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Congregation Beth Jehudah

To Rise, You Must Fall
and Yearn
Based on After the Davening with Rav Michel Twerski

In the Meor Einayim (Parshas Yisro, see also Yismach Lev,
Shabbos and Avos) there is extensive discussion on the idea that
before reaching a higher spiritual level one must fall, lose his prior
achievements, and begin again.

In the physical world, progress is made incrementally; upon
achieving one level, a person builds on that to reach the next. In
medicine, mathematics, or physics, everything one has learned
enables him to take the next step.

The spiritual world works differently. One cannot reach the
next level merely by taking a step up from where he is. This can
be illustrated by the metaphor of a mountain climber who aspires
to reach the peak of a mountain. With much effort, he climbs to
a certain level, a third of the way up. But in order to continue to
the next level, he must first descend
into a deep pit. The summit, now, is
even farther away than when his climb
commenced.

Ifhelooks up from the pit, he sees the
point to which he previously climbed,
as well as the summit he aspires to.
Using all his ingenuity, determination,
and strength, he must exert himself
and begin to climb. He must push
himself with mesiras nefesh past his
limitations, and he is able to do so because of his profound desire
to reach the top.

When a person finds himself in a spiritual pit, his ability to
exercise mesiras nefesh, to push himself past his limitations, is
rooted in his yearning to be closer to the Ribbono Shel Olam.

With regard to spiritual growth, progress is a gift from Hashem.
The Gemara (Megillah 6b) teaches: “If someone tells you, ‘Yagati
v’lo matzasi — I toiled but I didn’t find, al ta'amin — don’t believe
him. If someone tells you, ‘Lo yagati umatzasi — I did not toil and
yet I found,” do not believe him, either. But if someone tells you,
‘Yagati umatzasi — I toiled and I found, you can believe him.”

The Sfas Emes (Ki Sisa 5643) notes that the term “metziah” refers
to an unexpected find. If someone toiled and achieved success,
why is his success described with the word “matzasi”? Isn’t his
success a predictable result of his effort?

The Meor Einayim (Lech Lecha) writes that anything spiritual
belongs to a completely different realm, the realm of the Infinite,
which is essentially inaccessible to human beings. One can receive
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spiritual elevation only if Hashem gifts it to him. When someone
pushes against his limitations and strives with everything he’s got,
Hashem says, “You have acted from a place inside yourself that has
no limitations. In response, I will grant you spiritual elevation,
which comes from a place with no limitations.” Metaphorically,
Hashem reaches in, pulls out the person, and elevates him. This
success is, indeed, a metziah, a gift from Hashem, not a logical
result of his exertion.

A chassid came to the Baal Shem Tov and asked, “Why is it
that every time I come close to Hashem, I suddenly feel that I've
become very distant?”

“When a child is learning to walk,” the Baal Shem Tov asked,
“what do you do to encourage him?”

The chassid described the procedure: “I stand the child up and
then I reach out to him. I stay close so the child feels secure,
knowing I will catch him as soon as he takes a step toward me.
After the child takes a step, I take a step back.”

“Why?” asked the Baal Shem Tov.

“Because this is the only way to
teach him to walk. When the child
walks toward me, my stepping away
forces him to take another step, then
another, then another.”

The Baal Shem Tov smiled and
responded, “That is precisely what
Hashem does with us. He reaches out
to us, and we feel close to Him; after we
take a step toward Him, He steps back
so that we will take another step.”

Hashem’s “step back” can be experienced physically,
emotionally, or spiritually. Some time ago, a group of people here
in Milwaukee wanted to open a co-ed Jewish high school. Rav
Raphael Wachsman, rosh yeshivah of Milwaukee’s WITS Yeshivah,
urged me to do all I could to prevent it. I drafted a declaration
against co-ed high schools; it was publicized and rapidly went
viral, and the proponents of co-ed schools launched a campaign
to discredit me. My reputation suffered considerable damage, and
I was depressed for a while.

While in Antwerp for a family simchah, l went in to Rav Yankele,
the Pshevorsker Rebbe, who encouraged me greatly.

He told me, “After Avraham Avinu was told to refrain from
slaughtering his son, he looked around for something else to offer
as a korban. A ram was running toward him, but it was caughtin a
thicket (Bereishis 22:13).

“A person who sets out to do any good deed will be met with
a thicket, with opposition. You did a great thing; you have now
encountered the thicket. It will pass.”
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