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CH U K A S  

THREE KINDS OF MITZVOS 

There are three categories of mitzvos in the Torah: mish-
patim, eidus, and chukim.1 Mishpatim are mitzvos whose 
observance is required even by human intellect. With regard 
to eidus, though logic alone would not mandate their obser-
vance, we can understand their rationale once they have been 
commanded by the Torah. Chukim, by contrast, are mitzvos 
which have no intellectual basis. Indeed, they contradict rea-
son, and so must be observed with kabbalas ol, acceptance of 
G-d’s yoke. 

In mishpatim and eidus, G-d’s will has been confined and 
enclothed in intellect to the extent that our thought processes 
can appreciate it. With regard to chukim, by contrast, G-d’s 
will retains its transcendent nature. Even though they exist 
within our material framework, the chukim reflect the essence 
of G-d’s will, which is connected directly to G-d’s essence.2 
This is why they cannot be grasped by mortal intellect. 

Similarly, the observance of chukim requires a commit-
ment stemming from the essence of one’s will, reflecting the 

 
1. See the sichos to the parshiyos Yisro, Mishpatim, and Bechukosai, in this series 

where similar concepts are discussed. See also the sources cited there. 
2. See the maamar entitled Lech Lecha 5666, which explains that the mitzvos 

which possess a rationale that can be grasped by mortal intellect relate to the 
extension of G-d’s will. Because this level is removed from the essence of His 
will, as it were, it is possible for it to become enclothed in intellect. Chukim, by 
contrast, relate to the essence of G-d’s will. Therefore they cannot be 
enclothed within reason. 
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kabbalas ol and bittul which are rooted in the essence of the 
soul, and which transcend one’s conscious powers. 

In this light, a connection can also be drawn to the Alter 
Rebbe’s interpretation,3 which associates chukim with engrav-
ing (chakikah in Hebrew). Engraved letters possess an 
advantage over written letters, for engraved letters are part of 
the substance on which they are engraved. Written letters, by 
contrast, are merely added to the surface on which they 
appear. 

This also reflects the advantage of chukim over eidus and 
mishpatim. Eidus and mishpatim — from the perspective of 
both G-d (the Commander) and man (the commanded) — do 
not represent the expression of will in a pure sense. Instead, 
will is mixed with intellect. Chukim, by contrast, reflect the 
expression of man’s and G-d’s essential will, and connect the 
essence of man’s soul to the essence of G-d without the addi-
tion of any external factors. 

BEYOND THE KEN OF KNOWLEDGE 

The fundamental example of a chok is the mitzvah of the 
red heifer. With regard to this mitzvah, even King Shlomo, 
who had grasped the most sublime truths and was able to 
comprehend the rationale for the other chukim, said:4 

I was able to comprehend all [the other difficult pas-
sages of the Torah], but with regard to the passage of 
the red heifer, I asked, I researched and I sought. I 
said:5 “I will become wise,” [but I saw] that it was 
distant from me. 

The rationale for this mitzvah was revealed to Moshe, our 
teacher, alone, as the Midrash states:6 “The Holy One, blessed 

 
3. Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar 56a; see also Likkutei Torah, Vayikra 45a. 
4. Bamidbar Rabbah 19:3; Midrash Tanchuma, Parshas Chukas, sec. 7. 
5. Koheles 7:23. 
6. Bamidbar Rabbah 19:6; Midrash Tanchuma, Parshas Chukas, sec. 8. 
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be He, told Moshe: ‘To you alone will I reveal the rationale7 
for the red heifer.’” 

