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EIGHT.

EVIL CAPTURED.

We’ve discussed how a person has an obligation to rein in on his desires.  That obligation was given to man when Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created him with a yetzer hara.  However, could we now say that our obligation to conquer the yetzer hara is more than just good ethics, or a moral responsibility?  Could it be that by conquering the yetzer hara, a person is doing a holy act in itself?  Could there be a brucha to recite upon conquering the yetzer hara?

We can begin to answer this question by examining the curious structure of a Mishnah that discusses our obligation to make a blessing upon hearing bad news.
  “One is obliged to bless for the evil,” the last Mishnah in Bruchos declares, “just as one blesses for the good, since it is said:  ‘And you shall love the Lord your Gd with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.’  ‘With all your heart,’ with both your inclinations, the good and the bad.” 

The odd part about the Mishnah, which will be the object of our focus, is the proof text that the Mishnah cites.  In general, the Mishnah rarely cites a proof text.  It embodies the Oral Law, and a good part of the Oral Law is the explanation of the meaning of Scriptural verses.  So, to cite a proof text for a law in the Mishnah in itself is unusual.  

And so a close look at this mishnah raises a question.  From its structure, the Mishnah seems to suggest a parallel.  It takes the concept that you should “love Gd with your yetzer hara” and seems to use it as a proof text to support the concept that “one is obligated to bless for the evil.”  What does one thing have to do with the other?  Just because we are obligated to love Hashem, may His Name be blessed, with our yetzer hara, how does that necessarily entail the fact that we should make a brucha on hearing bad news?

To try to fully understand how the Mishnah is teaching us to make a brucha on evil news, we will take a step back, and examine exactly what a “brucha” represents.  The concept of “brucha,” or “blessing,” is explained by the Rashba as being rooted in the word for “spring,” in Hebrew, which is “braycha.”  Just as a spring continually flows and grows stronger, Rashba says, so, too, the concept of brucha includes the notion of flow and increase.
  This understanding is evidenced by the similarity of the spelling of the word “brucha,” with the letters Base, Raish, Chof, with the spelling of the word “braycha,” Base, Raysh, Yud, Chof.   


Rashba’s explanation of “brucha” is helpful in explaining what a person intends to do when he makes a brucha on experiencing pleasure or when he blesses his child or his friend.  In these cases, the person is declaring his wish that goodness and pleasure should flow and increase.  However, how can we use this explanation of brucha in respect to evil?  “One is obliged to bless for the evil,” the Mishnah declares.  Surely one is not obligated to wish that evil should continue to flow or increase!


Rather, our definition of what exactly constitutes “brucha,” can be filled out by a closer look at what is implied in Rashba’s words.  A “braycha,” or “spring” has other features as well as flowing and increasing.  A spring has an underground source, constantly flowing but concealed from the eye.  Also, another characteristic of a spring is that it bursts forth from its underground source.  The word “spring,” in English, as a verb, means “to rise up suddenly.”  Therefore, when we look at “brucha” as it relates to a spring, we could say that a brucha represents a sudden rising up from a hidden source.  Of course, as Jews we know that the source of everything is none other than Hashem, blessed be He, Himself.  

In this light, we can see that a brucha invests force and power to the qualities of another person which may lay dormant and inaccessible.  The brucha unlocks imprisoned potentialities and allows their expression.  Thus for a person to make a brucha, he must recognize a source of power and energy which has yet to be tapped.   

When we pronounce a brucha, we are declaring our recognition that the phenomena we see, or good things that we hope will come, are all expressions of a deep, hidden Source, that they come from Hashem alone.


Bruchas over mitzvos also express this same concept.  As we saw above, Hashem created an imperfect world and handed it over to man to bring to perfection.  Acts of performing mitzvos are the way that Jews bring perfection to the world.  When we say a brucha before a mitzvah, we are making the very same acknowledgement that everything in the world is an expression of Gd’s will.  With the brucha, the Jew identifies himself as a shaliach for Hashem, and dedicates the act that he is about to perform to the advancement of Gd’s Name.  In a sense, the Jew is saying, “With this mitzvah, I’m acting on behalf of Hashem to complete His creation by bringing this thing at this moment into a state of perfection.”
  The idea of the “spring,” then, in birchas ha-mitzvas would be the channeling of one’s energies to infuse the world with the creative power to bring a certain corner of the world to perfection.  Perhaps it is in this sense that our Sages, may their memories be blessed, have said, since the destruction of the Bais haMikdash, the Shechinah, Gd’s Imminent Presence, is only found in the daled amos shel halachah, that is, that spot on earth where a Jew does his mitzvos.


Turning back to our Mishnah, then, we could try to understand how the Mishnah explains the mitzvah “to bless on the evil” through the proof text, “love Hashem with your yetzer hara.”  

On the simplest understanding, “One is obligated to bless for the evil,” would mean, one is obligated to declare his recognition that all phenomena, even evil things, have their source in Gd Himself.  


But if that is the case, then how is the obligation to “love Hashem with your yetzer hara” a proof for why one should “bless on the evil?”  Is this some way of saying, “Just as Hashem created the yetzer hara for a good purpose, which it is hard for us limited human beings to understand, so, too, we will now accept this evil news, while it is hard to understand, because it is ultimately for some good purpose?”  While this might be one way of understanding the basis for the brucha on bad news, our discussion today might actually lead us to a different interpretation.

How is the obligation “to love Hashem with your yetzer hara” an explanation for the mitzvah to say a blessing on hearing bad news?  Just as one declares a brucha before performing a mitzvah, in order that the act to follow should be recognized and dedicated as an act of Divine service, to increase the Presence of Gd in this world (which is why we declare a brucha before partaking in sensual pleasures, such as food, drink, and smelling spices, in order that that pleasure should be recognized and dedicated to increasing the perception of the Presence of Gd in the world), so too, the brucha that one declares on evil might function to harness the strong emotions one is about to feel in connection with learning of a tragedy.

When one hears bad news, something very strong and bitter rises up within him.  Its inevitable that the sense of loss a person feels might tend to make him feel mournful and perhaps disappointed, frustrated or even angry that such a bad thing occurred.  But these emotions would seem to arise out of one’s evil self, the self is pained at the loss and would cry out and might even tempt one to question Gd’s justice.  A Jew declares the brucha on hearing bad news, then, to recognize Gd as the source of the evil event, and, more importantly, to dedicate the act that he is about to perform, the act of subduing his yetzer hara to his yetzer tov, as an act of Divine service.  

This is the way we can see that the mitzvah to say “Boruch Dayan Emes,” is supported by the obligation to love Hashem, may His Name be blessed, with the yetzer hara.  In the process of saying the brucha, a Jew is actually taking hold of the yetzer hara, and subduing it, putting it in its place.  The blessing over bad news, then, would seem to be a brucha over the mitzvah to conquer the yetzer hara.

� Bruchos 9.5.


� Teshuvos 5.51, quoted in The Complete Artscroll Siddur, R. Nosson Scherman, editor, p. xiv, Mesorah Publications, Brooklyn, 1984.


� See Ramchal, Derech Hashem, 4.4.3, p 385.  
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