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“The World Is Like an Exedra”

The Talmud’s picture of a world left open on its north side
reflects the inter-inclusion of Chesed and Gevurah: the south,
which is Chesed, burns with the concentrated heat of Gevurah,
while the north, which is Gevurah, holds the cold and the water of
Chesed; this blending of opposites is the tikkun that lets the

world endure.
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THE BIG IDEA

The Talmud’s picture of a world left open on its north side reflects the inter-inclu-
sion of Chesed and Gevurah: the south, which is Chesed, burns with the concen-
trated heat of Gevurah, while the north, which is Gevurah, holds the cold and the
water of Chesed; this blending of opposites is the tikkun that lets the world endure.

Each section: the Hebrew, then the translation, then a short explanation under a gold rule. Small numbers in the Hebrew are the
notes at the end.

THE MAAMAR IN BRIEF

Rabbi Eliezer teaches in the Talmud that the world is like an exedra, walled on three sides, with its
northern side left open. The Alter Rebbe begins with the physical world: the south is burning hot and
largely unsettled, while the north holds the main settlement of the nations. In Kabbalah the south, on
the right of one who faces east, is Chesed, and the north, on the left, is Gevurah. Yet Chesed and
Gevurah are inter-included. The south’s heat is Gevurah within Chesed, produced by the tzimtzum of
the firmament, which concentrates the sun’s light; the north’s cold is Chesed within Gevurah, though
its own Gevurah shows in the cold’s power to freeze. So water, drawn from Chochmah, the source of
the chasadim, is found in the north, while the dry south still has rivers and Gan Eden; and even the
pairing of cold with Chesed and heat with Gevurah is an exchange. This mixing is the chief tikkun of
the world, without which it could not endure. Hence the north is open: the enclosing partition of the fir-

mament is made of gevuros, but in the north the chasadim of Chochmah spread out.

OUTLINE

1 The open north and the four directions 7

The Talmud’s exedra with its open north; the burning south and the settled north; the south is Chesed and the
north Gevurah, by the orientation of one who faces east.

2 Gevurah in the south, Chesed in the north 12

Chesed and Gevurah are inter-included: the south’s concentrated heat, produced by the firmament’s tz-
imtzum, is Gevurah within Chesed; the north’s cold is Chesed within Gevurah, yet its power to freeze and
congeal is Gevurah.

3 Water, warmth and the tikkun of mixing 13

Water, drawn from Chochmabh, the source of the chasadim, is in the north; the dry south has rivers and Gan
Eden; even cold in Chesed and warmth in Gevurah is an exchange; this mixing is the chief tikkun, without
which the world could not endure.
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4 Why the north is open

14

The firmament’s partition is from gevuros, but the chasadim of Chochmah spread in the north, so it is open

and cold; a parenthesis gathers passages of the Zohar and other works on the north and on the exchange of

the attributes.

KEY CONCEPTS

Inter-inclusion n%%onm

Each attribute contains something of the other: there is
Gevurah within Chesed and Chesed within Gevurah, so the
south bears Gevurah and the north Chesed.

Chesed and Gevurah 171227 701

Kindness, which expands and gives, and restraint, which
limits and defines; among the directions, the south and the
north, the right and the left of one who faces east.

The tzimtzum of the firmament y°p7 01803

The firmament that surrounds the world holds back the
sun’s light and concentrates it on the place where it
shines; every such contraction is the work of the gevuros,
which set limits.
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The chasadim of Chochmah 172517 0°70n71

The kindnesses that flow from Chochmah, “the sea of
Chochmah”; they bring water to the north and leave it
open.

Tikkun 71p°n

The order the Emanator set into His world, in which
Chesed is mixed into Gevurah and Gevurah into Chesed,
so that the world can endure.

Exchange 717°n

The attributes trade qualities: cold belongs to Chesed and
warmth to Gevurah; in the Zohar’s words, “they exchanged
their places.”
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SECTION 1 - 11