This is one of the reasons why the Torah introduces the 
chok of the red heifer with the phrase:8 “This is the statute of 
the Torah.” The Torah uses such wording rather than “This is 
the statute of the heifer,” or “This is the statute of the sin 
offering” because the red heifer reflects the Torah in its 
totality.9 For the essence of all the mitzvos, even the mishpatim 
and eidus, is G-d’s transcendent will. With regard to the other 
mitzvos, however, G-d’s will is enclothed in intellect. 
Nevertheless, the essence of even those mitzvos remains tran-
scendent.10 

In the mitzvah of the red heifer, this quality is overtly 
revealed. For the mitzvah of the red heifer is not enclothed 
within reason. Therefore, this mitzvah represents the Torah in 
its totality. 

There are two unique dimensions to the offering of the 
red heifer:11 a) it makes the pure impure while it purifies the 
impure, and b) it is offered outside the camp. 

 
7. The word “rationale” in this context must be interpreted figuratively, for the 

mitzvah of the red heifer is above all rationale. For that reason, Shlomo’s in-
ability to comprehend the reasoning behind the red heifer is not considered a 
deficiency, as reflected in the statement of Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 19:3): 
“You have acquired knowledge. What are you lacking?”, implying that from 
an intellectual perspective, he was not lacking anything. See the maamar 
entitled Zos Chukas, 5673. 

  Instead, the revelation of the “rationale” for the red heifer to Moshe reflects 
how the fundamental bittul which he possessed enabled him to overtly per-
ceive G-d’s essential will. 

8. Bamidbar 19:2. 
9. See Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar 56a; see also the traditional commentaries to the 

above verse. 
10. For the attribute of will retains its fundamentally simple quality even when 

associated with a rationale. See the maamar entitled Va’ani Tefillasi, 5694. See 
also Tanya, Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 19. 

11. Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 397. 
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We can assume that these unique dimensions reveal a 
quality associated with the essence of the soul, and relate to 
the Torah in its totality. 

The impetus which spurs the essence of the soul to this 
service is sparked by Moshe, for only to him was the motivat-
ing principle revealed. And it is Moshe who conveys 
inspiration to all Jews. 

To underscore this dynamic, G-d commanded Moshe:8 
“Speak to the children of Israel, that they shall bring you a 
red heifer.” It was Elazar the priest who offered the red heifer 
and carried out all the preparations for the sacrifice. Never-
theless, the Torah emphasizes that the heifer was to be 
brought to Moshe, for it was he who inspired the Divine 
service that represents the spiritual counterpart of this offer-
ing. For this reason, the sacrifice is always referred to as the 
red heifer offered by Moshe.12 Moreover, each of the eight red 
heifers offered during the era of the Second Beis HaMikdash, 
and even the final one to be offered by Mashiach used — or 
will use — the ashes of red heifer offered by Moshe in the 
desert.13 

PURE, IMPURE 

The Midrash states14 that when G-d told Moshe Rabbeinu 
about the impurity resulting from contact with a human 
corpse, Moshe’s face turned color. “How will such a person 
regain ritual purity?” he wondered. 

(Moshe was not as bewildered when G-d taught him 
about other kinds of ritual impurity, for they are limited in 
nature. But the impurity stemming from contact with a corpse 

 
12. See Rashi’s commentary to the beginning of Parshas Chukas. 
13. See Parah 3:5 (and the commentary to 3:11); Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos 

Parah Adumah 2:6. See also the commentary of Yedei Mishneh and R. Zaev Ein-
horn to Bamidbar Rabbah 19:6; Gur Aryeh and Sifsei Chachamim (to Rashi, 
Bamidbar 19:2); Sheloh, Cheilek Torah Shebichsav, Parshas Parah, p. 359b. 

14. Bamidbar Rabbah 19:4, Midrash Tanchuma, Parshas Chukas, sec. 6. 
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is the direct opposite of holiness. Holiness is associated with 
vitality; as long as one clings to “the living G-d,” there is no 
possibility of death.15 Death reflects separation from 
G-dliness, and therefore Moshe was bewildered.) 

