WHY IS A JEWISH LIFESTYLE
SO EXPENSIVE?

Not long ago, we each purchased a
Lulav and Etrog set for Sukkos for a
tidy sum. A pair of Tefillin is even more
costly, and to send a child to a Jewish
school you need to open a savings
account. Why must things be this
way?
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A. INFUSING PHYSICALITY WITH G-DLINESS

Source 1 sereishit 171, 9-13 2

Abram was ninety-nine years old. G-d
appeared to Abram and said to him, “I
am the Almighty G-d; walk before Me
and be perfect...”

G-d said to Abraham, “Keep My
covenant, you and your progeny after
you throughout the generations. This
is My covenant that you shall observe
between Me and you and your progeny
after you: Every male among you shall
be circumcised. Circumcise the flesh of
your foreskin, and it shall be the sign of
a covenant between Me and you. At the
age of eight days, every male among
you shall be circumcised throughout
the generations, whether one born to
you in the home or one who is not your
child but was purchased with money
from a foreigner. Those born in the
home and those purchased with money
shall be circumcised, and My covenant
shall be in your flesh as an everlasting

covenant...”

Abraham was ninety-nine years old
when the flesh of his foreskin was
circumcised.
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Source 2 Talmud, Tractate Yoma 28b

Rabbi Chama son of Rabbi Chanina said:
From the days of our forefathers, Torah
study never left them... Abraham was an
elderly scholar who sat and learnt, as it
states, “Abraham was old, advanced in
days”” Isaac was an elderly scholar who
sat and learnt, as it states, “It came to
pass when Isaac became old.” Jacob was
an elderly scholar who sat and learnt, as
it states, “The eyes of Israel [=Jacob] were

heavy from old age”..

Rav said: Our forefather Abraham fulfilled
the entire Torah, as it states, “Since
Abraham listened to My voice”

>> The Rebbe

The Forefathers’ Mitzvot Vs. Qurs

Chassidic philosophy explains that the
mitzvah of circumcision fulfilled by
Abraham had an advantage over the
other mitzvot he fulfilled.

The other mitzvot fulfilled by Abraham
had two disadvantages: (1) He did them
on his own accord. (2) The mitzvot did
not have the power to permeate the
physical objects used to fulfill them and
invest them with sanctity.
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The mitzvot we do today, after G-d
gave us the Torah, are advantageous
in both areas: (1) G-d commanded us
to do them. (2) They instill sanctity
within the objects used to fulfill them,
so that the physical becomes sacred.

Circumcision: An Anomaly

The spiritual mitzvot fulfilled by
our forefathers give us the power
to fulfill physical mitzvot today. For
this reason, at least one of their
mitzvot needed to be similar to
the mitzvot of today. This mitzvah
was circumcision, which is similar
to our mitzvot in both aspects: (1)
G-d commanded Abraham to do it.
(2) Although G-d had not yet given
the Torah, this mitzvah instilled
physicality with sanctity, and
this sanctity remained even once
Abraham concluded performing it.

It follows that Abraham performed
the mitzvah of circumcision in the
same manner mitzvot are done
today.
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B. QUALITY IS VALUABLE

One of the aspects of the mitzvot
performed today (after G-d gave us
the Torah) is that we must endeavor to
perform them in a natural manner, not a
miraculous one. Since the mitzvot must
refine the physical objects of the natural
world and invest them with sanctity,
they should be performed in a way that
conforms with nature, so that instead of
overriding nature, it will be refined.

Moreover: Even the preparations for
a mitzvah must be accomplished in a
natural manner. There is a known story
about the Alter Rebbe in which he did
not sanctify the moon until the officer
stopped the boat himself, although the
Alter Rebbe had previously stopped its
movement miraculously. The reason he
waited was so that the preparation for
the mitzvah would conform to the laws
of nature.