The open north and the four directions
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“The world is like an exedra, and the northern side is not enclosed by a partition” (Bava Basra, folio
25, end of side a). Now, in the south there is the intensity of the heat,
The maamar opens with Rabbi Eliezer’s teaching in the Talmud: the world is like an exedra, a porch enclosed
on three sides and open on the fourth, for its northern side has no wall, and when the sun reaches the north-

west corner it bends and rises above the firmament. The Alter Rebbe sets out to explain why the north is left
open, and begins with the south, where the heat is at its strongest.
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and therefore the Cushites are black, and [the south] is also not settled. But in the north the people
are white, and in it is the main settlement of the seventy nations.
The text draws the physical consequences of that heat: in the south the people are dark-skinned and the land
is largely unsettled, while in the north the people are fair and the main settlement of the seventy nations, the

traditional count of the world’s peoples, is found. These visible effects are the starting point for the spiritual
explanation that follows.
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Now, the south is Chesed (kindness) and the north Gevurah (restraint): “Out of the north shall
break forth,” etc. For the east is called the front (kedmah), the west the back, the south the right,
and the north the left.
In Kabbalah the directions correspond to the Sefiros: the south is Chesed and the north is Gevurah, and
Jeremiah’s “Out of the north the evil shall break forth” marks the north as the side of judgment. The reason

is the orientation of one who faces east, the “front” (kedmah means both “eastward” and “forward”): the
south is on his right, the side of Chesed, and the north on his left, the side of Gevurah.
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SECTION 2 - 112

Gevurah in the south, Chesed in the north
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Now, it is known that Chesed (kindness) and Gevurah (restraint) are inter-included with one anoth-
er, and there is Gevurah within Chesed and Chesed within Gevurah. Therefore the south, which is
Chesed, has Gevurah in it,

It is a basic principle of Kabbalah that Chesed and Gevurah are inter-included: each contains something of

the other. Applied to the directions, this means that the south, though it is Chesed, must have an element of
Gevurah within it.
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namely, the intensity of the heat (which is hard on a person; see the Gemara, chapter 18 of
Shabbos, folio 129a; and see Tosafos, chapter 3 of Kesubos, folio 30, the passage beginning “Every-
thing,” in the name of the Midrash Rabbah, regarding “May you be saved from the heat”).
That element is the south’s intense heat, which is hard on a person. In the Gemara cited, the sage Avlet finds
Shmuel lying in the sun and asks him, “Can what is bad be good?” Tosafos on Kesubos brings the Midrash in

which Rebbi blesses Antoninus to be spared the cold, and Antoninus answers that one more garment takes

care of that; but when Rebbi blesses him to be saved from the heat, he agrees that this is a real prayer.
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And it comes about through the tzimtzum (contraction) of the firmament that surrounds the world,
which holds back and prevents the light of the sun from spreading through the whole world, so that
instead it shines with intensity on the place where it shines; and every tzimtzum is due to the ge-
vuros, which set limits.

Physically, the south’s heat comes from the firmament that surrounds the world, which hems in the sun’s

light so that, instead of spreading everywhere, it beats down with full force on the place where it shines.

Every contraction (tzimtzum) of this kind is the work of the gevuros, the powers that limit and define.
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The vessels, too, are of the level of gevuros. And this is in the south specifically: since in itself it is
Chesed, therefore the contracting Gevurah is included in it, etc.

The vessels of Kabbalah, the forms that receive and contain light, likewise come from the gevuros, since a
vessel is itself a limit. This concentrating Gevurah appears precisely in the south because the south in itself
is Chesed, and so it takes in its opposite.
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But in the north, which in itself is Gevurah, Chesed is therefore included in it, and that is why it is
cold, for coldness is Chesed. Yet even so, in itself it is Gevurah, namely the intensity of the cold,
which freezes and congeals.

The north, conversely, is in itself Gevurah, so Chesed is included in it and shows as its cold, for coldness be-

longs to Chesed. Yet the north’s own Gevurah is still present in that cold, in the harsh intensity that freezes
and congeals.

SECTION 3 - 13

Water, warmth and the tikkun of mixing
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Therefore there is water in the north, for water is drawn from Chochmah (wisdom), the source of
the chasadim, which is called “the sea of Chochmah.” The power and source of moisture is in the
brain, and the source of warmth is in the heart: “flashes of fire”; “I am Binah, Gevurah is mine,”
etc.,
This is why water is found in the north: water, in Kabbalah, flows from Chochmah, the source of the
chasadim, which is therefore called “the sea of Chochmah.” In a person, too, moisture comes from the

brain, while warmth comes from the heart, its “flashes of fire,” and is tied to Binah, from which Gevurah
stems: “I am Binah, Gevurah is mine.”
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whereas in the south there is dryness. Nevertheless there are rivers in it, and Gan Eden is on the
equator, because in itself [the south] is chasadim, etc. And this itself, too, that coldness is in Chesed

(kindness) and warmth in Gevurah, is through an exchange.

