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How do we strive
toward radical
transformation,
one step at a
time?

D VA R  T O R A H

A Step Beyond.
n April 6th of this year, four astronauts aboard
NASA's Orion spacecraft traveled 252,756 miles
from Earth — farther than any human in fifty-six

years. As they flew behind the Moon, plunging into a forty-
minute radio blackout, they witnessed something no one had
ever seen: a total solar eclipse observed from beyond the
Moon itself. The previous record was set in 1970 by Apollo
13, fighting to survive.

During those fifty-six years between Apollo and Artemis,
tens of thousands of engineers and technicians showed up
day after day on a program whose culmination many would
never live to see. The awe of those forty minutes behind the
Moon was earned by half a century of not particularly
remarkable, daily work.

The Torah has a word for this kind of relentless forward
motion. Im bechukotai teleichu, our parsha begins — “if you
go in My statutes.”1 Noting the unusual phrasing, Rashi
explains that this means she-tihiyu ameilim baTorah — “that
you should be toilers in Torah.” Amelus implies heavy,
grueling labor — the same word the Torah uses for the work
of slaves. In Jewish life, this labor is not physical chains but
the quiet dedication of mind and spirit. We have a famous
template for what that looks like.

When Rabbi Akiva was forty, he did not know the alef-beis.
He thought it was too late. Then he noticed a rock near a
well, a hard stone with a groove carved clean through it, and
asked who had hollowed it out. The answer: the water that
falls on it, day after day, drop by drop.2

Rabbi Akiva drew the lesson: it is not the force of the water
but its persistence. If soft water can pierce hard rock one

drop at a time, Torah can penetrate even a hardened mind,
one day at a time. He went to the schoolhouse, sat down
among the children, and began to learn the Hebrew letters.

That is amelus. It is rarely
dramatic. Most days it looks
like an engineer at a desk year
after year, a tired parent at the
kitchen table at eleven o'clock
at night with a sefer, Rabbi
Akiva practicing the alef-beis,

a teacher reviewing the same verses year after year for
decades.

The Rebbe taught that this generation is the last of exile and
the first of redemption. Yet to us, our daily lives may rarely
feel redemptive. We wake up, work, make dinner, try to be a
little better than yesterday. It feels mundane — as if we were
taking the same small steps over and over.

But this is the secret of teleichu — of ongoing progress.
True, lasting, radical transformation is always approached
one step at a time. A drop of water doesn't merely wet the
stone; given enough time, it pierces through its very nature.
Fifty years of equations on a chalkboard doesn't just build a
faster plane; it breaks the grip of gravity entirely. The
amelus, the ardor, is the quiet machinery of transformation:
because we have put in the daily drops, our next step doesn't
repeat yesterday's — it launches from there. It is precisely
the quiet work of piercing the rock that gives us the escape
velocity to leap into the dark — to reach the most hidden,
unlit places in this world, the dark side of the Moon, and
finally light them up.
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1 Vayikra 26:3. 2 Avos d'Rabbi Nasan 6:2.
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A Good Space to Grow.
the prophet Yirmiyahu, read this Shabbos, on where a person plants his roots

I
“And he shall be like a tree
planted by the waters, that
spreads out its roots by the
river. He shall not fear
when the heat comes; his
leaf shall be green.”
Y I R M I YA H U  1 7 : 8

n a cool pocket of the Pacific off the Solomon Islands,
marine scientists have discovered a single living
organism so vast they at first mistook it for a shipwreck.

It is one coral colony — a Pavona clavus, the species
commonly called shoulder blade coral — 112 feet wide,
105 feet long, visible from space.1 Its species typically
grows two or three meters across in a lifetime. This one is
over three hundred years old. The reefs around it have
suffered bleaching, warming, cyclones. This colony has not.
Scientists believe the difference is where it sits — deep
enough, protected enough, positioned in currents that kept it
fed while the shallower reefs around it burned out. Same
ocean. Same centuries. Different position.

