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From Self Dread to Self Greatness 

Yosef Yitzchak Sher 

 

Throughout our lives, especially throughout childhood, we are constantly being bombarded by negative 

energies. Whether it is a car hooting at you because you did not start driving soon enough after the 

traffic light went green; or whether it is your family member (who we love to the bottom of our hearts, 

no doubt) who gets annoyed that you bought the low fat milk instead of the full cream.  

The accumulation of these perpetual energies adds up very quickly until we are walking around and 

thinking that “I am useless” or “incompetent” or any other “bad habit”, G-d forbid. Furthermore, this 

self-perception of being “useless” or “incompetent” i.e. this bad habit, becomes so deeply etched into 

our subconscious until we are so unaware that this mindset is in fact so far from the truth.  

In this essay I address the concept of having a low self-esteem and discuss contemplation techniques to 

help grow towards a higher self-esteem. I focus on the Chassidic concept “ha’moach shalit al ha’lev”, 

‘the mind rules over the heart’ (i.e. over our emotions), which is firmly based on the Alter Rebbe's book, 

the Tanya.1 The contemplation techniques should help us activate the ability we have for the mind to 

rule the heart and ultimately grow our self-esteem. 

Around four years ago I was in one of my first Tanya classes. In this Tanya class, Rabbi Zevi Weinberg 

from South Africa stated with complete affirmation that by TRULY studying the book of Tanya, one is 

able to be in control of one’s emotions instead of being controlled by one’s emotions. This concept is 

known as “ha’moach shalit al ha’lev”, meaning ‘the mind rules over the heart’.  

This idea really intrigued me. Even though I had never been a very emotional person (I am more of an 

intellectual), I was personally a victim of my own emotions. Being a victim to one’s own emotions is 

nothing to blame on oneself because the Ultimate Truth is that G-d creates each of us with ALL of 

our strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, even though it is very tempting to blame those around 

us, especially as a result of our childhood, for our lackings and bad habits, nevertheless the Baal Shem 

Tov (the founder of Chassidus) states that EVERYTHING comes from the hand of G-d through Divine 

Providence.2 That means that even though your parent/teacher/babysitter etc. may have nurtured you in 

such a way that ingrained a bad habit in you, and you feel like you can never forgive this person, in 

 
1 1:12; Tanya is the famous work of the Alter Rebbe, the founder of Chabad Chassidus, and is known as the 

basis of and the written Torah of all Chabad Chassidus 

2 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 1 – Sicha delivered by the,Hayom Yom: Sivan 29, 

Hayom Yom: Cheshvan 28 
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truth, this was meant for you. From your parent’s/teacher’s/babysitter’s etc. perspective, they might 

have their own struggles to work through, but from your perspective G-d has placed you into this 

particular situation and “given you” this bad habit all for the sake of helping you grow. Afterall, what 

is the purpose of life without growth?! 

In fact, our very existence is based on this premise. Let me explain. Last year was a leap year (according 

to the Hebrew calendar, based on the lunar cycle). The concept of a leap year is that every year the lunar 

calendar is short a few days compared to the solar calendar, and if not corrected the Jewish festivals 

will fall out in the wrong season. Therefore, every few years is a leap year where an extra month is 

added in order to make up for the lost days. However, there exists a much deeper concept in this 

“lacking” of the lunar calendar compared to the solar calendar. The solar calendar is constant. The sun 

perpetually rises every morning and sets every evening. However, this is not the case for the lunar 

calendar – every month the moon waxes and wanes, grows and diminishes. Clearly not so constant.3 

Right now, we can ask ourselves the question, “why didn't G-d choose the solar calendar to be the main 

calendar for the Jewish People, which is a consistent calendar with very little complications?”. Rather, 

G-d chose the lunar calendar with its lack of consistency. This hints at one of the fundamental basic 

principles for the life of a Jew: the life of a Jew is INCONSISTENT. That means that for those of you 

who yearn to have a calm tranquil lifestyle, don’t hold your breath. I sincerely urge you to stop for a 

few seconds, breath, and open your mind to this new consciousness which Chassidus brings out as the 

ultimate way to achieving true peace and inner happiness – the life of a Jew is a rollercoaster.4 

In order to live with this higher consciousness, we need to work with the way Hashem (G-d) has created 

the world and the life of a Jew. The life of a Jew, like the cycle of the moon is a constant rollercoaster 

ride with ups and down. Not only are there ups and down, but the entire purpose of the lows is to reach 

a higher high than before.5 As Chassidus explains the soul of a Jew descends into the body in order to 

wage an internal war between the desires of the body and the desires of the soul. Furthermore, by putting 

in effort and fighting this internal struggle, we elevate our body and the world at large and this is the 

mission of the Jew in this world.6 Part of this mission (which also helps us in fulfilling this mission) is 

implementing the Chassidic declaration “the mind rules over the heart”.  

 
3 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 5 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe  

4 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 5 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe 

5 Torah Or, Bereishis p.30a 

6 Basi Legani 5710 
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There is a story of Reb Moshe Meisels of Vilna, a chossid (disciple) of the Alter Rebbe, who was a spy 

inside the top ranks of Napoleon’s Army.7 This chossid was acting in complete disguise in order to get 

information to give back to the Alter Rebbe to use against Napoleon. One day Napoleon found out that 

someone was leaking information and he barged into the meeting room with a few of the top-ranking 

officers. In this room was also the chossid of the Alter Rebbe. Napoleon rushed up to the chossid (as he 

had a feeling that the chossid was the leak) and put his hand on his chest to see if he was nervous; and 

if he was nervous Napoleon would have known he was the leak (I don't know about you but if I was the 

chossid and Napoleon rushed up to me my heart would have probably been beating super-fast). This 

chossid was a living example of having worked on himself to such a degree that his mind literally was 

able to control his heartbeat. 

