THE BIBLICAL STORY
AND ITS KABBALISTIC
INTERPRETATION

In this week's Haftorah, we read a
fascinating story about an evil king,
a poor widow, and children who are
almost taken into slavery. What's the
deeper meaning? Kabbalah has the
answer.
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A. The Evil Creditor H

In this week’s Haftorah, a woman complains to the prophet that her late husband’s
creditor wants to take her sons as slaves in leu of payment. The prophet instructs
her to take some oil and pour it into empty pots, miraculously creating a huge
treasure for her to sell. As the commentators explained, she was the widow of a
famous wealthy person, Obadiah, who had spent his entire fortune to protect the
prophets of G-d who were undergoing persecution. The creditor was King Jehoram,
son of Ahab. The Zohar adds a spiritual dimension, telling us about the conversation
in heaven which accompanied the story. (Sources 1-5).

B. The Inside Story 9

As explained in Source 6, every story in Torah is really a spiritual message.
In this fascinating discourse, the Rebbe reveals the deeper meaning of our story:

The woman refers to the soul, and the prophet is a reference to G-d. The soul cries
out to G-d that its love for G-d (=the husband) has died, and the creditor, i.e. the
animal soul, has come to enslave the two sons — the emotions of love and awe of
G-d — for its own purposes.

G-d asks the soul: What do you have left? The soul responds: Only my pintele yid.

The solution, G-d says: Study Torah and do a lot of mitzvot, even if they seem to be
empty of enthusiasm. Don't belittle them as “empty vessels.” They will help your soul
begin to shine.



Introduction:

Today, we will read one of the most fascinating discourses in Chabad Chassidic
teachings, famously known by its opening verse, “Ve’isha Achas, And One Woman..”

This discourse takes a story from the Bible about one poor woman and teaches us
about its deeper lesson. The Rebbe reads the story line by line, and explains its inner
dimension — thereby making the story meaningful and relevant to our lives, our
struggles, and our spiritual growth.



A.The Evil Creditor

In the Haftorah this week, we read about the miracles wrought by Elisha, the disciple of Elijah
the prophet.

The background to the first miracle: King Ahab and his wife Izebel famously worshipped
the Baal and persecuted the prophets of G-d. In their day, there was a wealthy man named
Obadiah, an Edomite convert with good connections in the king’s court. He was righteous
and G-d fearing (Sanhedrin 39b) and he succeeded in saving 100 prophets, hiding them in
two caves and providing for all their needs. As the years dragged on, he spent his entire
fortune on the prophets, and began borrowing from the king with interest in order to continue
supporting them.

After the king expired, his son Jehoram was appointed monarch. When Obadiah died,
Jehoram sent his servants to collect the debt from his widow. Hearing that she didn’t have
money to pay, he threatened to take her two sons as slaves. In distress, she went to cry at
her husband’s grave. “You, who feared G-d — this is what they are doing to your orphaned
children!” Suddenly, she heard her husband’s voice. “Go to Elisha and he will advise you.”

Source 1 «ings i &1

One woman from among the wives
of the prophets’ disciples, cried out
to Elisha, saying, “Your servant, my
husband has died, and you know that
your servant feared G-d. But now the
creditor has come to take my two sons
to be his slaves”

Commentary, Rabbi Yitzchak Abarbanel

One woman from among the wives
of the prophets’ disciples: Our sages
explained in the Midrash that she was
the wife of Obadiah, and the creditor
was Jehoram, the son of Ahab — who
had lent Obadiah money with interest;
Obadiah had sustained the prophets
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during Ahab’s reign... it is his widow that
cried out to Elisha that her husband had
died — and he had feared G-d — and
that because he owed this debt and she
didn’'t have possessions with which to
repay, the creditor wanted to take her

two sons as slaves.

Source 2 zohar, Ruth 343

Why did her husband send her to Elisha? The Zohar tells us a bit from behind the scenes.

Cried out to Elisha: Obadiah and Ahab
died at the same time, and King Jehoram
came to enslave his two sons. What did
she do? She went to the cemetery, crying
hysterically. She stood at her husband’s
grave and cried out, “You who feared
G-d — this is what they are doing to your
orphaned children!”