G-d resolved this question for Moshe by teaching him the 
laws of the red heifer, for the ashes of the red heifer overturn 
even this type of impurity. The sprinkling of its ashes draws 
down the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy, which transcend all 
limitations and remove all blemishes.16 

For this reason, the red heifer is referred to as a chok. For 
within the ordinary limits of the spiritual cosmos (i.e., within 
both the private world of each human being, and within the 
world at large), it is impossible to bring purity to such a level. 
For “who can render the impure, pure? Only the One,”17 for 
He is not bound by any limits. 

On this basis, we can also understand why the red heifer 
is offered outside the camp, in contrast to all other sacrifices, 

 
15. On this basis, we can understand the custom (Toras Kohanim, Bechukosai 

commenting on verse 26:25; B. Kamma 82b) that a corpse is never left unbur-
ied overnight in Jerusalem. Jerusalem (ohkaurh in Hebrew) relates to the level 
of complete fear [(vtrhv ,unhka in Hebrew), Tosafos, entry, Har, Taanis 16a)]. 
On that level, there is no connection with death. On the contrary, “the fear of 
G-d [leads to] life” (Mishlei 19:23). 

16. Tanya, Iggeres HaTeshuvah, ch. 8. The intent is that teshuvah removes even 
those blemishes which are caused by willful sins — blemishes for which sacri-
fices cannot atone. Such complete restoration is possible because teshuvah 
draws down the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy. 

  For this reason, when the Alter Rebbe quotes the verse (Shmos 34:7): 
“forgiving iniquity, transgression,... and He cleanses,” he omits the word “sin.” 
For sin, chatas in Hebrew, refers to unintentional sins that can be atoned for 
by sacrifices. For the atonement for such sins does not require the influence of 
the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy. 

  The verse itself mentions “sins” because of its conclusion (which translates 
literally as): “and He cleanses, but does not cleanse,” interpreted by our Sages 
(Yoma 6:1) as: “‘He cleanses’ those who repent; ‘but does not cleanse’ those 
who do not repent.” Sins are mentioned in this context to show that even 
“sins” will not be forgiven unless the person repents. For even a sin committed 
unintentionally requires teshuvah. 

17. Iyov 14:4; [the translation is based on the Targum]. See also Likkutei Torah, 
Bamidbar 59d. 
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which were offered within the Beis HaMikdash. The Alter 
Rebbe explains18 that all the other sacrifices atone for unin-
tentional sins, these being a result of the “intensification [of 
the influence] of the animal soul [rooted in kelipas] nogah.”19 
Therefore they are offered within the Beis HaMikdash. 

The red heifer, by contrast, atones for the ritual impurity 
stemming from a corpse, the very lowest form of impurity, 
below even kelipas nogah. Accordingly, it is offered outside 
the camp, for it purifies even those levels outside the realm of 
holiness by revealing a light that transcends the limits of the 
spiritual cosmos. 

BEYOND SELF-CONCERN 

To draw down a light which is above the limits of the 
spiritual cosmos, one must tap a level of the soul which goes 
beyond all limits, the level of yechidah, which is expressed 
through bittul. To put it simply: mesirus nefesh, self-sacrifice, 
is necessary. A person must put his own concerns aside, go 
outside the camp, take a cow (indeed, one which is red20) and 
prepare it as a sacrifice, knowing that he himself will thereby 
become impure. All this to enable other Jews to become pure. 

A person has to be willing to ignore his own concerns to 
do a favor for another Jew. Moreover, the help which he 
offers must be given freely, without thought of personal 
benefit. Our Sages teach:21 “More than the donor gives to the 
recipient, the recipient gives to the donor.” But when a per-
son gives with such thoughts in mind, he has not transcended 
his limits, and so it is impossible for him to draw down G-d’s 
essence. 

 
18. Tanya, Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 28; see also Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar 58c. 
19. See the sichah to Parshas Vayikra in this series, where this concept is ex-

plained. 
20. Red reflects excitement, the direct opposite of the calm which characterizes 

intellect. 
21. Vayikra Rabbah 34:8. 

