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NINE.

THE REIGN OF PEACE. 

Shlaimos: Integration of the Powers.


There’s probably nothing better than feeling shlaimos, wholeness, being complete.  When one is conflicted, on the other hand, he experiences a paralysis of sorts.  His energies are divided and he can only do things half way or in partial measures.  But to be full-hearted is to be able to throw yourself totally into whatever you do.

Each morning, we make a brucha beginnning, “My Gd, the soul that you have given me is pure.”  This is a declaration of the reality that it is only the corrupting influence of material desires that sully the purity of our souls and muffle its ability to direct our thoughts and action.  This same thought is expressed differently in the text of the  “Shemona Esrei,” where we request Hashem, may His Name be blessed, to bring us back in repentance to Him.  “Return us, our Father, to Your Torah,” we say.  The idea of a return to the Torah hearkens back to our original connection to the Torah, which implies that in our true nature we are fundamentally a part of being connected to fulfilling Gd’s will.

The obligation for us to conquer the yetzer hara seems to mirror the way in which Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created the world.  Hashem created the world and left it in an imperfect state, and then He placed within it a creature called Man and charged Man with the obligation to bring the world to its state of perfection.  

One of the Almighty’s first commandments to Adam was, “Fill the earth and subdue it, and rule over the fish of the sea, the bird of the sky, and to every living thing that moves on the earth.”
  Man is commanded to perfect himself as well.  He is created with an orlah (foreskin), and he is commanded to perfect his body by removing it.
  Within himself, he must conquer the forces of material desires.  In the words of the Midrash, “Everything that came into being during the six days of Creation requires improvement – for example, the mustard seed needs to be sweetened… also man needs rectification.”
  

In the words of Rabbi Yisroel Salanter, man’s whole duty is to be a master of his passions, to bend his desires according to his will, depending on the requirements of each situation where he finds himself.
  While animals follow their nature and temperment, the Torah defines a man as a being whose paths and affairs are ordered by the intellect.
   There are two distinct stages which a man must master before he can be guided fully by his intellect.  This is the meaning of the injunction of Dovid ha-Melech in Tehillim, “Turn from evil and do good.”

As Rabbi Yisrael Salanter teaches, first, a man must overcome the impulses of his nature and withstand his desire to commit acts considered evil.  The second step is for a man to actually change his nature so that he actually performs acts that are considered good.  As it is more difficult to transform one’s nature than to overcome his nature, the second aspect is more difficult than the first.  Therefore, a man must develop stage by stage.

The emergence of intelligence in man and the rise of his powers to overcome evil is beautifully described by the Ramchal.  “When an individual is born, he is almost completely physical, with the mind having only a very small influence.  As he matures, his mind continues to gain influence, depending on the individual’s nature.  However, the physical does not automatically relinquish its influence and stop inclining the individual toward its way.  The only means by which one can overcome the physical is by growing in wisdom, becoming versed in it and living by it.  By fortifying one’s self to follow his intellect, one can overcome his physical nature and keep the physical desires in him firmly bridled.”

“[T]he world is rectified only by man, and not by itself.  That is, according to the way in which the world was originally arranged and continues to function, every sequence of events must ultimately result in perfection… Gd’s wisdom decreed, however, that this should come about through man.  In bringing about the ultimate perfection, man is also perfecting himself.”
  

Ultimately, a man achieves his full potential through the proper integration of all his powers.  Rabbi Meir Treibitz of Jerusalem has pointed out that man is created in the image of Gd, “btzelem Elokim,” but not, “Btzelem Hashem.”  In contrast to the name “Hashem” which represents Gd’s role as the Creator, and who performs acts of mercy, kindness and forgiveness, the name “Elokim” represents the divine attribute of judgment, which is associated with limitation and punishment.  Man resembles Gd to the extent that he reflects the image of Elokim, which means, literally, “powers.”  The word “Elohim” is used throughout the Bible to refer to courts and judges.  To bring these two concepts together, a man comes to resemble his Creator when he effectively balances the powers within him in the pursuit of justice, which is Torah and mitzvos.

This process of overcoming the yetzer hara and channeling its strength in the performance of mitzvos is actually of form of teshuvah, repentance.  We can now see a fascinating insight revealed by Rabbenu Bachay’s discussion of the link between  the conquest of the yetzer hara and teshuvah. 
  

“[One] kind [of teshuvah] is that of one who repents in his heart and with his limbs, who resists his baser instincts with the aid of his intellect.  He disciplines his soul and fights its selfish desires, until he subdues it and keeps it from what is hateful to the Creator, may He be exalted.  His soul, however, always wants to incline him to what is contrary to serving the Creator, it yearns to disobey and he tries to restrain it.  At times it overpowers him, and at times he overcomes it.  

