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AUTHOR’S PREFACE.  WHERE THIS IS COMING FROM.


The Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that there is a battle raging every day in the heart of each man, between the forces of good and the forces of evil, or, as its called in the Holy language, the “yetzer tov” and the “yetzer hura.”  As somebody who found myself constantly losing this battle, I spent some time looking into this topic and speaking with my Rabbeim to find out just how this battle is supposed to be fought.


I really should not be the person to write this pamphlet.  I am not a talmid chacham.  I am not a certified therapist.  At the time of writing these words, I am neither a father, nor a husband.  I am not sufficiently aged in years to have experienced the spectrum of human experience.

My only qualifications for writing this work comes from the many years I have spent a prisoner in the enemy camp, so to speak.  That is, early on I found myself enslaved by the tyranny of the yetzer hara and have struggled and searched for a way to break free of its clutches.  

I am a baal teshuvah baalabas.  I grew up in South Florida, amidst its beaches and pritzis, went to a state college most famous for its hedonist “party” atmosphere, and after that moved to Manhattan, the world capital of materialism and self-absorption.  To a large segment of American society, the most prized middos are those that grow out of an incorrigible yetzer hara.  The culture revels over displays of arrogance, brazenness, greed and lust, and craves the power to dominate others and entice the opposite sex.  After circling around this shmorgasboard of sin I began to starve for a taste of emes.  

I also have spent a lot of time speaking with loved ones of mine whom Hashem, in His great wisdom, has decreed to suffer from spiritual handicaps.  In my constant dealings with these relatives, I found myself constantly challenged to understand the goodness of Hashem’s justice and His mercy, the boundaries between determinism and free choice, suffering and human responsibility.  

I wish this pamphlet had been written by someone more competent than myself to speak about such matters.  However I have not yet found a work that offers a bird’s eye view of the war against the yetzer hara.  That is, I have not yet found a book that contains one complete picture of an overview of the role of evil in Judaism, an analysis of how the yetzer hara operates, and a systematic method of how a Jew is required deal with the evil within himself.


This is a fundamental matter.  If there is one impediment to our avodas Hashem, one thing holding us back from helping bring the geulah, it is the corrupting influence of the yetzer hara.

As any baal teshuvah can tell you, the more I began learning Torah, the more I began to feel a sharpening of the tension between myself and the traif aspects of the world around me.  I began to find it urgently necessary to define what aspects of my personality, outlook, and desires were positive traits that needed to be refined and strengthened through Torah, and which aspects needed to be refocused, suppressed, or discarded altogether.

In the process of searching for the Torah’s instructions of how to confront the evil I encountered within myself and around me, boruch Hashem, I was able to cling to the holy bits and pieces which I was able to pick up in shiurim, in conversations with rabbaim, and in my own personal learning of Torah, mussar and Jewish philosophy.  Hashem in His mercy allowed me to see in His Torah the answers to the questions that were pressing me.  I began to write down in a notebook the sources that I found particularly fascinating, including the ones that helped me get a grip on my responsibility of how to deal with the yetzer hara.  At a certain point I went through my notebook and pulled out the sources that seemed to fit together.  This pamphlet is a result of assembling the sources which Hashem, may His Name be blessed, has been kind enough to draw me towards in helping me fight against the yetzer hara.  

I am absolutely certain that there are fundamental Torah texts which I have not been worthy enough to encounter and which would undoubtedly shed greater light on this topic.  I make no claim whatsoever to completeness or thoroughness of the analysis.  But, you find these words in front of you today only because I have drawn enormous chizuk from these wonderful Torah sources, I found them useful to help me combat the yetzer hara, and I hope that they can be helpful to you as well, in understanding how the yetzer hara works, how to combat its influence, and how to unite all your strengths to do the will of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in the best way possible.

INTRODUCTION.


Jews have suffered persecution for the majority of the time since our formation.  However, in this era in which now live, boruch Hashem, there is no Nebuchadnezzer, Haman or Hitler, ymach shemam.  We are free to practice Yiddishkeit, to learn and teach Torah as we please nearly everywhere on the earth.  Jews currently enjoy wealth, comfort, success and prestige on a level that rivals nearly any era before.  We are even free to live in Eretz Yisrael and breathe in its sublime beauty and exult in the rebuilding of her great Torah institutions.


