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No More, No Less

By Rabbi Joshua (precisely known as The Hoffer) Hoffman


                
On the first day of the third month after leaving Egypt, the nation reaches the wilderness of Sinai and God addresses Moshe with a message and charge to deliver to the people before receiving the Torah.  He says that they are a segulah or treasure to Him above the other nations, and that they are to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Shemos, 10:4-5).  He then tells Moshe, These are the words that you shall speak to the Children of Yisroel" (Shemos, 10:6). Rashi commenting on this verse writes, "No more and no less."  According to Rav Yaakov Kaminetsky zt'l in his Emes L'Yaakov, this comment refers to the content that Moshe must give over to the people - nothing more or less than what God specifically told him. This comment highlights, according to Rav Yaakov, the nature of Moshe's leadership role. He was an agent of God, and had to deliver God's exact message to the people. This was important to emphasize at this point in time, exactly before God gave the Torah to the people through Moshe, so that it would be clear that the Torah that God authored. Rav Shlomo Yosef Zevin, however, in his LeTorah U' LeMoadim, offers a different explanation, which focuses on the precise meaning of Rashi's words.  I would like to present this explanation and expand on it, based on the teachings of Rav Avraham Yitzchak Ha Kohein Kook and his son, Rav Yzvi Yehudah Kook.  

Rav Zevin explains that, in God's message to the people, he pointed to the lowest level that the nation could reach, and the highest level. The lowest level is that of “am segulah,” a treasured nation, which is a level that they retain by their very nature, and is contained within the recesses of their souls no matter how well or poorly they act. The highest level is that of a kingdom of priests and a holy nation which is the level that they are charged to attain, but which depends on their free-willed actions. Rashi's comment, "no more and no less," is meant to convey the message that the nation cannot reach a lower level than “am segulah,” but that the highest level they can reach is that of being a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Although Rav Zevin does not say this, these two levels correspond to two characteristics of the Jewish nation which Rav Kook articulates in a celebrated letter he wrote to Rabbi Dovid Willowsky, the Ridbaz of Tzefas, in 1913, in justification of befriending the irreligious settlers in Eretz Yisroel of the time (see Igros Reiyah, no. 555, and Rav A.Y. Kook: Selected Letters, translated and annotated by Tzvi Feldman, pps. 64-74). 

Rav Kook writes that there are two main aspects that, together, build the holiness of the Jewish soul, the segulah aspect, and the bechirah (free will) aspect. The segulah aspect is rooted in the Jewish soul as a legacy from the Patriarchs, and is not dependent on Torah observance. It is an innate, holy power, implanted by God in the Jewish soul that cannot be changed, except in extreme cases such as apostasy and the like. The second aspect is that of bechirah, free willed acts of mitzvah observance and Torah study. In some generations, it is the segulah aspect which is predominant and revealed while in other generations it is the bechirah aspect which is predominant.  Rav Kook told the Ridbaz that he was able to see the segulah aspect that was hidden in the souls of the irreligious people he befriended, and tried to bring it out and reveal it to them. Others who were not able to see this aspect and feared that they may be negatively influenced by these people would, in fact, be well advised to minimize contact with them. I believe that the two aspects of the Jewish soul that Rav Zevin referred to in explaining Rashi are the same two aspects that Rav Kook discussed. It remains for us to understand why God felt it necessary to mention these two aspects of the Jewish soul as a prelude to giving the Torah to the nation.

Rav Kook's son, Rav Tzvi Yehudah, often spoke of importance of the blessing made before learning Torah and before reading the Torah in public (see, for example, his work Peamim on parshas Yisro).  In that blessing, we thank G-d for choosing us from among all the nations and giving us His Torah.  Rav Tzvi Yehudah explained that the Torah is the essence of the Jewish soul, and we must keep this in mind when we study it. This is the meaning behind the statement in the Talmud (Nedarim, 81a) that the Holy Land lays desolate because the people did not make the blessing on the Torah before learning it. The idea is that they did not study Torah with the realization that it us the essence of the Jewish soul, and that by learning it we bring out that essence.  Rav Kook, in his letter, in fact, writes that even though the segulah aspect of the Jewish soul is far greater and holier than the bechirah aspect, there is a covenant that the segulah aspect will only be revealed to the extent that the bechirah aspect is exercised. Perhaps, then, it was important to bring out this dual aspect of the Jewish soul before the Torah was given, so that the nation would occupy itself with the Torah with the proper intention in mind. 