The haftarah from Yirmiyahu, read this Shabbos, sets two
figures side by side. “Cursed is the man who trusts in man,
who leans on flesh for his strength”2 — the one who thinks
that human power is the moving force behind his life, and
from Hashem his heart turns away.3 And “blessed is the
man who trusts in Hashem, and Hashem becomes his
trust.”4 Both men live on the same earth, face the same
pressures. The difference is where each one draws his
strength.

The first becomes “like a bare shrub in the wilderness” —
standing but dry, alive but bearing nothing. The second

becomes “like a tree planted by the waters.”5 In good
weather, you cannot tell them apart. The difference shows
only when the rains stop. When the years go dry. Then one
loses its leaves, and the other stays green.

The coral the size of a city
block did not survive three
centuries because the
ocean spared it. It survived
because of where it sat —
protected, remote,
positioned in conditions
that kept it fed while the

exposed reefs around it bleached and died.

The coral the size of a city block did not survive three
centuries because the ocean spared it. It survived because of
where it sat — protected, remote, positioned in conditions
that kept it fed while the exposed reefs around it bleached
and died.

The first man Yirmiyahu describes lives in a desert he
cannot leave. The second lives by waters he cannot exhaust.
Both, the prophet is saying, are choices. And both are made
today.

·     ·     ·

O N  T H E  H O R I Z O N

Sun, May 17 א׳ סיון
Rosh Chodesh
Arrived at Sinai. Rested from the journey.

Mon, May 18 ב׳ סיון
Moshe ascended. “You shall be to Me a
kingdom of priests.”

Tue, May 19 ג׳ סיון
Boundaries set around the mountain.

Wed, May 20 ד׳ סיון
Three days of separation begin.

Thu, May 21 ה׳ סיון
“We will do and we will hear.”

May 22–23 ו׳ סיון
Shavuos
Matan Torah. Book of Ruth.

Shabbos 86b–87a. R’ Yossi holds Moshe added a day, placing Matan Torah on 7 Sivan.

I S S U E   T H R E E 2 T H E T R E E O F L I F E B O O K S . C O M

1 Pavona clavus colony, Solomon Islands. 2 Yirmiyahu 17:5. 3 Malbim on Yirmiyahu 17:5. 4 Yirmiyahu 17:7. 5 Yirmiyahu 17:6, 17:8.
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Turn It On, Turn It On Again.
Turn it and turn it, for all is in it. And in it shall you look.
And grow old and worn in it. And from it do not move — for
you have no measure better than this.

יב סִ י  ·  וְ זֵ חֱ הּ תֶּ הּ  ·  וּבָ א בָ כֹלָּ הּ דְּ ךְ בָּ פֹ הֲ הּ וַ ךְ בָּ פֹ הֲ
ה ה טוֹבָ דָּ ךָ מִ ין לְ אֵ זוּעַ  ·  שֶׁ א תָ הּ לָ נַּ הּ  ·  וּמִ ה בָ לֵ וּבְ

ה נָּ ימֶ הֵ

The Maggid of Mezritch reads the Mishna as a warning.1

When a person opens the Torah and sees how carefully the
Sages searched for truth in every detail — how they
examined every act, every word, every thought, and
measured each one against the real — that person should
come away humbled. He should see how far he still is from
the truth, and from that recognition, fear of sin should grow.
But if he learns only to sharpen his mind, only to be known
as learned, then “the more knowledge he adds, the more the

heart inflates.” The Torah was not given to make a person
clever. It was given to make him careful.

The Sfas Emes takes d'kulah bah — “for all is in it” — at its
word.2 Every letter of Torah contains everything a person
needs, at every moment. Not as a metaphor. The verse says
“a great voice that did not cease”3 — meaning that voice is
still sounding in every letter, without interruption. But how
much of it a person hears depends on how much he knows
there is nowhere better to look. “All is in it” is not a fact to
be believed. It is a door that opens to the degree you trust it.

F R O M  T H E  D A F    ·    S O TA H  3 7

First In.
The Sages of the Talmud picture the moment at the sea. The
Egyptians are coming. The water has not yet split. Two
million Jews stand on the shore, and the tribes are arguing
— I will go in first. Each tribe wants the merit of being the
one whose body parts the waters.