The south, by contrast, is dry, yet because its essence is chasadim it still has rivers, and Gan Eden lies on the
equator. The Alter Rebbe adds that even the pairing of cold with Chesed and warmth with Gevurah is itself
the result of an exchange between the attributes, a further case of their inter-inclusion.
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The rule of the matter is that this is the chief rectification that the Emanator, blessed be He, insti-

tuted in His world: that there be a mixing of Chesed in Gevurah and Gevurah in Chesed,

To sum up: the mixing of Chesed into Gevurah and Gevurah into Chesed is the chief “rectification” (tikkun)
that G-d, the Emanator, set into His world. Tikkun is the Kabbalistic term for an ordered world in which the
attributes are blended rather than each standing alone.
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so that the world may endure. Without this the world would have no endurance at all; for if the

north, which is Gevurah in essence, had no Chesed at all in it, it would not endure.

This blend is what allows the world to exist at all. A north that was pure Gevurah, with no Chesed in it, could
not endure.
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Therefore Chesed was implanted in it; and it is like “a woman who emits seed first bears a male,
and a man who emits seed first,” etc., as is explained elsewhere.

So Chesed was implanted in the north. The Alter Rebbe compares this to the Talmud’s teaching that when the
woman’s seed comes first the child is male, and when the man’s comes first the child is female: each side
brings forth its opposite, as he says is explained elsewhere.
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SECTION 4 - 14

Why the north is open
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And therefore, too, the northern side is not enclosed by a partition: for the partition of the con-
tracting firmament is specifically from gevuros, and in the north, since the chasadim of Chochmah
(wisdom) spread forth in it, it is therefore open. This suffices for one who understands.

This also explains the Talmud’s open north. The partition of the firmament, which contracts and encloses, is

made of gevuros, but the north is where the chasadim of Chochmah spread out, the same chasadim that
bring it its water, and so it is left open; the Alter Rebbe leaves the rest to the reader’s understanding.
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And therefore it is cold, since the sun spreads out this way and that, and not as in the south. (And
see the Zohar, Parshas Va’eira, folio 24a, and the Zohar HaRakia, the Eshel Avraham and the
Mikdash Melech there; and see Iggeres HaKodesh, in the discourse beginning “How great is Your
goodness that You have hidden away,” etc.
Because the north is open, the sun’s light there is not concentrated but spreads this way and that, and so the
north is cold. The parenthesis that follows cites the Zohar in Va’eira (2:24a), which places fire in the north
and water in the south and says that the Holy One, blessed be He, made each lend the other of its own, to-
gether with the Zohar commentaries Zohar HaRakia, Eshel Avraham and Mikdash Melech on that passage,

and a discourse in Iggeres HaKodesh that opens with “How great is Your goodness that You have hidden

away” (tzafanta, from the same root as tzafon, “north”).
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And see further the Zohar, Parshas Bamidbar, folio 118b and folio 120a. And in Parshas Vayeshev,
folio 186b, on the verse “I have roused from the north,” etc.; and in Parshas Terumah, folio 154b,
on the subject of the table in the north, and folio 135a, as it says, “From the north [comes] gold,”
etc.; see there.
The Zohar on Bamidbar speaks of the north as included in the south, as the left hand is clasped in the right
(3:118b), and of the Shechinah set between north and south, the north beneath her head and the south em-
bracing her (3:120a); and in Vayeshev (1:186Db) it reads “I have roused from the north” as an arousal from
the side of the north that is answered by a holy soul sent from above. In Terumah it explains that the table

stood on the north side because joy begins from there and water comes from the left (2:154b), and it applies
“From the north comes gold” to Rosh HaShanah, the day of judgment (2:135a).
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And see what is written elsewhere on the subject of the Name of forty-two and [the Name of] seven-
ty-two in the passages of Shema and Vehayah im shamoa, which also belongs to the subject of what
is said in the Zohar, that “they exchanged their places,” etc. And see further on the subject of “the
northern side is not enclosed” in the Zohar, Parshas Korach, folio 178b; and it is a different matter
from what is written [here].
The text also points to its discussion elsewhere of the Name of forty-two and the Name of seventy-two in the
first two passages of the Shema, which it ties to the Zohar’s words “they exchanged their places”: the first pas-
sage, of love and so of Chesed, has forty-two words, though the Name of forty-two belongs to Gevurah, and
the second, of warning and so of Gevurah, has seventy-two, though the Name of seventy-two belongs to

Chesed. It then cites the Zohar in Korach (3:178b) on the open north, noting that the Zohar there makes a
different point from the one made here.
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And see the Likkutei Torah of the Arizal on Ezekiel, the passage beginning “The matter of Ezekiel”;
and see what is written in Parshas Vayeshev, in the discourse beginning “On the twenty-fifth of
Kislev,” on the meaning of “northward, before G-d”; and see the commentary of the Ramaz on the
Zohar, at the beginning of Parshas Tzav.)
The parenthesis closes with three more references: the Arizal’s Likkutei Torah on Ezekiel; the Chanukah dis-
course “On the twenty-fifth of Kislev” in Parshas Vayeshev, which explains the words “northward, before

G-d,” said of the burnt offering (Leviticus 1:11); and the Ramaz’s commentary on the Zohar at the beginning
of Parshas Tzav.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why is the south, which is Chesed, the place of the most intense heat, and the north, which is Gevurah, the
place of cold?

