Chapter Four

Self-evaluation [cheshbon hanefesh] in divine service 
and organization of its levels

A. The nature of self-evaluation

	The essence of self-evaluation is for a person to deliberate intellectually about every aspect of his soul and his obligation in terms of service of God, may He be blessed. But one must not forget that this evaluation is not one of imagination, but rather of pure, clear reason. In every discipline that there is, it is impossible to deliberate about it without first having clear knowledge of at least its major aspects. Only then can one derive accurate conclusions. So too, for self-evaluation to be possible, it is necessary that one first clarify the requisite knowledge, so that it is clear in his mind and etched into his heart. He will then be able to contemplate it without becoming overly weary when he sets out to evaluate himself, for he will have what he needs for the evaluation. It seems that there is a common error, of viewing that which is incidental as innate — this being the way of the evil inclination — causing a common reaction following the evaluation and a person’s subsequent thirst for truly correcting his ways based on the will of the Creator, blessed is He. When he sees how far he has deviated from the path of holiness, he becomes weary and withers and his heart is saddened and weakened. While none of this is inherently good, it is nonetheless a result of the clarification of wisdom and knowledge brought about by his self-evaluation. The soul’s perfection tends to discard these deficiencies, namely weakness and excessive shame, and especially sadness and faint-heartedness.[footnoteRef:1] Therefore, these will spur the soul and motivate it to pursue the path of goodness and righteousness. For a person who uprightly and righteously walks in the way of the Lord, blessed be He, will not weaken, but rather will be girded in strength and splendor. He will not be ashamed,[footnoteRef:2] but rather will exalt in the honor with which the God of all souls, may He be exalted, crowned him. He will not be sad, for rejoicing in the Lord is his strength. He heart will not be weakened, for the name of the Lord is a tower of strength for the righteous who walk uprightly. But those who approach the way of the Lord, blessed be He, wanting to travel the paths of the obligations of the heart without study which must precede action, will err concerning this principle. They will think that weakness and sadness are innate to self-evaluation and pure reverence. However, the soul will not take kindly to that which is contrary to its nature and, therefore, this will cause depression and not add service and wisdom. Concerning this it says,[footnoteRef:3] “A fool’s exertions tire him out, for he does not know how to get to a town.” One should, therefore, study, learn and delve into the roots of reverence based on the depths of the statements of our Sages, of blessed memory, and based on reason with which the Lord, blessed be He, graced man, just as we do in the case of all of the laws of the Torah, where we deliberate their details using refined reason. However, one should not rely on his own understanding in order to reach the depths of the details of the of the wisdom of the soul, which is one side of the study of divine service, and especially since its other side is the divine wisdom dealing with global providence, whose major principles are numerous and extremely difficult. Nonetheless, the Lord, blessed be He, did not entirely deprive[footnoteRef:4] man of wisdom. If a person relies on the words of our Sages, of blessed memory, and investigates the depths of their words, he will also discover much through his own intellect, based on their paths.  [1:  See Iggrot Re’iyyah II, p. 262. ]  [2:  By the lowliness of shame mentioned above, such as one who sins and is embarrassed about it, or a person who partakes of another’s food and can’t look him in the face (Yerushalmi ‘Orlah I:3). The negativity of this shame was instilled in the basic intent of man’s creation and the manner of its governance (Pitchei Chachmah V’daat, 1).]  [3:  Kohelet 10:15, Midrash Rabba, Chovot Halevavot, in the section on Monotheism, chap. 2, Ibn Ezra and Rashi. ]  [4:  See Iyyov 39:17.] 


B. Self-evaluation in thought and deed

	In the first chapter of the section of Chovot Halevavot concerning self-evaluation, the author states that we are commanded to engage in self-evaluation, that is to say, an intellectual self-inspection with respect to our obligations. This is derived from the text that states: “Know therefore this day and keep in mind that the Lord alone is God in heaven above and on earth below; there is no other.” The meaning is as follows: Although the evaluation relates largely to actions, and ostensibly this verse does not refer to actions, “in heaven above and on earth below” alludes to the notion that since there is no other in heaven and earth besides Him, may He be blessed, since there is “no other in heaven” everything intellectual should be devoted to His honor, and since there is “no other on the earth” every earthly action should be devoted to His honor. This is indeed an important matter which a person must take note of. For sometimes a person perceives the splendor of the Lord, blessed be He, to a certain degree through deep contemplation and misleads himself into thinking that the only means of divine service is through mental epiphany,[footnoteRef:5] God forbid. Indeed, this idea needs to be uprooted from one’s heart as it is extremely deleterious. It is true that a person need not avert his eyes,[footnoteRef:6] and that which he imagines in terms of the splendor of his Creator, blessed is He, is sacred and exalted. However, all of the practical minutiae and Torah study concerning the fixed halachot, are the essence of divine service. Even if they do not evoke any epiphany, that is only because he is not yet trained and has not yet been sanctified to cleave to His will, may He be blessed. But once he succeeds in attaching himself to His holy name, then whenever he begins to do anything which fulfills the will of God, may He be blessed (all contemplation and wisdom being merely means to arrive at the fulfillment of His will),[footnoteRef:7] he will immediately realize that since he is engaged in fulfilling His will, there is nothing comparable to this level. All of this is based on the evaluation that on the earth below there is also nothing besides Him. He will know that He, may He be blessed, desires all that is good, and anything evil is actually rebellion. He should observe the fact that when we refrain from acting contrary to the will of someone important, it is a function of his inner will, not his body. If so, how is it possible to act, even in the slightest, against the will of the master of everything, all of life being nothing more than an expression of His great will, may His name be blessed? [5:  See above 3:3. ]  [6:  See the Rambam’s letter to the sages of Marseille, s.v. v’ani yode’a.]  [7:  See above, beginning of chap. 1. ] 