“Such a person is not committed to a way of repentance that leads to atonement, until he separates completely from sin, as it is written, ‘This is how the sin of Yaakov will be forgiven, only this will bring fill removal of his sin:  that he level all the stones of the altars like shattered pieces of chalk, so that the asherim and incense altars never return.’
 

Although this example does not represent the highest form of teshvuah, we can see something breathtaking revealed by the implication of Rabbenu Bachay’s critique.  Rabbenu Bachay quotes the Novi to compare impure desires within one’s heart to altars of avodah zara which must be smashed.  This beautiful image interweaves the different strands of our discussion today, likening the conquest of the yetzer hara to the conquest of Eretz Yisrael, when the Jews were commanded to smash all the idolatrous structures of the Canaanim before them.  By implication, the Novi compares the body of the Jew to Eretz Yisrael, and the conquest of the yetzer hara to the conquest of the Land.  It stands to reason that before the Jews could settle in the Land and build the Bais Hamikdash, may we see it speedily rebuilt in our days, the Jews were commanded to first conquer the land and uproot all traces of avodah zara.  So too, before making his body into an abode fore the Divine Presence, a Jew is  required to conquer his passions and uproot and smash all impure desires within him like they are altars for avodah zara.

The Power Is In Your Hands.


Perhaps the most difficult barrier to bringing these ideas into practice is the deceptively seamless way in which we humans perceive a unified, coherent sense of self in a direct continuum.  We rarely experience a conscious shift between the yetzer tov and the yetzer hara within us.  It would seem to us, then, that our material drives and desires would be the true expression of who we really are.  After all, our taivos come so naturally to us.  It is hard to contemplate that something that comes naturally to us can be bad.  As Jews, it is easy to take umbrage at the suggestion that something within us is wrong or evil.  We do not believe that humans are inherently sinful and that all the world is a place of evil.  We believe there is goodness inherent in who we are.  

Yet the Torah tells us that we have an obligation to make a distinction between our desires that emanate from truth and holiness and our desires that emanate from our selfish, material drives.  As the Chumash enjoins us, life and good, and death and evil are before us.  We should choose life so that we may live.

With great wisdom Hashem has intermingled these forces within us in order to give us the greatest test of free will.  In essence, He lets you alone define who you are.  You are left free make the decision whether you will accept and absorb within yourself the understanding that many of the strong desires, emotions and fascinations you experience in such a vivid fashion, are, in the end, not truly “you,” but you are in truth the holy soul that turns away from what would tempt and delight you, and cling, instead, to Torah mitzvos.  Do you want to settle for the selfish pleasures that the yetzer hara compels you towards, or are you able to push away these strong desires and attach yourself to Torah mitzvos instead?  

Many people fall short and, in exchange for the cheap thrill and gratification of indulging in averros, resign themselves to pretend that they are fundamentally limited people.  They might look at a particular weakness of theirs, or a repeated failure, as just a simple defect in character which they feel they are entitled to accept as “who they are.” “That’s just me,” one might say.  “I’ll just never be good at that mitzvah,” or, chas vshalom, “I know that’s what I’m supposed to do, but personally I don’t hold by it.  So what.  Nobody’s perfect.”  

This is outright error, because Hashem would only give the mitzvos to people who were capable of performing them.  No matter how difficult or inconvenient mitzvah observance might be, Hashem nevertheless imposes the obligation on a Jew to perform them only because that person is capable of doing them.  Each person has his own unique challenges, but nobody is off the hook.  The Torah does recognize those extreme situations where a person would be patur from mitzvah observance, such as to save a life or if the person becomes incompetent.  But outside these extreme situations, a Jew is expected to fulfill mitzvahs, because he is fully capable of performing them.

But there is a tremendously positive opportunity for anyone who finds himself cornered by his yetzer hara into making excuses for not doing mitzvahs.  Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that in just such a situation, instead of simply accepting our flaws, we have the opportunity to use those faults to make a pristine gift of love to Hashem.  

When one truly feels that he must do something evil, or can’t do something good, yet he recognizes that the Torah impels him to do otherwise, then the act of giving up one’s sense of self, one’s image of his own will, in exchange for being loyal to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is a supreme act of self-sacrifice worthy of the highest honor.  In essence, when a person has a strong will to do an averra, but he chooses to give up that free will, he then performs the greatest act of love for Hashem, may His name be blessed.  

One who voluntarily relinquishes his own will in the face of his duty under Torah law, performs one of the highest acts of self-sacrifice.  And the self-sacrifice that comes from relinquishing one’s impulse to do averras is not merely conceptual.  When a man negates his own personal desires, he is literally killing a part of himself.  As the psalmist says, “Because for your sake we are killed all day.”
  How can a person be killed continuously, through a whole day?  Ibn Ezra explains:  “In our will we are killed.” 