Obadiah was informed, “Your wife is
standing at your grave site, screaming
and crying” What did he do? He went to
Ezekiel [perhaps this should read: Elijah]
but he replied, “I have had enough of
that world” He went to the forefathers
and said, “This is my situation,” and they
responded, “We already heard her cries.
Go to the prophet Elisha”

Meanwhile, she returned to his gravesite,
still crying hysterically. He said to her,
“Listen, my poor one. Go to Elisha, and
he will advise you” She immediately
went to Elisha.
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In the era of the prophets, when people experienced personal issues, it was common to turn to

a prophet for advice and blessings.

Source 3 «ingsnx:27

Elisha said to her, “What can I do for
you? Tell me, what have you in the
house?” She said, “Your maidservant
has nothing in the house except for a jar
of 0il” He said, “Go, borrow vessels for
yourself from the outside, from all your
neighbors — empty vessels; do not be
sparing. Then go in and shut the door
behind you and behind your sons. Pour
oil into all these vessels and carry away
the full ones” She went from him and
shut the door behind her and behind her
children. They brought vessels to her
and she poured. When all the containers
were full she said to her sons, “Bring me
another vessel” He said to her, “There is
not another vessel,” and the oil stopped.
She came and told the man of G-d, and
he said, “Go sell the oil and pay your
creditor, and you and your sons will live

on the remainder’”
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It was a miracle. The prophet gave her a treasure worth a fortune with which to repay her
debt and live the remainder of her life in comfort. But why did he choose 0il? Why was it
important for him to know what there was in the home? Couldn’t he do a miracle without that
information?



Source & avarbanel, verse 2
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have in your home?” This was because
it was the custom of the prophets to
associate a miracle with physical matter
— so that it would not constitute a new
creation from nothingness, ex nihilo.

A miracle needs something to associate with. A prophet takes something that exists and
performs the miracle with it. [This also teaches us that we cannot sit at home and wait for
miracles to reach us. Whether for a livelihood or for healing, we always need to do something
practical — go to work or visit a doctor — and only then pray to G-d and hope for a miracle.]

Source 5 rashion verse

Shut the door: It is honorable for the 037 T2 .n‘__?f;l'::l 9309
miracle to arrive surreptitiously. Y1303 X2 X7

Why did the prophet tell her to close the door? Why was it a secret? That is because miracles
and blessings come from hidden places — without commotion.

We find the similar idea expressed with the Tablets of the Ten Commandments. G-d gave us
the Torah two times. The first time was accompanied by great commotion. The entire nation
watched Moses climb the mountain; they experienced the thunder and lightning and heard
G-d speak to Moses. What happened in the end? The Tablets were broken.

The second set of Tablets were given quietly. There was no noise, no clouds, no thunder and
lightning. When Moses came down from the mountain, he placed the tablets in the ark. Nobody
saw them, and therefore, they continue to exist until this very day.

The Talmud relates (Taanis 8b): “Rabbi Yitzchak said: Blessings only rest on matters which
are hidden from the eye.” Silence is always better than making noise, because blessings don't
go well with attention. This is why it is customary to count for a minyan by using the verse
“Hoshia es Amecha” which contains 10 words, instead of counting normally. This is also why
families with many children are not quick to say how many children they have, and workers
are not quick to reveal their salary.



B. The Inside Story

When the Torah tells us seemingly simple stories, they also carry a lot of spiritual meaning.
Each story contains profound secrets — like an onion; upon peeling back one layer, another
layer is always revealed. The outer layer is the literal story, as it happened 2500 years ago.
Chassidus reveals the inner layers, and teaches us how such a story is relevant to our lives in
2021.

Source 6 vikkutei sichos vol. 23, havuos 3, Segment 5
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In the following discourse, which the Rebbe said in 1986, the Rebbe uncovers the deeper meaning
of this story. It seems to be a story that took place 3000 years ago, but by decoding it according
to kabbalistic concepts, we can see how this story takes place with each of us, in our day and
age.