C. Organization of levels in terms of perfection and service 

	It has already been said by the sage[footnoteRef:8] that apprehension never departs from one who wishes to ascend to a level which is beyond him. This principle has both a general and a particular aspect.  [8:  See Mivchar Hapeninim, mitzvat Hachacham. ] 

The general aspect is that he cannot find peace because he has not attained that level, which is distant from him. This is a vice, which is only found in a person because of his lack of knowledge, as this sadness and lack of self-satisfaction is a result of his failing to make the effort to understand what the level which he demands of himself - and is sad because he lacks it - is, what its true definition and requirements are. Were he to contemplate these matters, his soul would already shine with the light of this knowledge. It would be perfected by means of the light of joy and satisfied contentment,[footnoteRef:9] as the paths leading to attaining the circumstance of the desired perfection would anyhow be revealed to him. Once a person reaches a paved road his distress ceases, even though he has not yet reached his destination. But since he does not know what he himself seeks, no path for enlightening him spiritually can be revealed to him, and he sits in darkness, sadness and despair. Therefore, a person should take the time to introspect as to what he seeks in order to perfect himself and what path leads will allow him to succeed in achieving this. Once he investigates this, the Lord, blessed be He, will open the gates of light for him, as “Good and upright is the Lord; therefore, He shows sinners the way”[footnoteRef:10] etc. He will thereby never covet a level which is beyond him, because if he recognizes the level and knows its aspects and requirements, it is no longer beyond him. But so long as he does not contemplate it in order to understand the content of what he seeks, and only pictures it in its inchoate form, it is possible for him to seek that which is far beyond him, causing him to be anxious and sad. Even a level which is not beyond him, were he to clarify that which he is seeking, will be beyond him, since he is not investigating it, and this will cause him anxiety. [9:  See above 1:8. ]  [10:  Tehillim 25:8.] 

The particular aspect is that he should not demand from any action or study or thought to evoke for him any self-images of loftiness or sanctity beyond what he has prepared himself for. While it is proper for him to desire that his self-image be elevated, he should not be overcome by worry out of the fear that if he cannot comprehend such a self-image then he will not attain any sort of perfection through action. In fact, fulfilling the commandments and studying the Lord’s Torah are so exalted that they perfect the soul far more than any perfection that a person can picture. They are themselves the true perfection. The bottom line is that as long as a person seeks to walk exclusively in the way of the Lord, blessed be He, to perform the commandments and diligently study the Torah, and to sanctify himself below, and similarly in terms of prayer, to attune his will to prayer and the meaning of the words, he will ascend and receive assistance from heaven to grow in Torah, wisdom and good deeds. But he will rob himself of the joy and happiness of divine service and will find many obstacles on the path to perfection if he wishes to experience exalted levels in his prayer, to instantly feel a profound attainment and tremendous pleasure, or else he is incensed and cannot calm down. The same is true in terms of Torah study, if he wants to attain new knowledge and many insights every time and in each topic. Similarly, in terms of good deeds, if he only wants to feel enlightenment in his heart and mind. 
There are certain things which are virtues and tend towards holiness, but when a person is drawn to them without knowing and possessing the proper progression and protocol by which they need to be approached, these very virtues can turn into obstacles. The sanctity of a Jew’s soul makes him capable of attaining the level of divine inspiration [ruach hakodesh] in the following sense:[footnoteRef:11] Being able to grasp clear and true matters without the effort of searching out axioms and deriving conclusions a drop at a time. Rather, his mind and intellect will always be full of new insights like a constantly flowing spring, and these will be intelligently ordered and organized wisely. When a person reaches this level of divine inspiration, this tendency is holy and good, since he is already filled with the chambers of the Torah and all of the thoughts incorporated in him are all encased in sanctity and true wisdom. But as long as a person is empty of Torah, as is my status, as a result of my many sins, then when this desire to think thoughts from the depths of the heart is aroused, great care must be taken. For the emotions and intellect are not yet sufficiently refined to the point where what emanates from them is actual Torah. Therefore, he must be careful not to partake of this attribute prematurely. It is also the case that arrogance is rooted in the exalted nature of a person’s soul. Indeed, a person who has the potential for greatness in Torah and fear of the Lord, such that he is obligated to be concerned for the honor of the Torah to the proper degree, will naturally start acting in that manner even before he has reached the level where it befits him. For him, this is arrogance. The matter requires clarification and study to determine precisely how the matter should be dealt with.  [11:  See Tikunei Zohar, 21: Rabbi Shimon arose, and the Vilna Gaon, ad loc. ] 

Therefore, a person should evaluate what his true worth is and the nature of his desire for perfection and train himself to understand each issue. He should incline his ear to listen to words of Torah, and each and every word of Torah should be dear to him as if it were new and given at Mount Sinai today. He should address his prayers to the master of all deeds to set his path in search of truth, and then he will go securely on his way. 