Yet we still languish in golus.  Perhaps the geulah is imminent, which would certainly be wonderful.  But as the days pass and Mashiach does not yet arrive, problems of quite a different sort are tearing away at our souls.


With the few clicks of a button, a Jewish boy can find himself stumbling down spiraling cesspools of tumah that would have been unreachably distant from the ghetto walls a hundred years ago.  The culture of materialism leans on top of us with incredible force, tempting the desires of even the most ardent lovers of Torah with the promise of status, luxury and sensual delight.  And the goyim relish to witness the bitter struggles of each camp of Jews impassionedly slandering the others and tearing away at each other’s throats.  


Therefore, at this moment in history, the powers that keep us in exile are not fortresses of brick and barbed wire, but spiritual forces of corruption and divisiveness.  The battle that rages now takes place within our own hearts.


Boruch Hashem, we have in our midst a Torah of truth to teach us how to defend our souls.  With the Torah as our guide, we can beat back these forces within us and subdue their destructive power, and harness these energies inside us to learn Torah, to do mitzvos, to do kindness and to cry out to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, for help.  Because the battle that rages around us is a spiritual war, the weapons do not take the form of bullets and missiles.  The weapons in the war with the yetzer hara are formed from the ultrasubtle forces of our own thoughts and desires.  We fire our bullets and missiles with the words of Torah and prayer and chizuk, and we conquer spiritual territories by performing mitzvos and doing kindness with passion.


Each man who seeks to better himself needs to explore and familiarize himself with the fact that his world is constantly shaped by the direction of his thoughts, desires, and actions.  It is our responsibility to oversee our stray thoughts and emotions, to keep them in check and to harness them to do good.  If left unchecked, our thoughts and emotions will propagate, aggregate, assimilate and coordinate to hijack our minds and our bodies against our better judgment.  
There’s a tendency to see thoughts and emotions as nullities, inconsequential, insubstantial and irrelevant.    However, even the tiniest pipsqueaks of impressions in the dark depths of forgotteness can, and do, coalesce and join force with others.  These tiny particles of bad thoughts and emotions are sleeper cells of rebellion, lying in wait to strike at a moment of weakness.  And it is often just a matter of time before these aggregations of fragmented impressions can summon enough strength of their own to draw a man into a situation that could bring about his downfall.

The Struggle for Victory: 

How this Information 

Could be Put Into Action


The goal of this pamphlet is to provide an overview of the vast influence that man’s material nature exerts in shaping his conscious and unconscious thoughts, emotions and behavior.  With this knowledge at hand, a regular learning seder, a trusted Rov and the help of Gd, may His Name be blessed, a man can then equip himself to stand up to the dominating power of his darker instincts, and harness those powers to do good.  About Avraham, the Sages tell us that his exemplary characteristic was that unlike Noach, who needed support to bear him up, Avraham would strengthen himself and walk in his righteousness on his own.  (Rashi to Braishis 6.9.) 


When one has familiarized himself with these Torah concepts, he may then set out to implement the concepts in a way such as what follows.


Recognize the Threat.  When one is confronted by a negative situation that seizes his baser instincts, it’s important at that moment to recognize there is a struggle going on.  It’s important to recognize how much better it would have been to never experience such a test.  And its important to realize, that even if one does manage to emerge from the onslought victorious, the chances of escaping unscathed are slim.  


The traces will linger on.  Seeing how the small things could bode ill, recognizing the impact, holding uncertainty about the far-reaching consequences of the smallest deviations, realizing the inevitable and indelible effect that every action, every improper thought, registers in untold dimensions, these qualities enable us to approach the state known as yiras shamayim, fear of Heaven.  In a nutshell, we say, “Im afraid of what this could lead to, somewhere down the line.”


When one doesn’t create a distance between himself and negative emotions, they begin to assume a life of their own.  Against his better judgment, they will force him into error.  Against his better judgment, he will be unable to do his best.  Against his better judgment, he will find himself doing the wrong thing.


Repel the Invading Forces.  There comes a point where a man has to put a stop to the pull of the emotions, to interpose his own conscience and stand up for what he knows is right.  It starts with putting a halt to the swell of negative emotions.  And it is completed when he pushes them away, gives them up, and declares himself not interested in taking them up ever again.