>> The Rebbe

The Characters:

The “woman” refers to the soul. She is called  NXIPN ,ANYIT X7 YR
here “one woman,” because the soul is one with @y nAX X°7 *3 NOX OWR
G_d. ‘I’uln

In kabbalah, the relationship between G-d and the soul is compared to the relationship
between a husband and wife — G-d being the husband and the soul, the wife.

“From among the wives of the prophets’ D°X°13°3,0°K°117°13°¥In
disciples” — The Hebrew word for prophets, X1 'mpow 2% fwHm

“Nevi’im,” stems from the words “Niv Sfatayim— ;1 927 nonan o*hapny
speech of the lips;” because they received G-d's  53m5 Yyam %59 X7 WM
word. Likewise, every soul is created with the ' .mp*?k 9o n‘uizzri

ability to receive and perceive G-dliness.

The word Navi stems from the fact that the prophet becomes the lips which receive a message
from G-d. So too, every soul receives a G-dly revelation. (In other words: A prophet is someone
who hears the word of G-d. But in truth, every soul hears the word of G-d as well. Jewish sources
often speak about the heavenly voices (Bas kol) that emerge occasionally. Who hears them? The
soul. As the Alter Rebbe explains, when a person is awakened in middle of the day with an urge
to do a mitzvah, that is a bas kol.)

“Elisha” — when the word is broken apart —  XI1 Y@ 78 MPMR YEOoR)
refers to G-d Himself. Ryt

The first half of the name is G-d’s name. The second half — “sha” — means to turn, or to
respond.

When the verse describes how the woman  7ARYY "3 NOX AwRY 1N
“cried out to Elisha,’ it is a reference to the soul  npyX IAYINY ,YLoR X
crying out to G-d. J7apnb

A soul crying out to G-d. This is not a story that happened 3000 years ago. It’s a story that
happens every single day. A soul is crying out to G-d.
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The Cry:

“Your servant, my husband has died” The X7 *¥°R ,Dp ¥R 72V
Hebrew for “My husband—ishi” is a combination @ *5%13 120877,7" WX
of the word “eish—fire” and the letter Yud. The bpan'?.q 'pi?DU'?- s'pgx oY
soul cries out: “I harbored a fiery love, anintense - ;-,;S?'y .-m:n v m*n::
yearning to be connected and subsumed by AT AR %R PR WYY N0
G-dliness, [represented in the letter Yud]. But it ' S

has died. The love is no longer”

The Hebrew for “My husband—ishi” is a combination of the word “eish—fire” and the letter
Yud. The fire represents our love for G-d, and the Yud represents G-d himself. The verse is
telling us that the love for G-d in his heart has died.

Jewish observance — the fulfillment of Torah and mitzvot — are to be done with love and awe
of G-d. We fulfill the commandments and study his Torah because we love Him and we want
to grow close to Him. We safeguard ourselves from all prohibitions because we are in awe of
Him.

The best performance of a mitzvah is that which expresses both emotions. When we pray to
G-d, we should feel this love and awe. When we say in the Shema, “and you should love G-d,’
you should feel that love in your heart. When you observe the Shabbat, you should be full of
joy and pleasure and feel close to G-d.

But the soul is in a bind. It complains that it doesn'’t feel that love and awe. When it fulfills a
mitzvah, it doesn’t feel that joy or pleasure. The soul complains that it’s fulfills commandments
out of rote. His prayers are dry and his heart is unfeeling.

“But now the creditor has come to take my two ") DNX nnp‘g N3 wum
sons to be his slaves” The Hebrew word for  nwum ,072¥% W% 19
creditor, “Noshe,” also means to forget. It refers sg? 2;3'?5?5 s;;é;'; o) ]1&7'?73
to the “Animal Soul” which causes the soul to  nnawnw nmaag woy by
forget about G-d. IPORD MR

The Hebrew word for creditor, “Noshe,” also means to forget, as in the words, “Ki nashani Elokim
(Mikeitz 41:51), “for G-d made me forget...” The animal soul causes the G-dly soul to forget about
its true source
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“My two sons” refers to the love and awe of  PX7'7) 120KR] 07 *79° *1A
G-d. [As Tanya explains, emotions are called  mTaY XAN3 WX12H]
“offspring” — and the two main emotions are  »p>y1,MT9IN DY Q'RIP]

love and awe]. [4m$'191 n;nk_{ DU .Tﬁ"f?;ﬁ[l

The children in this story are a reference to the emotions of love and awe.