In the words of Rabban Gamliel, “Treat His will as if it your will, so that He will treat your will as if it were His will.  Nullify your will before His will, and He will nullify the will of others before your will.” 

Perhaps now we can fully appreciate the way Rabbi Shimon Schwab explains a new understanding of the mitzvah to love Hashem, may His Name be blessed, with all your heart.
  

“HaKadosh Baruch Hu has implanted within us freedom of choice… The ability to control the yetzer hara is the crown which HaKadosh Baruch Hu has placed on our heads… The greatest form of ahavas Hashem, love of Hashem, and the supreme act of freedom of will is the giving up of one’s bechirah to HaKadosh Baruch Hu.  In doing so, we take the crown of the human species, our bechirah, off our heads and place it in front of Ha Kadosh Baruch Hu, and say, ‘We renounce our bechira!’  This voluntary relinquishing of our bechirah to Ha Kadosh Baruch Hu is called Kabbalas ole Malchus Shamayim [accepting the yoke of the Kingdom of Heaven].” 

The Good Subjugates the Evil.


On a less exalted level, however, a person may be able to find a feeling of success and satisfaction in this world when he is able to resist temptations and exert self-control over his own material desires.  Accomplishing this might require a deeper understanding how the yetzer hara is able to exert such a tremendous influence over our choices.  Part of the attraction of the yetzer hara is that through the strong emotions it elicits in us, it makes us feel filled with life and energy.  Therefore it is often difficult to cut ourselves off from the strength of these emotions, because the emotions make us feel more alive.

Ultimately, when a man is faced with the choice between an averra that he wants to do, and the knowledge of a mitzvah which he is supposed to obey, he is being asked to trade a very immediate, powerful emotional rush for a distant and abstract notion which he may “know” is “right” in an intellectual sense but is far from true to him in an experiential sense.  With the fire of the emotions in him, a person feels as if he is coming alive, in a rush of stimulation and passion.  And at that point he may ask himself how can he be asked to kill that very passion, to cut off the rising strength and power that he feels, to shecht or neuter himself in obedience of some abstract concept given to our ancestors thousands of years ago?  

Perhaps many people who are reluctant to pull themselves out of the grip of the yetzer hara simply fear that by killing their desires, they are killing themselves off, dying a little bit, and rendering themselves numb and forfeiting the exquisite pleasure of the raw experience of the thrill of life that the yetzer hara seems to offer.

When one’s mind is divided in between the desire to indulge and the desire to refrain, it seems as if the question is only resolved by the stronger of the emotions.  Our discussion today might lead us to understand that the key to dealing with the yetzer hara is not to attempt to abandon or detach from the pull of our taivos, to simply relinquish the emotion by trying to wish it away, but to actively engage that taiva, oppose it, meet it, and seize it by developing an equally strong passion to do justice and good.

Developing intolerance, that feeling of shock, anger and irritation, at one’s own yetzer hara, can quickly disengage a man from going down the familiar line of thought to the winding depths of taivos and gayva.  And something miraculous takes place, when he bring down his fist (in his mind) and smashes the thoughts and releases the passion that was bound up with averros.  When he is able to pull himself out of an attachment to averros, and harness the energy to do good, a real sense of self is enjoyed, the feeling of competence, discipline and control.  

Those who allow themselves to be enslaved by the yetzer hara for fear of forfeiting the thrill of living through their strong emotions, are missing one thing.  Self-control is not self-destruction.  The discipline of resisting temptations doesn’t do away with the strength of the emotions, it simply brings those emotions under your control.  This may be the reason why our Sages, may their memories be blessed, advocate employing the emotions themselves in combating the yetzer hara.  Judaism does not call for stoicism, rather, a Jew should experience a complete spectrum of emotional realities in his service of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  But those emotions are lived to their fullest when they are directed into the proper times and places.

We reach for this goal in a prayer to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in the brucha before the morning shema.  Here we can see a distinct process.  “Enlighten our eyes in your Torah, attach our hearts to your mitzvos, and unify our hearts to love and to fear your Name, and we won’t be ashamed evermore.”  It’s interesting to note the words “yached livavenu,” “unify our hearts,” with respect to the emotions of love and fear.  In this brucha we seem to be calling out to Hashem, may His may Name be blessed, to bring together the powers of the yetzer tov and the yetzer hara, in conjunction, to love and fear Him with all our hearts.

Perhaps we can see from the way that the Anshei Kanesses Gedola authored this brucha, they listed these items an order for how we are to strive to achieve completeness in our avodas Hashem:  first study Torah, then imbue your mitzvos with emotion, and then conquer your yetzer hara with your yetzer tov and achieve the ability to love and fear the Name of Hashem with all your heart.
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