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“And these are the judgments that you shall place before them”

Rashby Enigmatically Associates This Passuk with Reincarnation

This week’s parsha, parshas Mishpatim, opens with the
words (Shemos 21, 1): “DAnDY D'WN AWX DWVOWNA IYNI"—
and these are the judgments that you shall place before them.
Targum Onkelos renders this passuk as: 7Ton »1 X277 PONY”
‘M Tp—andthese are the laws that you should present before
them in an orderly fashion. The simple and straightforward
understanding of the Targum is that he is referring to the laws
and guidelines mentioned in this parsha. Inthe Zohar hakadosh
(Mishpatim 94a), however, the divine Tanna, Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai, reveals an entirely different and novel interpretation of
the Targum’s words. According to the Zohar, he is referring
to the order of judgments and punishments that dictate the
reincarnation of neshamos—-cach person receiving his proper
due. This interpretation has perplexed the commentaries.
Where do we find in this passuk an allusion to the punishment
of reincarnation?  Furthermore, what order—*“seder”—of
reincarnation is he referring to?

To Teach Them the Reasons and the Meanings

Let us begin by presenting Rashi’s explanation based on the
Mechilta and the words of the Tanna, Rabbi Akiva: D"wbwnn YN
;MY YT Sy nYyn XY, awnb 1“apn 1Y anx - e o'wn W
Da’Da TNTO NANW TV 0"y ‘1 IX ‘A 1Yam izat2h| oY mwN
1IN 13'7 AWITHY 7270 TAYL 0AY MHXY MMvN NI ImMwnd
“DTNT 15 H15KY 19101 1Y 1YW ,DMpY DWW AWR—in other
words, Moshe Rabeinu is instructed to not merely teach Yisrael
the raw halachot pertaining to the mitzvos but also the reasons
underlying the mitzvos. The mitzvos should be presented to them
like a table set with food—ready to be eaten.

We can suggest that Rabbi Akiva’s elucidation is founded on
the well-known fact that the word “chukim” refers to mitzvos
that seemingly are not based on reason; whereas, “mishpatim”
refer to sensible, logical mitzvos based on reason. [See Rashi’s
commentary to Vayikra 18, 4.]

Seeing as our passuk states: “and these are the ‘mishpatim’
that you shall place before them,” Rashi deduced Rabbi Akiva’s
intent; here Moshe was instructed to teach Yisrael the rationales
behind the mitzvos, as well, so that they would be comprehended
like “mishpatim.” We can also suggest that this is the source
for the Rambam’s statement (Hilchos Meilah 8, 8): BTNY nX1”
“1m> *D> 01y 7o v AWITPA 171N0 "0bwna ])'IZmTI'?—it is
appropriate for a person to explore the “mishpatim” of the holy
Torah and comprehend them as thoroughly as possible based
on one’s abilities. He specifically employs the term “mishpatim”
alluding to our passuk.

Notwithstanding, it behooves us to explain why Rabbi Akiva
compared the command to teach Yisrael the underlying reasons
for the mitzvos to a table set and ready for man to eat from. If
he intended to compare the reasons underlying the mitzvos to
food delicacies which possess many flavors, then he should
have compared them to the food itself and not to the set table.
[Translator's note: The Hebrew word “ta’am” means taste or
flavor and also means the reason for something.] So, what
difference does it make if the delicacies are arranged on a set

table or somewhere else?

In truth, this question can also be asked regarding what we
have learmned in the Gemara (Berachos 55a): wWTpna naw ar Yy
“PHy b5 OTNX YW NAbw Pwoyt HXIW HY 1Ddn natm ovp—
while the Beis HaMikdash stood, the “mizbeiach” provided
Yisrael with atonement; now, a man’s table provides atonement
for him. It is curious why our blessed sages describe the act and
service of eating as: “DTX YW MNSwW"—a person’s table—upon
which the edible delicacies are placed. It would have seemed
more likely to describe this act and service as “a person’s meal,”
or something similar. Additionally, what is the deeper connection
between “a person’s table”—which provides atonement—and the
“mizbeiach”—upon which sacrifices were offered?
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Man Is Comprised of Four Basic Elements:
Fire Wind Water and Earth

Let us begin our enlightening journey by referring to what Rabbi
Chaim Vital writes in Shaar HaKavanos in the name of his teacher,
the Arizal: TRn TOpMm wwin maw Y1 »mb nN1 jnbwin iy’
“WTpnt nnRaw ndw Aty o' 1 Yw jnbwa H1dxY ran—I
saw that my blessed teacher was very careful to always eat off
of a table with four legs, resembling the “shulchan” in the Beis
HaMikdash. It seems that the notion of a four-legged table is
based on an important principle posited by Rabbi Chaim Vital in
Shaarei Kedushah (1, 1) in the name of the Arizal.