From this we can deduce that if a
mitzvah is naturally associated with
certain difficulties (whether they involve
the mitzvah itself, its preparation, or its
result), they should not be removed or
lessened via miraculous means. Doing
so would reduce what the mitzvah is
supposed to accomplish.
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>> The Rebbe

Payment for Mitzvot

The Zohar states that mitzvot should
not be performed “in an empty way, for
free” as then the mitzvah will not draw
down a “spirit of holiness.” This behavior
recalls an Egyptian lifestyle, where, as
the verse states, “we were given food for
free” Rather, we must “invest effort as
necessary, consistent with our abilities,’
and “pay the full amount”

It is told that the Arizal would not
negotiate over the price of a mitzvah;
he would pay whatever was asked of
him. Similarly, the Talmud relates that
Rabbi Gamliel purchased an etrog for
1000 coins.
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invest proper effort, consistent with
your abilities....

In the book of sorcery that Ashmedai
taught to King Solomon, it is stated
as follows: If you wish to invest effort
into removing the spirit of impurity
and compel another spirit [to take its
place], you must buy the [item needed
for the] action you wish to do for its full
price. [Pay] whatever they want you to
pay, be it large or small, for the spirit
of impurity always rests on what is free
and empty and sold for no price. This
spirit then dwells upon people against
their will and seduces them to [allow
it to] live alongside them. It uses many
manipulative tactics to turn them away
from the correct path and to allow it to
dwell with them.

The spirit of holiness is different. It is
only found [among items acquired] for
the full price and with much effort. It is
pure and it dwells in purity, [dwelling]
among those who dedicate their desires
and souls.
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Source & taamei Hamitzvot (Rabbi Chaim Vital), Parshat Re'eh, mitzvat hatzedakah

When he would purchase a mitzvah such
as a lulav or etrog, my master would give
the sellers whatever they initially asked
for, and he would not refuse to give them
the rest. Sometimes he would place his
money pouch before them and tell them
to take whatever they wanted.

Source 5 Talmud, Tractate Sukkah 41b

Once, Rabbi Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua,
Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, and Rabbi Akiva
were traveling on a ship. The only one in
possession of a lulav was Rabbi Gamliel,
which he had purchased for 1000 zuz.

Why was it necessary to relate that he
purchased it for that sum? To inform us

how precious mitzvot were for our Sages.
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>> The Rebbe

Don’t Look for Problems, But Don’t Escape Them

Either

This does not mean that you should look for
difficulties. However, where difficulties are
naturally present, do not use supernatural
means to prevent them.

Just as such methods should not be used to
remove difficulties associated with preparations
for a mitzvah, they should not be used to remove
difficulties naturally associated with the results
of a mitzvah.

Source 6 sereishit 181
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Based on this, we can understand why G-d
visited Abraham on the third day after his
circumcision....

Once of the three angels who visited
Abraham was Refael, who came to cure
him.

Naturally, a circumcised person is sick
for three days. Therefore, G-d could not
have sent Refael to Abraham before the
third day, as then He would be removing
a difficulty that is a natural result of the
mitzvah (for, as we said above, Abraham’s
mitzvah of circumcision was similar to
our mitzvot today). Rather, we must say
this visit occurred on the third day after
his circumcision, and Refael cured him in
a natural manner.

From this we can learn a lesson as to
how to perform mitzvot. Do not look for
miracles to assist you in performing a
mitzvah; rather, perform it in a natural
manner, so that nature becomes a vehicle
for G-dliness.
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C. NATURE AS AN ANGEL - Optional section

>> The Rebbe

Manifestations of Refael

One detail still requires clarification: If it is
natural to feel better on the third day, why
did Abraham need Refael to cure him?

We will understand this based on the
Rambam’s statement that natural forces
are sometimes referred to as angels.

This is because every entity below
originates from a spiritual source Above,
as our Sages state, “Every blade of grass
has a spiritual force that strikes it and
commands it to grow.” Since the forces of
nature originate from the angels, they are
sometimes referred to as such.

In this light, the reason a circumcised
person is cured after three days in due
to Refael, the angel of healing. Normally,
however, Refael’s influence must descend
many levels until it takes the form of a
natural cure. Most people only see the
natural manifestation, while Refael himself,
the source of healing, remains concealed.
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Abraham was different in that he clearly
saw the source of the cure, namely, the
angel Refael.
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