While they argue, one man jumps. Nachshon ben Aminadav,
prince of Yehudah, walks into the sea. He goes in to his
ankles. To his knees. To his waist. To his neck. The water
has not yet moved. Az — only then — does the sea split.1

The Talmud asks the question we did not know we should
ask. Why did the tribe of Yehudah merit kingship? Three

answers are given on the same page. Rabbi Tarfon says:
because Nachshon sanctified Hashem's name when he
leaped. Rabbi Yehudah says: because Yehudah was the first
to confess his sin in the matter of Tamar. Rabbi Meir says:
because Yehudah said Mah betza — what gain is there in
killing our brother — and saved Yosef.2 Three different acts.
One conclusion: Yehudah is given kingship.

Yehudah earned kingship by stepping forward when the
others were still talking. The blessing is not given to the one
who waits to see whether it is safe. It is given to the one
who acts as if Hashem can be trusted before the trust has
been confirmed.
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1 Maggid of Mezritch, Yosher Divrei Emes 3:1. 2 Sfas Emes, Mishpatim 5:4. 3 Devarim 5:19.

1 Sotah 37a. 2 Sotah 36b–37a.
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Bechukosai closes with the only place in the Torah where the Patriarchs appear in reverse order — Yaakov, Yitzchak,
Avraham. Why are they listed backwards here? Send us your answer.

T O  E N T E R  Email treeoflifebookinfo@gmail.com by Thursday.  P R I Z E S  1st — $36 or a hardcover.   2nd — $10.
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Also Available from Tree of Life Books.
scholarly Jewish titles, classical texts, and illustrated editions

The History of Beauty in the
Torah NEW

the Book of Genesis, illustrated

To the Sages, beauty was the visible radiance
of the divine. Journey through Genesis with
the Talmud, Midrash, and Zohar — hundreds
of classical teachings in English for the first
time.

HARDCOVER · $ 4 9  C A D

SOFTCOVER · $ 2 0  C A D

The Days of Creation
the story of Genesis with classic Jewish
commentaries, illustrated

A breathtaking retelling of the world's first
week, where Eden's creatures lived in harmony
and Adam was made complete only when
Hashem gave him Eve — pointing toward the
great Sabbath of divine rest.

HARDCOVER · $ 3 6  C A D

King David — Part 1
Hebrew & English with classic interpretations

When Saul defies Hashem by sparing Amalek,
the prophet Shmuel anoints a new king: David,
an unassuming shepherd whose heart Hashem
sees beneath his humble appearance. His faith
blazes against Goliath, felling the giant with a
single stone.

HARDCOVER · $ 4 9  C A D

Garden of Tanya
summarized & illustrated

An illustrated guide to Tanya, the foundational
work of Chabad Chassidut by the Alter Rebbe.
Discover the soul's two opposing forces —
divine and animal — and the attainable path of
the beinoni.

HARDCOVER · $ 4 9  C A D

Song of Songs
Hebrew & English with the interpretation of
Malbim

A maiden lives in Solomon's palace, yet her
heart belongs to a shepherd in the wilderness.
Beneath the poetry lies an allegory: the soul's
longing for union with the Creator.

HARDCOVER · $ 2 5  C A D

Kamtza, Bar Kamtza
the dramatic Talmudic story with insights from
Chassidut and Kabbalah

The Talmudic account of how Jerusalem fell
— not to armies, but to a single act of public
humiliation. When Bar Kamtza is shamed
before silent Sages, his bitterness ignites the
chain of events that destroyed the Holy
Temple.

SOFTCOVER · $ 1 8  C A D

Gog & Magog
Ezekiel's prophecy with the interpretation of
Malbim

Edom and Ishmael converge upon Israel, only
to turn their swords upon one another by
divine design — illuminated through Malbim's
commentary.

HARDCOVER · $ 2 5  C A D

Psalms
Hebrew & English with Malbim's insights

David pours out his soul to Hashem, Who truly
listens. Each psalm reveals a hidden depth,
illuminated through Malbim's commentary.

HARDCOVER · $ 4 9  C A D
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