2. How does the tzimtzum of the firmament produce the heat of the south, and why is every tzimtzum the
work of the gevuros?

3. If the north is Gevurah, why is water, which is drawn from Chochmah, found there?

4. What does it mean that the mixing of Chesed and Gevurah is the chief tikkun of the world, without which it
could not endure?

5. Why is the north left open, and how does that openness make it cold?
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The note records that this maamar was said in 5572 (1811-
12) and points to the Tzemach Tzedek’s Or HaTorah on
Parshas Behaaloscha, p. 348, on the opening words, “The
world is like an exedra.”
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The note cites the Tzemach Tzedek’s Or HaTorah on the
Prophets and Writings for the intense heat of the south.
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the passage shares nothing with the note
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A Kabbalistic lexicon arranged by letter; the note cites its
entry under dalet for the south (darom) as Chesed.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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Speaking of the supernal “sea” whose waters have frozen,
the Zohar says that “from the side of the north the waters
freeze, and from the side of the south they are loosened”
and flow. The Kehot note points here for the south as
Chesed and the north as Gevurah.

Zohar I, 29b2 ,v5 X”m

KEHOT'S NOTE
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“And G-d said to me: Out of the north the evil shall break
forth upon all the inhabitants of the land.” Cited as a sign
that the north is the side of Gevurah and judgment.
Jeremiah 1:1477:X 17°27°
PR 2072 2Y 1Y77 1NAN 0¥ V2K T TN
Then the L-RD said unto me: ‘Out of the north the evil shall
break forth upon all the inhabitants of the land.

Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « JPS 1917 (Public Domain)
KEHOT'S NOTE
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likuteitorah.com/likkutei-torah/tazria/2/

Rabbi Eliezer says: the world is like an exedra, and its
northern side is not enclosed; when the sun reaches the
northwest corner it bends and rises above the firmament.
Rabbi Yehoshua holds that the world is like a tent, enclosed
on the north as well; the maamar builds on Rabbi Eliezer’s
words.

Bava Batra 25ax 77”5 X702 X232

PARAGRAPH 2
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On “Everything is in the hands of Heaven except cold and
heat,” Tosafos brings the Midrash: Rebbi
Antoninus, “May the Merciful One save you from the
cold,” and Antoninus replied that one more garment takes
care of the cold; Rebbi then said, “May you be saved from

said to

the heat,” and Antoninus answered, “This is a prayer.” The

maamar cites it to show that heat is hard on a person.
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Vilna Edition (Public Domain)

PARAGRAPH 3
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Tanya, chapter 3, explains that the soul’s intellect,

Chochmah, Binah and Daas, is the “mother” and source of
its emotive attributes, the love and awe of G-d that are
born of it.
Tanya, Likkutei Amarim 3:118”>:) 00K *01p°2 ;WwRA P21 ,X°I0
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Kehot Publication Society (CC-BY-NC)
KEHOT’'S NOTE
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“For love is strong as death ... its flashes are flashes of fire,
a flame of G-d.” The maamar applies the words to the
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warmth whose source is in the heart.
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Set me as a seal upon thy heart, As a seal upon thine arm;

For love is strong as death, Jealousy is cruel as the grave;

The flashes thereof are flashes of fire, A very flame of the

L-RD.

Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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Wisdom declares, “Counsel and sound wisdom are mine; I
am understanding (binah), might (gevurah) is mine.”
Read in the terms of Kabbalah, Binah is the root from
which Gevurah, and so warmth, derives.

Proverbs 8:147:11 "2wn
1717923 77 71202 73R I N3y
Counsel is mine, and sound wisdom; I am understanding,

power is mine.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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A discourse of the Alter Rebbe that the note cites on Gan
Eden lying on the equator; the note says the passage is
quoted in the Kehot notes to Likkutei Torah, Shemini
Atzeres, 84d.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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PARAGRAPH 4
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Fire stands on the north side and water on the south, yet
“the north is cold and moist” and the south hot and dry:
the Holy One, blessed be He, blended them, so that water
goes from the south into the north and fire from the north
into the south, each lending the other of its own. The text
cites it for the cold of the north and the exchange of the
attributes.