D. The development of abilities, in terms of the individual and the Jewish nation

	We see in nature that every inherent ability whose nature is to act, will inevitably do so. When it acts, it will do so in one of two ways: If circumstances are such that its action is ordered such that it is directed towards perfection and a desirable telos, then it will act positively. If, however, it does not act in accordance with proper order and the telos, then its movement will cause evil and destruction. This applies to both something that had the ability to act in a great and ordered way but was robbed of the means to do so before it reached completion and to an ability which already accomplished great and proper actions but was later robbed of the means to sustain its activity. This is a major fundamental principle in the ways of evil and loss in the cases of the impurity of a corpse and carcasses and impurity emanating from a person’s body. We can learn from this that if a person has a special ability, he must actualize it fully to the degree possible, otherwise he has not only failed to use it constructively, he also caused disorder and major damage regarding all of his conduct. On the other hand, as soon as he acts to perfect it, the ability follows its natural course of perfection and stops acting destructively. All the more so in terms of all of the generic abilities which man possesses. A person is certainly obligated to actualize their perfection, such that they all function in the right time and place according to their ability in accordance with the guidance of the Torah through the understanding of the intellect. Therefore, a person is obligated to inspect himself and discover which unique abilities are instilled in him. He must not discard any potential that he detects within himself. Rather, he should examine how to utilize each one properly, and certainly not ignore those abilities which are blatant, negating and ruining them, by not assigning to them their proper and organized place and service. For his abilities are the Lord’s work and are very powerful. They will not allow their territory to be encroached upon. It will not be good when they act without a leader, like a ship without a captain. 
[bookmark: here][bookmark: _GoBack]This applies to the general perfection of the nation, as well. When an ability is not actualized appropriately, it causes tremendous damage. We, the sacred seed of Israel, need to realize how many obstacles face us because we do not utilize our tremendous abilities which the Lord, blessed be His name, gave us. We have the potential for great wisdom, sacred might, holy song, greatness and exalted humility, to the exalted highest level of wisdom, prophecy and divine inspiration.[footnoteRef:12] If we do not make the effort to actualize these tremendous and incredible abilities (despite being detached from us and completely inert in terms of their sacred roots because of our sins, nonetheless our vital souls are fashioned for these high and important paths and our bodies have the potential to receive this greatness), then since we are not lent a hand to guide them properly so that they can find the task that they seek, they do the opposite and, as a result of our sins, rot will replace perfume. Therefore, we need to gird ourselves with strength, in accordance with our limited intellect and strength which fails due to our sins and is weakened by our abundant troubles, the severity of our poverty, and our illusory baseness. By means of the true Torah, we must develop true and great ways to find a place for all of the great abilities which are found within us to be used in the service of the Lord, our God, Who desires our honor and for us to choose good and sanctity. We need to clarify the matter of these abilities well. They are, indeed, hidden within the hearts of many of our people, but these are deep waters and we need wise people to haul them up and place them before us in full force. This will arouse in us, the sons of the living God, our abilities, spurring each person to investigate which of the great abilities he possesses and how he can utilize them in the sacred path of rejoicing and serenity, not in the dark, gloomy path of despicable sadness, nor in the confused joy that merely confounds his mind and disrupts his character, but rather in the path of attaining truth and knowledge of the true glory, which is the glory of God Who gave us the great gift of the nobility of holy souls, to declare His deeds among the nations and to know His sacred name. When this light bursts forth over the earth, even a little, many of our brethren, thirsty for the goodness of the Lord, will flow forth towards the Lord and His goodness. Thereby, the heavenly abilities, which await the moment when we arouse the love, will awaken in their sacred grace and all of their might and splendor, and a spirit of counsel and valor will alight upon us, a spirit of knowledge and reverence for the Lord. When the Lord, blessed be He, sees that we are ready to receive all of the enormous good which He always intended for us and swore to our patriarchs that He would be our God,[footnoteRef:13] He will return our captivity and bring us to our sacred land which is uniquely suited for the actualization of all of the delights. Our esteem will be raised, and the entire world will be perfected through the kingdom of Shaddai and evil will be eliminated from the earth and the Lord will be one and His name will be one.  [12:  The Vilna Gaon, in his commentary on Aggadot, regarding the Emperor’s asking Rabbi Yehoshua ben Hananiah, for how long is a snake pregnant before giving birth: Prophecy was taken from us in exile, but they said that nonetheless, God speaks to us in dreams which is a sixtieth of prophecy. So too, sleep in the exile is a sixtieth of the world to come, the return to Zion is like dreaming, as it states in the Zohar that they are all a sixtieth of prophecy. ]  [13:  See Kidushin 70b, Maharal, Netzach Yisrael, chap. 11. ] 