As explained in Chassidus, emotions are the offspring of our intellect. When a person wants
to develop a love for something, he first needs to contemplate the matter and conclude that
it is good for him. That is when a love will arise. The same is true of awe and fear — you will
only fear something if you understand the danger in it. It is your intellect that creates and
guides the emotions in your heart.

For example, a young child isn’t afraid to touch fire — not because he is brave, but because he
isn’'t mature enough to understand that it could burn him. He is ready to jump off the table
because he doesn’t properly comprehend the consequences. Fear, therefore, stems first and
foremost from our understanding.

The same is true of love or excitement. If you give a small child the choice between a candy or
money, he will choose the candy. Why? because he doesn’t understand the power of money,
while he does understand that the candy is tasty.

Since emotions are offspring of the mind, therefore, in Kabbalah, intellect is called “the
forefathers” and the emotions are called “the children.”

And the creditor has come to take the children 3% PR PDARY X3 "Y1 N
as “slaves” — to other, foreign, loves and awes.  magRY ,nv-_;;y_’g bl 9-_;‘27
[In addition to the fact that the Animal Soul z-|g~|3'-:; ;[qu n‘ixwa mqi
makes me forget about G-d and wants to, G-d  prswn nonEas wosw o
forbid, nullify my love and awe of Him, it also 56;_5_ n3111l:1;P5ND 9n-|x
wants to take my love and awe as slaves — for gy =qmem ne miowY oA
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The complaint here is that not only have the love and awe for G-d died and dried out, but the
animal soul, the creditor, wants to use those same emotions and passions to love and be in
awe of its own pursuits. He is taking them as slaves.

In that terrible position, the soul cries out to G-d: “What should I do?”

"D (3
TI2NRT AR ODIY 7 DITRN IR :(2,7) DW 0N R0 (4
MM



The Beginning of the Resolution

Elisha said to her, “What have you in the w2 n "2 17!4:7""?;_5 tl"__??_; MRN
house?” Which capacities do you retain control %1 mind 78 N33 1‘7
over? What has the Animal Soul not conquered  mmpag woid PRY 0

yet? SopRy Ny

G-d asks the soul: If you don’t have love and awe, what do you have? Is there anything that
you still retain control over?

She said, “Your maidservant has nothing ...  °3 "3 JnUOWY PR XM
except for a jar of 0il” The only thing the soul X} X% ,pw 08 DX
has left is — the soul itself. ng;_-_z -;;_1?7;' 1;.3 m-w' n‘ggg

YT NP}

The Torah is compared to three liquids: water, wine, and oil.

The revealed elements of Torah — Talmud and Jewish law etc. — is compared to water, which
quenches our thirst, because Torah quenches our thirst for G-d. The inner dimension of Torah
is compared to wine; just as wine is initially concealed within grapes, the inner dimension
of Torah is hidden — and can only be revealed through work. Oil refers to the Torah’s deepest
secrets; it is far more difficult to extract oil from an olive then to extract wine from a grape.

In the human being, oil refers to the deepest levels of the soul. In Yiddish, we call it the
“pintele yid,” the essence of the Jewish soul which can never be lost and never be enslaved.
Every Jew has a moment when his Jewish soul awakens, and that can never be taken away.

When you inspect an olive, you won't see the oil. But when you crush the olive, the oil will
come out. Likewise, there are some Jews who will seem to have no soul in them, but when you
give a squeeze, the Judaism becomes revealed. Every Jew has a jug of olive oil with the seal of
the High Priest, which cannot be impurified.