16

LIKKUTEI SICHOS 

A PARALLEL BETWEEN MANNA AND SHABBOS 

BESURAS HAGEULO



15

CHUKAS THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE REDEMPTION

10

LIKKUTEI SICHOS 

A PARALLEL BETWEEN MANNA AND SHABBOS 

When does a person draw down G-d’s essence? When he 
does a favor for another person despite the knowledge that he 
will thereby become impure.22 

(G-d will certainly repay him several times over for his 
troubles, but this is not his concern. He should be willing to 
make the effort despite the fact that he thereby becomes 
impure.) 

This lack of self-concern is the chok engraved in the very 
core of his being, and it draws down the transcendent 
dimensions of G-dliness. For only the essence of the soul can 
draw down G-d’s essence. 

The above concepts enable us to appreciate the ramifica-
tions of the two unique dimensions of the laws regarding the 
red heifer: that it makes the impure pure while making the 
pure impure, and that it is offered outside the camp. 

To explain: 

a) Through the Divine service associated with the chukim, 
we reveal the essence of the soul. For the bittul involved in 
enabling another Jew to purify himself even though it 
requires leaving the camp and becoming impure oneself 
expresses the essence of the soul. 

b) This relates to the Torah in its totality, for the purpose 
of the Torah is to take humanity above all limits, enabling us 
to subdue our personal “I.” This includes not only the “I” of 
the body, but also the “I” of the soul. This self-sacrifice is 
expressed through ahavas Yisrael (the love for a fellow Jew), 
which is the totality of the Torah.23 

 
22. Indeed, even before the priest begins the rites involved with the sacrifice of the 

red heifer, he is rendered impure. For in the era of the Second Beis HaMikdash, 
before the priest began the rites, the court would make him impure through 
contact with a dead creeping animal. He would then immerse and begin the 
rites connected with the sacrifice (Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Parah Ad-
umah 1:14). 

23. See Tanya, ch. 32; Derech Mitzvosecha, mitzvas ahavas Yisrael. 
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The potential for such a commitment stems from Moshe 
Rabbeinu. He was the epitome of selflessness, and inspired all 
Jews to manifest bittul. 

POSITIVE SELF-CONCERN 

On several occasions, it has been explained24 that the 
Torah fuses opposites. A similar concept applies in the 
present context: one’s efforts to reach out to another Jew 
must be coupled with a concern for one’s own refinement. 

It is written:25 “When you see a naked person, you should 
cover him, but you should not turn away from your own 
flesh.” Mitzvos are described with the analogy of garments.26 
Thus the verse can be interpreted as meaning “When you see 
a naked person — one who has no mitzvos in which to clothe 
himself — you should clothe him. Inspire him to observe the 
mitzvos, to wear tefillin and tzitzis.” At the same time, how-
ever, one cannot “turn away from one’s own flesh.” 

The implication is that one must realize that one’s 
makeup is materialistically inclined. And one must carry out a 
process of refinement that includes spiritual counterparts to 
each of the three steps involved in preparing flesh to be eaten: 
soaking, salting, and washing.27 

                                                                                                                       
  In Tanya, op. cit., frequent reference is made to the terms body and soul. In 

this context, the term “body” also includes the vitalizing force that the body 
requires. “Soul” refers to the very source of the soul, the level described with 
the words: “With regard to the soul and the spirit, who can know their great-
ness and stature in their root and source, the living G-d.” For it is this level 
alone which is the source of true love and brotherhood. When, by contrast, a 
person retains self-concern, even the spiritual self-concern that stems from his 
soul, true brotherhood is not possible. 

24. See the sichah to Shabbos Parshas Chayei Sarah in this series. 
25. Yeshayahu 58:7. See the maamar entitled Oz Yibaka, 5694. 
26. Tanya, ch. 4. 
27. Soaking the meat refers to “immersing oneself in the waters of knowledge” (cf. 