As we know, HKB”H created man out of four basic elements:
fire, wind, water and earth—aish, ruach mayim, afar. These four
elements correspondto the four letters of the name Havaya. Had
man not sinned with the Tree of Knowledge, his body and soul
would have existed in perfect harmony with regards to the four
elements; and he would have lived forever. When he sinned,
however, the four elements were infused with a mixture of good
and evil. Consequently, it was decreed that man must die due to
the separation of the elements from one another.

He goes on to explain how all of the human attributes stem from
the four basic elements. The negative attributes stem from the evil
portion contained in the four elements; while the positive traits
emanate from the good in them. He describes this as follows:

NTIDM WHI NN YR MWW My mTan Yo o vt
TYAIRY Mphm myan mma 95 1P% 02 AWK a9Ypm v Y
:0VID AN DM

755021 ...A1T MDA NRIPIT MINAT NOWR) NN L, WRA DY
,0M00 TID?...a09702 AW KIp2T 11277 JWN) 1200, M0 1. 0Yan
1DV TIOY L A1VN 1™ 90 PRTMNN DM 10 %), DM VN0 ANKN 100
o»pb mYXYa NI L NANX anTOm D 503 maxyin N nnn
LMD AMNn

VT NITIOY AYIND NDWR) MY MTH YN DO DD
7o NP n] LLmdbwi n'Yon XMW anya om o wonw
TN pova a5 1D NN XY YN APTNWM L [TINAT NNW W
TMYN 551 DINMM L[N DNRHNY M0 T ] LLanym
MW L [MXNT M0NY D70 T NP N] DA MInm i
n'Yona myy rd o Lavd XMmw M PTavT Y5 00 ,pYna nmrnn
2NOW 101, [MANYT RNW 1DV TIO 1P N] 1P NTava annw:
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It follows, therefore, that all of the negative attributes can
be divided into four categories. For example, haughtiness and
anger stem from the evil aspect of “aish.” Idle speech stems
from the negative aspect of “ruach.” Earthly cravings and desires
sprout forth from the negative aspect of “mayim.” The negative
aspect of “afar” gives rise to all forms of sadness—resulting in
one’s laziness and indifference toward Torah observance and
the performance of mitzvos.

The converse is similarly true; the good, positive attributes
originate from the good aspect of the four elements. Humility
stems from fire—correcting the tendency toward haughtiness.
Being silent and mute except when occupied with Torah study
and mitzvos corrects the negative aspects of wind—the source of
speech. Disgust for physical delights and excesses corrects the
negative aspects of water. Being happy and content with one’s
lot—knowing full-well that everything from above is aimed at our
well-being—is the correction and tikun for the negative aspects of
earth, the source of sadness. This includes motivating oneself to

serve Hashem with joy and eagerness.

The Purpose of Offering a “Korban”
Is to Correct the Four Basic Elements

With this introduction, we can begin to appreciate the
explanation of the Tikunei Zohar (Tikun 24, 139b) regarding
sacrifices. The purpose of offering a korban is to make amends
for the damage one’s transgressions have caused to the four basic
elements: “aish,” “ruach,” “mayim,” and “afar.”

He writes that causing a defect in the four elements is
tantamount to inflicting a wound in one’s soul. This affliction
causes the four elements to separate from one another;
simultaneously, the elements of fire separate from the elements
of water; and the elements of wind separate from the elements of
carth. Theresult of this separationis conflict and lack of harmony.
This causes the name of Hashem to abandon them—allowing
the yetzer hara (known as Samael and Satan) to enter. Ffor,
Hashem does not dwell where there is conflict and disharmony.
To remedy the situation necessitates the bringing of a korban
from the elements that have been impaired. When harmony is
restored among the elements, HKB”H returns immediately and
the Satan flees. If he does not flee, he is consumed by the fire
of the “korban”—as it is written (Vayikra 6, 5): “the fire on the
mizbeiach shall remain aflame in it.”
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The Four Basic Elements
in the Offering of the “Korban”