The soul in this story, or this experience, tells G-d: I have nothing left. All I have left is my
pintele yid.
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He said, “Go, borrow vessels for yourself from
the outside . . . do not be sparing.” Study the
Torah and observe the mitzvot. Those are
vessels for receiving the light of G-d. Even if
they seem to be empty vessels at the moment
(lacking love and awe of G-d), nevertheless, do
not be sparing.

The mitzvos are the vessels for G-dliness. When the soul loves G-d, it expresses its love by
doing these mitzvot. In other words, empty vessels are mitzvot that are fulfilled without
emotion or enthusiasm. (Like a husband who expresses his love to his wife by purchasing gifts
and helping her around the house. If he would just declare his love without helping at all, his
announcements are worthless...)

People often ask: What is the point of doing a mitzvah, if one does not identify with its
meaning? When we do things without identifying with them, it’s like a dead action. Why is
it worthwhile?

Here, G-d tells the soul: Do not be sparing. Don'’t belittle the mitzvot that are fulfilled without
the proper enthusiasm. You've fulfilled many mitzvot — albeit without love and awe; don't
underestimate their power.

Why?

“Pour oil into all these vessels.” Channel that
essence of the soul [the “0il’] into all your
actions. [Tanya explains that the fulfillment of
Torah and mitzvot is really dependent on the
constant memory that we should sacrifice our
lives for G-d. Self-sacrifice comes from the
essence of the soul.]
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The mitzvot that you fulfill even when lacking enthusiasm — is an expression of the essence
of your soul. And by doing those mitzvot again and again, that essence will come to fore, and
bring along with it love and awe of G-d. How so?

[Optional:
The Talmud tells us about three generations that studied Torah:

The Generation of Moses: The generation that left Egypt lived comfortably in the desert, with
all their needs taken care of. They were able to invest all their time and effort into studying
Torah from Moses — the very person who received it from G-d. Needless to say, they were on
a very high spiritual level.

The Generation of Joshua: The generation which entered the Land of Israel also experienced
miracles. They lived in the Land of Israel, settle down, and we're still able to study Torah on
a high level — albeit not exactly as Moses’ generation.

The Generation of Persecution: there have always been generations of persecution during
which governments forbade the study of Torah, when life was hard and people were terribly
poor. “Six would cover themselves with one blanket and study Torah.” Obviously, the quality
of such Torah study will to go down. Without books, undergoing persecution — how much can
you study?

But which generation is considered most important?

The Talmud explains that the generations of Moses and Joshua studied Torah because they
loved it. It was a pleasure. There was nothing standing in their way. The moment they would
experience hardship or disturbance — who knows if they would continue? Their association
with Torah was not necessarily so deep.

On the other hand, in a generation of persecution — even though the study itself seems to be
lacking, it is the greatest expression of connection to G-d.

It’s like a husband who loves his wife even during those moments when she isn't exactly
glowing; it is specifically those moments that expresses true love.]

Here too: when a Jew fulfills the commandments because he loves G-d and because he
feels enthusiasm and joy with every mitzvah he does, it’s not evidence of a truly profound
connection. In a circumstance when we don't feel that closeness; when fulfilling those
commandments is a nuisance, and we nonetheless fulfill G-d’s command — that is when we
reveal our true connection. If you can keep it up during the difficult times, your love and awe
of G-d will come along in time.
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When that will be the case, “you and your sons  ,7°121 PX] "IX 12 TWYPY?
will live on the remainder” That essence of the X3 NN P32 nn
soul will sustain you far better than before. R Vish Rk =h]

This is an amazing summary of the Rebbe’s approach to spreading Judaism. When the Rebbe
announced the Tefillin campaign, many people asked: What is the point of doing a mitzvah
one time? The person committing the act isn't even thinking about G-d! He is just doing it
like a machine — without any enthusiasm or understanding.

The answer is in this discourse: Don’'t minimize the value of the ‘empty’ mitzvos, because they
have the power to awaken the soul.

In Jewish thought, the heart follows the actions. When you begin doing something, you begin
to understand it, feel for it and identify with it. In time, the oil will begin to flow.

If you don't do it at all, there is no doubt that the love won’t come at all. But if you insist on
collecting empty vessels, you will come to love it as well.
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