This story is definitely an extreme example of the power of “the mind rules over the heart”. So, the 

question is, how do we implement this concept into our lives practically, especially if we are not Torah 

scholars or if we don’t learn in yeshiva all day long? 

Here are a few ideas on which to contemplate in your day-to-day lives, the purpose of which is to help 

us connect with our true inner self.  

First: conscious living 

We need to live our lives in a conscious way. What does this entail? Well, a person has a brain 

and a heart, and they are both critical and vital organs. The brain is the source for the intellect 

and the heart for the emotions. The intellect is like water – calm and collected, whereas the heart 

is like fire (it’s even red in colour) and is the basis of all our emotions and passions.8 

An animal walks on four legs – its brain and heart are on the same vertical level, above the 

ground. This is in contrast to human beings, who walk on two legs and who’s brains are clearly 

above the heart. Therefore, we can conclude that for a human being, the brain rules the heart 

because G-d made us with our brains above our hearts. Just having this awareness is the pre-

requisite required to living a conscious lifestyle. The next few contemplative techniques will then 

help us live consciously and allow our minds to rule over our emotions, and not the other way 

around. 

Second: focus on our OWN Divine mission 

The world says that if we are not in the top 5% of anything then we are just another average 

person and there is nothing special about us. However, let’s now see life through the lens of the 

 
7 Story related by the Frierdiker Rebbe 

8 Tanya, 1:3  
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Tanya. The lens of the Tanya explains that every person has been given their strengths & 

weaknesses and has been put into their social, financial, emotional and spiritual situation by 

Hashem. In other words, every person has an individual Divine mission in this world, and their 

Divine mission is completely independent of everyone else. Often society puts us into a box, and 

this actually pushes us away from fulfilling our Divine mission. More often than not we are put 

down and we put ourselves down time and time again by trying to hold onto social norms or to 

make certain people proud or happy etc.  

Therefore, you must contemplate the fact that you are unique and have been given a unique 

skillset in life. This means that Hashem has given you your own unique journey in life that no 

one else can judge you on or be compared to. Only you and Hashem know how much effort you 

put in to fight your day-to-day struggles.  

Third: growing is holy 

Contemplate that your soul is “literally a part of G-d above”, as the Alter Rebbe writes in the 

Tanya.9 This makes every Jew inherently holy. As the Frierdiker Rebbe10 says (in his final 

Chassidic discourse, Basi Legani11) that every Jew needs to say, “The whole world was created 

for me”. Furthermore, realise that Hashem has entrusted you with elevating yourself and your 

portion of the world and by so doing you bring your inherent holiness into the world at large. 

This is your “Avodah”, ‘work’ – to bring that holiness into your body and into the world at large 

by putting in effort to push through obstacles and challenges, and fulfilling Torah and mitzvos. 

This growth is slow but perpetual.12 

Just the fact that you are putting in effort to grow (even though you might not see immediate 

results), the “deed is the main thing”13 and it is a clear sign that you are on the path of the Ultimate 

success in life, that of self-refinement, growth and connecting with your true self. 

Fourth: any descent is for a greater ascent 

As already discussed, the Jewish People are like the moon – we wax and we wane. When we fall 

down, we must realise that not only is it fine, but it is actually a part of life. Part of fulfilling our 

Divine mission is struggling in certain areas. When we struggle and/or make a mistake, we need 

 
9 1:2 

10 Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, the sixth Chabad Rebbe 

11 This final discourse being his final message to all of his followers, and all Jews at large 

12 Shabbos Parshas Terumah, 6th Adar, 5740 (1980) para 1 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe 

13 Tanya, 1:38 
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to realise that it’s okay – it doesn’t mean that we are stupid, useless, incompetent etc. Rather, you 

should realise that the entire purpose for any descent is for a higher ascent afterwards and every 

descent is an opportunity for unprecedented growth. Similar to an elastic band, you pull back the 

one end for the sake of releasing it to “fly” forwards.    

Therefore, you need to contemplate the fact that Hashem has given you the challenges He did by 

Divine Providence, in order to help you reach your potential and grow you. More often we grow 

when times are challenging than when times are easy. So when people around you remind you 

of your “bad habits” and how useless and incompetent you are, you need to 1) contemplate the 

fact that you are not your bad habits (refer to steps 2 & 3 above) and 2) realise that this too is 

from Hashem to help you grow and better yourself.  

A lack of self-esteem is a lack of realising your greatness, the greatness that Hashem made you and 

gave you a specific mission in this world to complete. However, it is not enough just to realise your 

greatness – you need to put in the constant effort to reach your greatness. Therefore, by using the above-

mentioned techniques you can grow in all areas of your life in general and, in particular, you can grow 

your self-esteem and self-worth, starting off by realising that you have the ability for your mind to 

control your emotions. Once you are willing and able to tackle this task, you must consider that you 

have your own unique Divine mission that is independent of anyone else’s Divine mission. This Divine 

mission is granted to you and you alone and this links into the next contemplative idea that you are 

inherently holy. Finally, by realising that life has its ups and downs, but that the entire purpose of a 

descent is for a greater ascent. By working through the challenges that Hashem has given you in life, 

and by pushing through the ups and downs this will lead to you fulfilling your mission in this world as 

an individual and help to fulfil the mission of the Jewish People to bring Moshiach and the Ultimate 

Final Redemption. 
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