It appears that we can reinforce this concept by suggesting
how offering a korban might rectify the four basic elements. The
element of “aish” is rectified by the fire on the mizbeiach that
consumes the korban. The element of “ruach,” which is the source
of speech, is rectified by the confession that the sinner made
verbally in association with the korban. The element of “mayim”
was rectified by the salt that was offered with the korban. Rashi
(Vayikra 2, 13) explains that a covenant was made with salt from
the six days of creation; the earthly waters were promised that
they would be offered on the mizbeiach in the form of salt and the
water libation on Succot. The element of “afar” was rectified by
the mizbeiach itself, which was built from earth—as it is written
(Shemos 20, 21): “*Y Awyn ANTX Nam”"—you shall build Me a
mizbeiach of earth. This is the explanation of Rashi’'s comment
concerning the creation of man from the earth (Bereishis 2, 7):
1INIW DIPNRN 1NDY Sv1 - IRTNI 17 DY DTN NN I:'I’P'?N 1xm”
“TIYY Y5111 1719219 KN XY Y IWYn anTX nam 12—Hashem
took soil from the place of the future mizbeiach hoping that it
would atone for man and allow him to endure.

This coincides beautifully with what the Kedushas Levi writes
(Shemini) concerning the Gemara (Pesachim 96a): mp»a Nyv”
“ITYMMW DTIP 0 IYaIR—a korban must be inspected for four
days prior to the slaughter to insure that it does not have any flaws.
He explains that during these four days a person was required to
prepare himself—to sanctify his four basic elements and to elevate
them from the status of an animal to that of a human being.

This enlightens us to some minor degree as to why our teacher,
the Arizal insisted on eating specifically on a four-legged table—
like the “shulchan” in the Beis HaMikdash. As pointed out, man’s
table today atones for him in place of the mizbeiach. We have
also explained that a korban was offered to rectify all four basic
elements. Therefore, a person’s table—which is in lieu of the
mizbeiach—should have four legs—alluding to man’s four basic
elements which require tikun and atonement.

The Purpose of Learning the Reasons for the Mitzvos
Is to Rectify the Four Elements

Taking the high road, let us apply what we have learned to
better comprehend Rashi’s comment citing the words of Rabbi
Akiva: ,wnY a“apa 1Y 1nx - DD D'wn WX DWwbwHa YN
TV ,0MYD ‘21X ‘2 1O5am pabn oAb mwy ,amd nyT Sy a5yn XY
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737 MUY DAY MY AMVN N, INIWRD DDA N0 KON
115Y H19KY 1911 YA INSWH ,0a7DY DWW AWK 1K) 70 W1
“@TXI1—HKB”H instructed Moshe not only to teach Yisrael the
halachot and to review them several times but also to make sure
that they understood the rationales behind them. The reasons
underlying the mitzvos are compared to a set table—*“shulchan
aruch”—ready for man to eat off of.

\We can suggest that at first glance it might seem preferable fora
person to fulfill the mitzvos without any regard for their underlying
reasons—performing them simply because the King commanded
him to do so—like “chukim.” Nevertheless, we have learned
that the purpose of the mitzvos is to rectify and sanctify the four
basic elements which comprise a human being—*"aish,” “ruach,”
“mayim,” and “afar.” Hence, it is imperative that a person examine
the reasons underlying the mitzvos, so that he will recognize which
elements he must rectify with a particular mitzvah. It is for this
very reason that HKB”H commanded Moshe to teach Yisrael the
rationales behind the mitzvos.

In fact, we have learned this vital principle from the Rambam
(Hilchos Temurah 4, 13). He teaches us that it is worthwhile to
examine the reasons for the Torah’s commandments in order to
acquire proper perspective and act appropriately. Here is what
he writes:

0 91,102 1manad N 0o M N pin Yow b by ax”
DMNMWNIT D50 1NK M ,0Yv 1Y 1N oyv Y mh Y13 anxw
0271 19K Y91 .. 11IN0 210 Y0 YW Dy 1 Pan anbw vnnw
PIMIN MIXY KON 1PN TN 77 2171, MY T 1PN 11X nX 9199 »15
Awynit 9w myTa pny  axyn rn

Even though all the laws of the Torah are decrees, it is still
necessary to explore them; anything you can find a reason for,
you should do so. It is said that Shlomo HaMelech ascertained
This is
necessary in order to overcome the yetzer and to achieve proper

the reasons for most of the “chukim” in the Torah.
perspective. Most of the laws of the Torah are merely good
advice and guidelines from above to help us acquire proper
perspective and act appropriately.

