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In the Talmud [Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 33b] we read the 
lengthy story of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and his son who were hidden in a 
cave [for twelve years, studying Torah and subsisting on water and carob 
pods]. When they learned that they were safe and came out of the cave, they 
saw people “forsaking eternal life to engage in transient concerns.” Whatever 
they looked at was consumed in fire. They aroused destruction in the world, 
and a heavenly voice came forth and said, “Do you wish to destroy My 
world? Return to your cave.” Twelve months later they emerged with 
compassion, and wherever they went they brought blessing to the world.  
 Initially, R. Shimon bar Yohai and his son were convinced that the 
only practices that constituted avodah were Torah study, prayer, fasting in 
tears, and the like. Therefore, when they saw that people were not engaged 
in these practices, they were enraged and said, “They forsake eternal life to 
engage in transient concerns.” Their intolerance increased anger in the 
world, until a divine voice told them to return to their cave. They then sensed 
that this was to teach them a better way of being in the world, a way of 
compassion. The path of compassion is to serve God through every aspect 
of every act, giving heed to the fact that the Holy One is there too. 
 

It appears to me from what I have received from my teachers and 
colleagues that this is how to behave with compassion toward all others. 
Even when you see something ugly or unbecoming in another person, you 
should turn your heart to thinking that the Holy One dwells there too, since 
there is no place devoid of Him. It is therefore for your good that you have 
seen this, since you have some aspect of this same ugliness in you as well, 
and this will move your heart to teshuvah. Even if you should be distracted 
from your study of Torah or prayer by someone’s conversation, you should 
pay attention and consider that this is for your good, either because you were 
not praying or studying properly, or so that you will bring a different intention 
to your service. In these ways you will come to accept this situation as good, 
and ultimately that it truly is for your good… 
 When Psalm 16:8 says, “I have placed God before me [l’negdi] 
always,” it means that even when there is some sort of opposition [negdiut] 
that might cause me to desist from Torah or prayer, I can understand that 
this comes from heaven for my good. It comes from the side of compassion, 
as in the continuation of the verse, “He is at my right hand, I will never be 
shaken,” which is love [hesed] and compassion [rahamim]. Thus, the psalm 
continues, “So my heart rejoices,” since everything is for my good; in this 
manner compassion is aroused in the world, and all beings can be at ease: 
“my body rests secure” (Psalm 16:9). 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Therefore we recite before beginning the morning prayers: “Behold, I 

take upon myself the positive commandment ‘Love your neighbor as 
yourself’” – to acknowledge that all existence is one unified whole, similar to 
a Torah scroll, which is one unity made up of the combination of all the 
individual letters.  Therefore, even when you see something bad in your 
fellow, you must despise only that bad thing so that you can love the holy 
portion in him as yourself.  The Baal Shem Tov said: A perfectly righteous 
person, in whom there is nothing bad, cannot see anything bad in another 
person. But, if you see something bad in your fellow, consider it as if you 
were looking in a mirror: if your face is filthy, you will see it in the mirror, but if 
your face is clean, then you will see no blemish at all.  And so, what you see 
is who you are.  This, then is the meaning of “love your neighbor as yourself”: 
“as yourself” – if you know that there is nothing bad in you, then you will not 
despise yourself, even if you despise whatever bad you might discover there.  
You will then also relate to your fellow in this way, since all is truly one unified 
whole.  After all, doesn’t your fellow also have a portion of divinity in her, just 
like you, and doesn’t she also have her own unique letter in the complete, 
unified Torah?  (Baal Shem Tov teaching from his student, Me’or Einayim, 
Hukat) 
 
Study Questions: 

1. What is the essential teaching of this text? 
2. For Rabbi Yaacov Yosef, what should be our primary ambition in our 

interactions with other human beings? 
3. What gets in the way of our ability to see God in everything? 
4. How does the story of Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai demonstrate Rabbi 

Yaacov Yosef’s point? 
5. Study of Torah or prayer seems to be used as a metaphor; a 

metaphor for what?   
6. What does the Baal Shem Tov’s teaching offer by way of 

understanding our own flaws and failures?  What is missing that 
Yaacov Yosef’s teaching adds? 

7. What does this text teach you about yourself? 
8. Do you find yourself perceiving the flaws in others quicker than you  

notice them in yourself? 
9. The text claims that the flaw we see in another is within our own self, 

do you agree with this? Why or why not? 
10. What would it take for you to see yourself connected to every living 

being? 
 