To free oneself from the domination of negative emotions, a form of self-induced spiritual vomiting is in order.   The negative emotions are a type of poison, and the only way to eliminate their lingering effect is to push every trace out of one’s system.  


First one recognizes he is experiencing an inappropriate emotion.  Then he must partition it, push it away, and surrender its evil influence.  “I don’t want it,” “I don’t need it,” “It’s not me, this feeling of anger, pride, or lust, I have no use for it whatsoever right now.”  Outside the proper context, these emotions are inappropriate, irrelevant, useless, pointless, and wrong.


This experience is a form of catharsis.  When one rejects his negative emotions, he feels the oppressive bloodsucking presence of psychical oppression torn away, and release, and relief, and peace of mind settling in its place.


Establish a Strong Defensive Line.  It’s not the emotions themselves that are wrong.  The emotions themselves are neutral, but it’s the context that needs to be policed.  Even these so-called negative emotions  are useful in the proper circumstances.  But we need Torah and mussar to learn which are the appropriate times to experience a particular emotion, and which are not.  If they crop up outside the times that are elucidated by the Torah, the emotions must not be allowed to be left alone and to propagate like weeds.  


This brings us to the issue of proper self-governance.  The emotions are often irresistible, like lovable old friends that always make you feel right at home.  A man feels comfortable with the alluring caress of lust, the righteous indignation of anger, and their more refined and sophisticated cousin, pride.   But while they come to you like friends, most often they lead you astray.  And while these emotions may have something valuable to offer, under certain specific circumstances, when they’re out of line, they will lead you to down to destruction.  


And so all these characters need to be put in their place, which most often means they are should be put out, elsewhere, far away, gone.  When the timing is not appropriate, they cannot be tolerated, they are enemies, they are saboteurs, and terrorists who hijack the mechanisms of cognition and crank out poisonous thoughts.  They are rebels and insurgents who must be put down.  


With the help of Gd and perseverance, a man will be able to summon the appropriate psychical force to combat these emotions.  The counterattack of good emotional strength must be equal or stronger than the negative, or else the negative emotions will merely retreat, to return, and take over, a short while later.  It takes guts and dedication, but the negative passions must be struck and whalloped, smashed and scattered, and blown out of this existence altogether. 


Strengthen Your Alliance with the Superpower Behind the Superpowers.  From the beginning to the end of every battle, we must never once forget that our strength is just on loan from Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  We can steel ourselves and carry out the battle, but ultimately it is only made possible by the help from Heaven above.


Why is such a recognition required?  Because we’re really not in full control.  We have delegated power to impose order on ourselves, but this is not something we undertake based on our own strength or intelligence.  We do it for the purpose of being better servants of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  If this battle is not premised on the understanding that we are acting as servants of Gd, then we are no better than mercenaries, and we are really operating as an extension of the spirit of selfishness that compels us to sin in the first place.


Launch an Attack for the Forces of Good!  When we can dust ourselves off and are no longer tugged this way and that like a ragged puppet of our emotions, with self-discipline we can exert our strength to summon these very same emotions when we need them.  When we remove an inner conflict from ourselves, we free up our ability to divert more of our energies into seizing our chelek from our Torah learning, carrying out mitzvos with strength, speed and joy, and doing acts of kindness that allow us to serve as true shluchim of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in this world.  

Why Bother?  Why would someone want to get involved in all this business of stirring up strong negative emotions?  Wouldn’t it be an easier and more pleasurable life to just go with the flow?  But this question arises out of a bit of misunderstanding.  The man who trains himself to experience the discomfort of confronting and uprooting his improper emotions does not starve himself of pleasure.  In fact, its just the opposite.  By learning to control his experience of pleasure, he gains a mastery over his ability to feel pleasure and can take greater pleasure in the proper context.


A man’s ability to appreciate the more subtle and finer aspects of the most refined of delights and pleasures is enhanced, strengthened and made possible by the degree to which he can withhold himself from taking pleasure and satisfaction from the lesser, grosser and baser gratifications.  This can be compared to the work of a cook.  A person working to cook, of he sets out to fix an elaborate dish, if all along he stops to nosh on the raw ingredients, by the time he’s done he will have cheated himself both out of the full ingredients for the recipe as well as blunting his own appetite to enjoy the meal.
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