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The human ego is something else! We learn in Torah that we are created in the image of the Divine, 

b’tselem Elohim. We act as the most dominant creature on the planet. We utilize all of the earth’s 

resources, believing that it cannot be exhausted as if it was a horn of plenty. We make an assumption 

that we are the desiderata of the planet. But careful examination of a line in this week’s parasha 

demonstrates the need for us to operate with a sense of mindfulness and awareness of our relationship 

to the rest of the planet. 

Shakespeare was quick to praise humanity with a sarcasm that showed our frailty. In Hamlet, we read: 

“What a piece of work is man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculties! In form and moving, how 

expressive and admirable! In action, how like an angel! In apprehension, how like a god? The beauty of 

the world! Paragon of animals!” This far from a panegyric set of accolades, lauding humanity—no, it is a 

foreshadowing of the flaws within us that could be our downfall. 

In Genesis 2:7, we read: “God formed man from the dust of the earth. God blew into his nostrils the 

breath of life, and man became a living being.” The Hebrew for “living being” is nefesh chayah. The 

mystics of S’fat saw something interesting in the text that helped them see something in the human 

soul. There is a double yod at the start of the sentence—God formed… יַו ֩ ֶרציִּ  they interpreted that weird 

verb construct to imply that nefesh and chayah were two distinct entities, two different dimensions of 

consciousness. The nefesh is the awareness of the body and its needs and desires. It is prone to act 

impulsively and by instinct. Chayah the transcendent part of our being that seeks to ascend in proximity 

to the Divine. To put it more succinctly—nefesh is the tool for survival, chayah is the spiritual part of us. 

The mystical text, HaKtav V’HaKabalah [the 19th century text written by Ya’akov Tzvi Mecklenberg], adds 

to it this way: “Chayim — “life” — is in the plural to indicate that the soul possesses numerous faculties, 

such as growth, sensation, and intellect. Alternatively, it indicates that the soul lives forever.” 

Each aspect of our spiritual consciousness is essential for us to possess. To have nefesh without chayah 

would mean that we would exist but in a primal fashion, acting no different then animals of the earth. 

We would be predators. We would be myopic and self-serving. But if we lived just with our chayah 

without a sense of nefesh, we would be vulnerable and easy prey for the world because we would live 

only with a sense of spiritualty without a sense of practicality. Rav Mecklenburg would encourage us to 

have a sense of balance between the two spheres of our consciousness.  

How does this play out in our lives? Let’s look at eating as a simple example---we all do it; it is essential 

for living. The caloric intake gives us energy. The vitamins ingested sustain us. But it is just biology if we 

don’t pause before we eat.  It is just addressing the nefesh side of us without reciting a b’racha. To be 

more spiritually alive, one does not need to go to synagogue every week [though it would be great to 

see you]; it requires a simple pause and acknowledgement.   

In Tractate Shabbat, we read a story of Rava projecting the questions we are going to be asked by a 

heavenly tribunal when we die. We will be asked about our honesty, practice, and philosophical core. 



But, Rava said, don’t worry—if one has reverence for God, all will be well. He then compared it to a man 

buying some wheat from a store. The customer asked if he put in a bit of salty sand soil to act as a 

preservative—just a pinch. If the salesperson did, everything would be fine. This teaching implies that all 

we need is a “pinch” of chayah in our lives to sustain us.   

As we begin the Torah cycle anew, take pause and remember these two dimensions of the soul: nefesh 

and chayah. These are the elements that sustain us. These are elements that let us dominate the world 

but with reverence. These two aspects of soul separate us from all other living creatures on the planet. 

But remember—don’t let the arrogance create a sense of imperviousness. Rather that balance will 

create the humble sense of balance essential for living as one’s truly created in the image of God. 