Rambam, Mishneh Torah, the conclusion of Hilchos Mikvaos), i.e., the study of 
the Torah. It also refers to prayer, for prayer is associated with the analogy of 
water, as it is written (Eichah 2:19): “Pour out your heart like water.” 
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with the power to purify every Jew, even one who has come 
into contact with death.30 

b) The yetzer hora can argue: “It’s true that the potential 
has been granted for such service, but why must you perform 
it? Why lower yourself to such a level? After all, our Sages 
teach that31 a person is never told to sin in order to enable a 
colleague to benefit. 

In reply, we are told that this is “the statute of the Torah,” 
i.e., a principle upon which the entire Torah revolves. One 
must be willing to sacrifice oneself for a colleague. Until one 
is willing to make such a sacrifice, one is lacking a connection 
to the Torah in its totality. 

c) A person can err and think that the success of his out-
reach efforts is due to his personal talents. To counter such 
thoughts, he is reminded that before offering a red heifer, one 
must be purified with the ashes of the red heifer which Moshe 
offered. Each person must realize that he is only an agent, and 
that his potential for success is generated by Moshe. 

d) One might wish to devote oneself entirely to the purifi-
cation of others, without concentrating on oneself. To 
prevent such an error, the Torah teaches us to keep a portion 
of the ashes of the red heifer as a testimonial, reminding us to 
focus energies inward as well as outward. 

(Adapted from Sichos Shabbos Parshas Chukas, 5710, 
Shabbos Parshas Chukas-Balak, 5712) 

�� 

30. This is implied by Rashi (Bamidbar 19:2) who speaks of “the red heifer which 
Moshe offered in the desert.” Why the reference to the desert? Everyone 
knows that Moshe’s entire term of leadership was spent in the desert! 

  The intent is to teach that Moshe offered the red heifer in “the desert,” a 
place of snakes and scorpions, indicating that this offering has the potential to 
purify even such low levels. And it is from the ashes of this red heifer that the 
priests are purified before offering other red heifers. 

31. Shabbos 4a. 
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Since the mitzvah of the red heifer represents “the totality 
of the Torah,” it also alludes to this concept. This is reflected 
in the fact that the ashes of the red heifer offered by Moshe 
were divided into three portions:28 One was used to purify the 
impure. One portion was set aside to purify the priests who 
would offer subsequent red heifers. And a third portion was 
set aside as “a testimonial.” 

One might ask: What is the purpose of a testimonial? 

In terms of our Divine service, this question can be 
answered as follows: Because of the many rigors involved in 
communal work and outreach efforts, one may forget about 
oneself. Therefore a testimonial is necessary to remind us that 
the impurity associated with death should not be allowed to 
penetrate into our own lives, and require us to use of the 
ashes of the red heifer.29 

SUMMING UP 

To summarize: 

a) When one sees a Jew who does not appear to be cling-
ing to the living G-d, and who looks spiritually lifeless, one 
might think that the person is beyond hope. The red heifer 
teaches us that this is not so. Moshe Rabbeinu endowed us 

                                                                                                                       
  Salting refers to the purging of the excitement derived from worldly pleas-

ure. Washing the salt and blood off the meat implies that no trace of the 
salting process should remain, i.e., this spiritual endeavor should not encour-
age pride (Sichos Shabbos Parshas Pinchas, 5710). 

28. Tosefta, the conclusion of Parah, ch. 3. 
29. This lesson is emphasized through the mitzvah of the red heifer, which centers 

primarily on purifying others, since: a) As a result of the effort necessary to 
purify others, the person is likely to forget about himself. For indeed, when 
comparing himself to the people to whom he is reaching out, he may come to 
the conclusion that he is on a very high level. b) To reach out to others, one 
must be on the highest levels of purity oneself. This is why the Sages imposed 
many stringencies with regard to the purity of those involved in the offering of 
the red heifer (see Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Parah 2:1). 