The Ramban (Devarim 22, 6) writes something similar while
explaining a statement in the Midrash (B.R. 44, 1): 107 X5”
“M1MA0 NN 1 99%Y KON nnxnn. According to the Ramban,
the purpose of the mitzvos is to refine a person’s negative
attributes. He writes:
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DTX2 NYYINa Yax,abyn? mxya 1“apnd nxna nbyinag pPrw”
DO 1Y AN ,TNN 7T AN Y7 ANK N P 0N Yy 1mxy
5 W A 7IXY’ 1N ,DWa R NYTY1 71an N1an mxYon
191,270 95 130 Xx1aY Yax, oyw XY 10wyn PR 00 111800,
TN MY NRNT RYTIAN Y7 AR Y maYn X nnyna
LML M TAYY AININT NV NWY 110 NPWYNT NN D

The purpose of mitzvos is not for HKB”H’s benefit but rather
for man’s benefit—to protect him from harm or improper beliefs
or negative attributes; they also serve to remind him of miracles
and wonders performed by HKB”H and to help us achieve a
better understanding of Hashem. Thus, the Midrash employs the
phrase ‘1A XY’ Just as silveris refined to remove its impurities;
so, too, mitzvos are intended to refine a person and free him of
impurities such as improper beliefs. As a result, we will ultimately
perceive the truth and remember Hashem. Ultimately, the mitzvos
teach us good midos.

According to what we have learned above, the purpose of the
mitzvos is: “M™Aan NN 1¥5"—is to refine the four basic elements
in man’s makeup. As we learned from Rabbi Chaim Vital, all the
midos originate from these four elements. Hence, it is essential
to explore the reasons underlying the mitzvos in order to subdue
the negative aspects of the particular elements by means of the
appropriate mitzvah.

We now stand enlightened and can rejoice at having achieved
a better understanding of Rashi’s explanation based on the
words of Rabbi Akiva. Moshe was instructed to teach Yisrael the
reasons for the mitzvos: “DTNA DY H1OXY D101 YA IRSWY"'—
like a set table and ready for man to eat off of. A set table must
have fourlegs like the “shulchan” in the Beis HaMikdash--alluding
to the tikun of the four basic elements by means of a korban or,
correspondingly, by means of the delicacies on a person’s table.
Similarly, it is necessary to teach Yisrael the reasons underlying
the mitzvos so that by performing the mitzvos they will rectify the
four basic elements.

The Purpose and Tikun Achieved
through Reincarnation

Continuing along this exalted path, let us rise to the occasion
and address Rashby’s words at the beginning of our parsha. He
associates the first passuk with reincarnation: Nvnw a7 nnyd”
TONT N7 '["7N1 DuIn ,Da70Y DWN WX DWDHWNRT AYKY NN
T TR 95 WTANT,PRRWIT P27 XOULAT P70 1K POX TP
“mwny Yapb—he interprets the words of the Targum as stating
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that these are the order and rules concerning the reincarnation
of souls; each one is judged and punished accordingly. Let us
introduce a fascinating concept that everyone should be made
aware of. This concept is presented in the sefer Binat Yissachar,
authored by the great Rabbi Yissachar Ber Bloch, ztz”l—described
as a holy, man of G-d.

It is well-known from the Zohar hakadosh and the kabbalistic
literature that HKB”H sends the sinner down to earth several times
in various reincarnations. The purpose of these reincarnations is
to correct all of the harm and defects one has caused. The Binat
Yissachar poses an intriguing question. What is the point of
sending man down again as a reincarnation? Tt is just as likely that
not only will he fail to correct the previous damage, he may add
additional sins to his resume that were not present in the previous
incarnation. Inthat case, it would seem preferable that the person
did not reincarmate.

He provides an answer based on the well-known fact that
sins originate from bad midos that are inherent in a person
from birth. A person born with the attribute of haughtiness will
likely pursue honor and respect and be jealous of anyone that
is greater and more important than him. A person born with the
trait of stinginess will refrain from acts of tzedakah and kindness.
Everyone’s sins are rooted in the bad midos that were inherent in
his nature from birth.

The Binat Yissachar concludes, therefore, that HKB”H
reincarnates a sinner into a body with midos opposite to the midos
of his previous body. Forinstance, if he previously possessed the
trait of miserliness, he will reincarnate into a body possessing the
trait of being a spendthrift; or if the person possessed the trait of
haughtiness and arrogance, he will reincarnate into a body that is
naturally humble and modest. Consequently, the person is more
likely to improve his lot by means of reincarnation than to cause
further damage.

