and certainly not so much so that we become depressed by them.  Looking honestly
at ourselves means exactly that -- looking honestly.  We have to see the negative, but also the
positive.  And we have to do it for the same reason as we do with others:  to bring ourselves to
teshuvah, as an expression of love and faith, in ourselves.

Now, in the same way that Nachman was not saying we should completely ignore the negative
deeds or qualities in another, neither is he saying we should just our own dark sides.  On the
contrary, he’s assuming that we are all examining our souls and our actions so carefully that we
need to be warned not to see only the negative. Halavai we should be so diligent!  Granted,
some of us are perfectionists.  But most of us aren’t too hard on ourselves, we’re too easy.  Our
culture encourages us to excuse anything.  So Nachman’s teaching is important not only
because of what it says, but because it presupposes a need to say it.

Nor is this is simplistic, feel-good “whatever you do is wonderful.”  Not at all.  Nachman
challenges to find the truly “good” within.  In phrasing it that way, he moves us out of moral
relativism.  Everyone has good within, but not every aspect of us is so good.  Our goal is to be
so rigorous in our soul searching (heshbon hanefesh) that we can then trust ourselves when we
do think we’ve found the good.  Without the rigors of a disciplined self-examination, it is all too
easy for the ego to masquerade as the good.  So the process of teshuvah, even the search for
the good, should make us uncomfortable. Our task is to train ourselves in distinguishing the
point of goodness within, from the constructs of the ego that protect us from feeling shame; to
learn to identify true holiness, and begin building on it.

And then Nachman continues:

ok mb `ed aehd xacd eze` mby s`e ,aeh xac dfi` cer envra `vnl ,cer ytgl jixv ok enke
cer hwlie ytgi oke :daeh dcewp dfi` ok mb myn `ivei df lk mr ,daxd zlqta axrn

.'dl zecedle xnfle lltzdl leki `ed if`e . . . mipebp oiyrp df ici lre ,zeaeh zecewpd
And similarly, he needs to keep searching, and to find within himself another
good thing.  And even if that good thing is also mixed with many impurities,
nevertheless he can extract some good point from there as well. And thus he
should search for and collect more good points, and by this means melodies are
made . . .  and then it is possible for him to pray, and sing to and praise Adonai.

As the process progresses, and we learn more and more about ourselves, the points of
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goodness that we find begin to form a pattern.  We can even string them together into a kind of
song:   the song of the soul.  This is teshuvah in love and joy.  And what happens is that when
we begin to sing the song of the soul -- made from all these good points strung together in a
song -- we don’t want to stop singing.  We need more notes. So we need more mitzvot, more
points of goodness within.

And this is the way to pray and to serve God.  We pray from our most loving selves, searching
our souls, releasing all that is negative and strengthening all that is good.  Asserting our faith in
each other and ourselves, giving each other, and ourselves, a second chance.  Singing the
songs of our souls.
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