The Flesh and The Fire: God, the Body, and Limitation
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Bereishit 48:15-16

15 And he blessed Joseph, saying,
“The God in whose ways my fathers
Abraham and Isaac walked,

The God who has been my sphered
from my birth to this day,

Bless these youths,

In them may my name be recalled,

And the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac,
And may they be teeming multitudes

upon the earth.”

16 The Angel who has redeemed me from all harm,

RN ,q;n"-ng 7371w

1397 "N 127007 YR DTN
--PI¥7 D7

CIR Y7 0TRT

T3 013-7Y "7

,U-227 DR ORAT RO T
,0W3I3-NY 177

Y 073 X1

;PIX7) D7X "NaN Ov)

JIRT 2792 ,297 BT

Devarim 4:11-12

11 You approached and stood at the foot of the
mountain while the mountain was blazing up to
the very heavens, shrouded in dark clouds.

12 Then the Lord spoke to you out of the fire.
You heard the sound of words but saw no form;
there was only a voice.
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What is a Human Being?

Niddah 31a

The Rabbis taught: There are three partners in
[the creating of] humans: The Holy One, blessed
be He, his father, and his mother.

His father supplies the semen of the white
substance out of which are formed the child’s
bones, sinews, nails, the brain in his head, and
the white in his eye.

The mother supplies the fluid of the red
substance of which is formed the skin, flesh,
hair, and the black of his eye;

And the Holy One, blessed be He, gives him the
spirit and the breath/soul, beauty of features,
eyesight, the power of hearing and the ability to
speak and to walk, understanding and
discernment. When his time to leave this world
approaches, the Holy One, blessed be He, takes
away His share and leaves the shares of his
father and his mother with them.

R. Papa noted: This is what people have in
mind when they say, “Shake off the salt and
throw the flesh to the dog”.
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Are Humans Worthy of Torah?
Shabbat 88b-89a

And Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: When
Moses ascended on High [to receive the Torah],
the ministering angels said before the Holy One,
Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, what is
one born of a woman [doing here] among us?
[The Holy One, Blessed be He], said to them:
He came to receive the Torah. [The angels] said
before Him: [The Torah is a] hidden treasure
that was concealed by you 974 generations
before the creation of the world, and you seek to
give it to flesh and blood? [As it is stated: “The
word which He commanded to a thousand
generations” (Psalms 105:8). Since the Torah,
the word of God, was given to the twenty-sixth
generation after Adam, the first man, the
remaining 974 generations must have preceded
the creation of the world.]

“What is man that You are mindful of him and
the son of man that You think of him?”” (Psalms
8:5).

[Rather], “God our Lord, how glorious is Your
name in all the earth that Your majesty is placed
above the heavens” (Psalms 8:2).

[The rightful place of God’s majesty, the Torah,
is in the heavens.]
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses:
Provide them [with] an answer [as to why the
Torah should be given to the people]. [Moses]
said before Him: Master of the Universe, | am
afraid lest they burn me with the breath of their
mouths. [God] said to him: Grasp My throne of
glory [for strength and protection], and provide
them [with] an answer. [And from where is this
derived?] As it is stated: “He causes him to
grasp the front of the throne, and spreads His
cloud over it” (Job 26:9), and Rabbi Nahum
said: [This verse] teaches that God spread the
radiance of His presence and His cloud over
[Moses]. [Moses] said before Him: Master of
the Universe, the Torah that You are giving me,
what is written in it? [God said to him]: “I am
the Lord your God Who brought you out of
Egypt [from the house of bondage]” (Exodus
20:2). [Moses] said to [the angels]: Did you
descend to Egypt? Were you enslaved to
Pharaoh? Why should the Torah be yours?
Again [Moses asked]: What else is written in it?
[God said to him]: “You shall have no other
gods [before Me]” (Exodus 20:3). [Moses said
to the angels]: Do you dwell among the nations
who worship idols [that you require this special
warning]? Again [Moses asked]: What [else] is
written in it? [The Holy One, Blessed be He,
said to him]: “Remember the Shabbat day to
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sanctify it” (Exodus 20:8). [Moses asked the
angels]: Do you perform labor that you require
rest [from it]? Again [Moses asked]: What [else]
is written in it? “Do not take [the name of the
Lord your God in vain]” (Exodus 20:7),
[meaning that it is prohibited to swear falsely].
[Moses asked the angels]: Do you [conduct]
business with one another [that may lead you to
swear falsely]? Again [Moses asked]: What
[else] is written in it? [The Holy One, Blessed
be He, said to him]: “Honor your father and
your mother” (Exodus 20:12). [Moses asked the
angels]: Do you have a father or a mother [that
would render the commandment to honor them
relevant to you]? Again [Moses asked]: What
[else] is written in it? [God said to him]: “You
shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery,
you shall not steal.” [Moses asked the angels]:
Is there jealousy among you, [or] is there an evil
inclination within you [that would render these
commandments relevant]? Immediately they
agreed with the Holy One, Blessed be He, [that
He made the right decision to give the Torah to
the people, and] as it is stated: “God our Lord,
how glorious is Your name in all the earth”
(Psalms 8:10), while “that Your majesty is
placed above the heavens” is not written
[because the angels agreed with God that it is
appropriate to give the Torah to the people on
earthl].
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Divine Fire