Zohar, Vaera 3:34-433"1-7"7:"3 RIR1 ,77717 790

NI IWNR W 27 AN

“How great is Your goodness that You have hidden away
for those who fear You.” The opening words of the dis-
course in Iggeres HaKodesh to which the text refers;
tzafanta, “You have hidden away,” shares its root with tza-
fon, “north.”
Psalms 31:20°3:8"% 0°2°11n
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Oh how abundant is Thy goodness, which Thou hast laid up
for them that fear Thee; Which Thou hast wrought for them
that take their refuge in Thee, in the sight of the sons of
men!
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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Rabbi Shimon opens with “I have roused from the north,
and he has come” and explains: “I have roused” is the
arousal of a man’s union in this world, an arousal from the
side of the north; “and he has come” is the holy soul that
the Holy One, blessed be He, sends from above.

Zohar, Vayeshev 15:153-16:161X70p:1"0-271p:1"0 2w, 180
Then we read: “And she conceived, and bore a son; and he
called his name Er.” The name ‘Er is a reversal of the letters
ra’ (evil), for he was evil, having issued from the side of the
evil prompter. The accusative particle eth (the) inserted be-
fore his name likewise hints at the emergence of another
grade, that of impurity and defilement, from which grade Er
was born.” Nor was the defect made good until afterwards,
when Shelah appeared. It says further: “And Er, Judah’s
first-born, was evil in the ...

The Zohar; London, Soncino Press, 1933 (Public Domain)
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“I have roused [one] from the north, and he has come;
from the rising of the sun he will call in My name.” The
verse that the Zohar in Vayeshev expounds.
Isaiah 41:25773:8"1 \7°yw°
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I have roused up one from the north, and he is come, From
the rising of the sun one that calleth upon My name; And he
shall come upon rulers as upon mortar, And as the potter

treadeth clay.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) - IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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The note says the Zohar’s passage in Terumah, 154b, on
the table in the north, is explained there.
KEHOT'S NOTE
.39P °Y MR 2172 IRAN:
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The table had to be set on the north side, “and you shall
put the table on the north side,” because joy begins from
there: the left first takes from the right; and water is found
only from the side of the left, which is why we speak of “the
might (gevuros) of the rains.”

Zohar, Terumah 47:515-5257775pn0-1"UPN:1"n 1M19N 7717 990
Then he went on: ‘ “Thou shalt make a table.” This table was
here below for setting the shew-bread upon. Now, which was
of greater import, the table or the bread? It might be
thought that the bread was more important, since the table
was needed to put the bread on, and besides, it was, in the
very nature of things, beneath the bread. This, however, is
not so: the table was the essential article, being, through its
arrangement, the receptacle of blessing from above and of
food for the ...

The Zohar; London, Soncino Press, 1933 (Public Domain)
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Gold alludes to Rosh HaShanah, “the day of gold, the day
of judgment,” when that side rules, as it says, “From the
north comes gold.”

Zohar, Terumah 13:153-14:164770p:77°-2371p:3” 1NN 717 780
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“From the north comes gold; with G-d is awesome
majesty.” The verse that the Zohar in Terumah applies to
the day of judgment.

Job 37:22275:7% 2R
I X791 APRDY DR 271 1iDEN
Out of the north cometh golden splendour, About G-d is ter-

rible majesty.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « IPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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Kehot’s marei makom for these words (its note is below).
KEHOT'S NOTE
7,30 IR A7pY XA
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There the Alter Rebbe notes that the first passage of the
Shema, from “And you shall love” to “your gates,” has
forty-two words and the second seventy-two, although the
Name of forty-two is in Gevurah and that of seventy-two in
Chesed, while the first passage is Chesed and the second
Gevurah.
KEHOT'S NOTE
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The note says the Zohar’s passage in Korach, 178b, on the
open north, is explained there.
KEHOT'S NOTE
%00y 3-KIP7 NPTIRD IRAN:
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“And he shall slaughter it on the side of the altar, north-
ward, before G-d.” Said of the burnt offering; the text
points to the discourse in Parshas Vayeshev that explains
these words.
Leviticus 1:11X™ R X7p”
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And he shall kill it on the side of the altar northward before
the L-RD; and Aaron’s sons, the priests, shall dash its blood
against the altar round about.
Migra according to the Masorah (CC-BY-SA) « JPS 1917 (Public Domain)
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