HKB”H Limits the Sinner to Three Reincarnations

I was struck by a wonderful idea. Based on this fascinating
introduction, T would like to provide an explanation for a concept
presented by the kabbalists, originally from the Tikunei Zohar
(Tikun 32, 76b). HKB”H subjects the soul of the sinner to three
reincarnations and no more. If he fails to accomplish the
necessary tikun for his flaws in those three attempts, his only
recourse is Gehinom. The Tikunei Zohar finds an allusion to this
notion in the passuk (Shemos 21, 11): AWy XY 1YX wHW oxY”
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“noa "N Dan ARxM 15—if he fails to perform these three on her
behalf, she shall go free without charge.

This is also the message concealed in the passuk (Iyov 33,
29): “73x oy wHW oMmybd OX Yy 19X Yo 1"—all of this, G-d
does twice, thrice with man—HKB”H only allows the sinner three
chances to correct his defects via reincarnation. Nevertheless, it
still behooves us to explain why HKB”H limits a person to three
reincarnations. A simple answer might be because something that
is repeated three times constitutes a “chazakah”—as we have
learmned in the Gemara (Shabbas 61b and more).

Yet, according to what we have learned from the Binat
Yissachar, we can provide a very nice answer. If we include
man’s initial appearance and lifetime on earth and add his three
reincarnations, it turns out that he visited this world four times. We
can postulate that each visit was meant to rectify one of the four
basic elements. Based on the nature of the four elements, we can
expect the reincarnations to follow a logical order.

Forinstance, let us suppose that during man’s first existence on
earth the element of “aish” prevailed. Consequently, he exhibited
the bad midos that arise from “aish”—such as arrogance, anger
and being overly strict. This would compel HKB”H to reincarnate
him initially into a body where the element of “mayim” prevails. For
“mayim” is the opposite of “aish”; therefore, he would no longer
be inclined toward the bad midos stemming from “aish.” Thus,
he would be likely to correct the defect and damage caused in his
previous existence.

If he successfully corrects the damage and defects from his
previous existence, he will merit ascension after his death to his
resting place in Gan Eden. Yet, if he fails again during this first
reincarnation—falling victim to the bad midos arising from the
element of “mayim,” such as lust, coveting and jealousy—HKB”H
will reincarnate him a second time. This time he will reincarnate
into a body where “ruach” prevails instead of “mayim”—so that he
will no longer be drawn toward the bad midos arising from “aish”
and “mayim,” which he exhibited during his first two existences.

Now, if he succeeds this time to rectify his flaws from the
previous incarnations, all is well. Yet, if he fails once again and
succumbs to the bad midos stemming from “ruach”—such as
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wasting his time on frivolous endeavors, speaking lashon hara and
lies and behaving sacrilegiously—he will necessarily reincarnate a
third time. In a third reincarnation, HKB”H will place him in a body
personifying the basic element of “afar”—so that he will not be
lured toward the bad midos arising from the elements of “aish,”
“mayim,” and “ruach.”

Once again, if he successfully corrects the damage wrought
in his previous lifetimes—wonderful. If, however, he fails once
again; if he is drawn toward the bad midos arising from “afar”—
sadness and laziness—there is no purpose in bringing him back
for a fourth reincarnation. For, he has already visited this world
four times, each time in a different body, personifying one of the
four distinct basic elements. Since he was unsuccessful in rooting
out and overcoming his bad midos in these four attempts, there is
no purpose in returning him to a fourth human form.

At last, Hashem has granted us a small glimpse into the depth
of Rashby’s wisdom. Rashby began with the following elucidation:
XONOAT PTO PPN PON ...0A2DY D'wn AWK D'ubwna YN
“rwny Yapb Tm Th Y5 WINNT PNnwT Pr1—the judgments
and laws alluded to in the opening passuk of our parsha pertain
to the order and process of reincarnation—a method of tikun for
neshamos. He followed in the footsteps of his rebbe, Rabbi Akiva,
who derived from the passuk: “these are the judgments that you
shall place before them”—that here Moshe was commanded to
teach Yisrael the reasons underlying the mitzvos; he was to present
them to Yisrael like a table with four legs, set and ready to eat off
of. This would enable them to rectify the four basic elements man
is comprised of.

Hence, Rashby explains that the purpose of teaching Yisrael
the reasons underlying the mitzvos is to spare them the orderly
process of reincarnations. As we have learned, a person who fails
to rectify his four basic elements must necessarily reincarnate three
times. With each renewed existence, he is meant to overcome
one of the four elements. Thus, we can appreciate the gravity
and importance of knowing the reasons underlying the mitzvos.
This vital knowledge and tool will allow us to rectify all four basic

elements without the need for three reincarnations.
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