Devarim 11:22-23

22 If you will diligently observe this entire
commandment that | am commanding you,
loving the Lord your God, walking in all his
ways, and holding fast to him,

23 then the Lord will drive out all these nations
before you, and you will dispossess nations
larger and mightier than yourselves.
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Sifre Devarim 49

“And clinging to Him” (Dt.11:22)—Now, how
is it possible for a person to ascend the heights
and cling to fire?

Isn’t it already stated: “HASHEM your God is a
consuming fire” (Dt.4:24)?

And, yet again, He says: “His throne was
tongues of flame” (Dan.7:9).

Rather the point is—cling to the sages and to
their disciples, and I will consider it as if you
had ascended the heights and captured the
Torah. And not only that you had ascended and
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captured it peacefully; but as if you had waged
war to capture it.

And, in this vein, He says: “Ascending the
heights, you took a prisoner” (Ps.65:19).
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The expounders of traces say:

So you want intimacy with the One Who spoke
the world into being?

Then master traditional lore, for you will
thereby become familiar with the One Who
spoke the world into being, and will cling to His
ways.

You did your duty; therefore, 1, too, will do My
duty! “Then HASHEM will disinherit all those
nations from before you” (Dt.11:23)
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Performing and Imitating the Divine in Mitzvot

Vayikra Rabbah 34:3

Another Thing: “If any of your kin fall into
difficulty and become dependent on you, you
shall support them; they shall live with you as
though resident aliens” (Leviticus 25:35).

Here it is written, "The merciful man does good
to his own soul (Proverbs 11:17),"

This [refers to] Hillel the Elder, who, at the time
that he was departing from his students, would
walk with them.

They said to him, "Rabbi, where are you
walking to?" He said to them, "To fulfil a
commandment!"

They said to him, "And what commandment is
this?"

He said to them, "To bathe in the bathhouse."
They said to him: "But is this really a
commandment?"

He said to them: "Yes. Just like regarding the
statues (lit. icons) of kings, that are set up in the
theatres and the circuses, the one who is
appointed over them bathes them and scrubs
them, and they give him sustenance, and
furthermore, he attains status with the leaders of
the kingdom; even more so, |, who was created
in the [Divine] Image and Form!

As it is written, "For in the Image of God He
made Man (Genesis 9:6)".
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Living Embodied Torah

Sifra Leviticus, Kedoshim, Chapter 4, on Leviticus 19:18

"And you shall love your neighbour as yourself’
(Lev 19:17).

Rabbi Akiva said: this is the great principle of
the Torah.

Ben Azzai said: "this is the book of the
generations of Adam, when God created man he
made him in the likeness of God" (Gen 5:1) is
an even greater principle.
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Tosefta Yevamot 8:7

R. Akiva says: whoever spills blood, such a one
annuls the [divine] likeness;

As it says: "he who shed the blood of man by
man his blood will be shed” (Gen 9:6).

Ben Azzai says: whoever does not engage in
reproductive sexual relations such a one sheds
blood and annuls the [divine] likeness

As it says: "for in the image of God he made
man," and it says: "and you be fruitful and
multiply”.
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Where is the Divine to be Located?

Midrash Mishlei 14:1

Rav Huna said: What prophecy did [Miriam]
prophesy?

She said to her father: In the future my mother will
give birth to a son that saves Israel.

When [Moshe] was born, his light filled the house,

He said to her: My daughter, your prophecy has been
fulfilled!

When they were sent out to watch, she stood a cubit
and an arm’s length on her [Yocheved’s?] head.

She said to her: What is your prophecy?

And still she [Miriam] was strengthened in her
prophecy, as it is written (Exodus 2:4): “And his
sister stood afar off, to know what was done to him.”
And “standing” is only said of the Holy Spirit (ruach
ha-kodesh), as it is written (Amos 9:1): “T saw the
Lord standing by the altar”,

written (Proberbs 7:4): “Say to wisdom, you are my
sister”,

And “afar off” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
written (Jeremiah 31:3): “The Lord appeared from
afar unto me”,

And “to know” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
written (1 Samuel 2:3): “For the Lord is a God of
knowledge”,

and her father stood and kissed [Miriam] on the head.

And “his sister” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
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And “what” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
written (Deuteronomy 10:12): “What does the Lord
demand of you?”,

And “done” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
written (Amos 3:7): “Indeed, my Lord God does
nothing without having revealed His secret to His
servants the prophets”,

And “to him” is only said of the Holy Spirit, as it is
written (Judges 6:24): “[So Gideon built there an
altar to the Lord] and called it (Io) ‘Lord is Peace’”.
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