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SEVEN.

BEHIND ENEMY LINES.
We will now take an overview of a few selected emotional states, which are often considered negative and which are stirred within us by the yetzer hara, that our Sages, may their memories be blessed, reveal to us can all be harnessed in the perform the will of our Father in Heaven.

Distress.

By willfully manipulating our own negative emotions, we can aspire to emulate the model of Moshe Rabbenu.  The Torah tells us that “Moshe grew up and went out to his brothers and saw their burdens.”
  The meaning of this “seeing,” the Midrash says, is that he focused his eyes and heart to be distressed over them.

Normally one would not think of making oneself feel distressed on purpose.  A vast majority of the world, American society in particular, valiantly engages in an effort to distance themselves from distress at all costs.  However, we see from this Midrash that it is actually a desirable trait to seek to cultivate within oneself a feeling of discomfort in certain circumstances.  

The Midrash seeks to explain to us how the Torah could tell us that Moshe Rabbenu “saw” the burdens of his brothers in Egypt.  At that time, Moshe Rabbenu lived in the palace of the emperor of the entire known world.  Moshe Rabbenu was considered to be a member of the royal family himself, and enjoyed the lifestyle of opulence at the pinnacle of a society obsessed with sensual pleasures.  How is it possible, one might ask, for a man living in such exalted privilege to have an inkling of the anguish that was suffered by his brothers in the slave class? 


Moshe Rabbenu saw their burden, the Torah tells us.  He purposely set his heart to experience their pain.  He recognized the truth in an intellectual sense—that the enslavement of the Jews was unacceptable—but then he took the next step, to internalize that understanding, by bringing the intellectual recognition into his feelings.  By cultivating distress in his heart, Moshe Rabbenu was able to inculcate within himself a true and abiding empathy and understanding for the plight of Klal Yisrael, and in so doing strengthened his ability, with the guidance, direction and power of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, to lead them out of Mitzrayim.

Affliction.

Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, teach us that there are five afflictions which we take upon ourselves on Yom Kippur.  These five afflictions are abstaining from eating, drinking, washing or anointing the body, wearing shoes containing leather, and sexual relations.


On the one hand, Yom Kippur is a time of affliction, regret and repentance for our sins, and an acknowledgment of our lowliness.  On the other hand, we find mention of the exalted status that Klal Yisrael achieves on that day.  As the Midrash tells us, an angel ascends on that day to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, and exclaims that he can find no sins among the Jewish people.


“Master of all the worlds!” he says.  “There is a people on earth that resembles the ministering angels.  Just as the ministering angels are barefoot, so too the Jewish people are shoeless on Yom Kippur.  Just as the ministering angels are pure of all sin, so too are the Jewish people pure on Yom Kippur.  Just as the ministering angels are at peace with each other, so too are the Jewish people at peace with each other on Yom Kippur.”


In fact, the angel that makes this declaration to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is none other than the arch-enemy of the Jewish people, the Satan himself.

Furthermore, while we don’t partake of physical pleasures, Yom Kippur is a holy day that we honor as much as Shabbas and the festivals.  The Gemara tells us to adorn this day with beautiful clothing.


Which one is it, then?  Is Yom Kippur a time of utter dejection and degradation, pain and affliction?  Or is Yom Kippur a time of elevation, nobility, honor, and unparalleled closeness to Hashem, may His Name be blessed?


It’s interesting to note that the afflictions prescribed by the Torah for Yom Kippur actually seem rather mild.  The Torah could have chosen from a frightening array of punishments and other acts of self-abnegation to afflict Klal Yisrael on that day.  The Torah could have required us to flog ourselves, deprive ourselves of sleep or wear itchy sackcloth.  But it doesn’t.  Why?


We should note the five afflictions aren’t positive acts of affliction, they’re simply acts of abstaining from pleasure.  Even the affliction of not wearing leather is something that keeps us from being protected from the pain of walking, but it is not an active application of pain itself.


These two dimensions, the elevation of status to the level of angels, and the throwing off of physical pleasures, may, in fact, be two aspects of the same idea.  The reason why we have a festive meal on Yom Kippur is because we are celebrating the fact that we are about to enter a day where we will have no need for the comforts of the body.  On Yom Kippur, we don’t cause ourselves pain, instead, we are rising above the need for physical pleasures.  It is a day when we will have no need of the comforts of the body.  We will transcend our limited, physical natures and ascend to the status of angels.  


The “afflictions” represent our true, spiritual nature gaining ascendance over our corporeal nature.  On Yom Kippur we enter a day when we are almost completely spiritual and have no need for physical pleasures.  Our pleasure is in the spiritual closeness to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.


Yet, the question remains, however, why does the Torah command us to “afflict our souls,” and why are we required to do vidduy, confessions, and acknowledge the baseness of our actions and call to mind all of our failings and misdeeds?


The mitzvah in the Torah tells us, “Ta’anu es nafshoshechem,” afflict your souls,” using the word, “nefesh.”
  Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that the word “nefesh” represents the lowest level of the human soul, corresponding to the life-force associated with man’s animal nature.


But a further examination into other appearances of the word “nefesh” in the Torah may reveal a fascinating way to view the purpose of our animal desires.


The Torah tells us, “For the fleshly soul is in the blood, and I have given it to you on the mizbeach to make atonement on your souls, for it is with blood that a soul will be atoned.”


This posuk seems to be suggesting that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created the blood with the “fleshly soul” (nefesh ha-busar) in it, for the purpose of being used by the Jews to use to make atonement for their own animal souls (nafshosechem) by putting the blood on the Mizbeach.


Rashi’s comment to the verse reveals this.  Rashi states, “For the fleshly soul of every creature is suspended in the blood, and therefore I gave it on the Mizbeach to make atonement for the soul of man.  Let a soul (nefesh) come and atone for the soul (hanefesh).”


What does Rashi mean by the latter term, “ha-nefesh?”  This would be the man’s animal soul.  The purpose of the sacrifice for atonement would thus be, that because a man sinned by letting his animal soul (“fleshly soul,” “nefesh ha-busar) get the better of him, to show his regret to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, Hashem has allowed him to bring that similar animal soul, as contained in the animal’s blood, to avert the forces of Divine justice that would demand the taking of the man’s own soul for the sin. 


By doing vidduy on Yom Kippur, we are saying that the sins we committed resulted from us losing control of our animal nature.  The experience of the afflictions facilitates the process of subjugating that animal nature, and asserting the dominance of our spiritual essence over our corporeal existence.  This rise of our spiritual nature over our animal nature allows us to celebrate our connection with Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in the best way possible.

Bitterness.

Normally we’d think that no part of life should be bitter.  Our lives have their ups and downs, but with the proper perspective and trust in Hashem, may His Name be blessed, we should be able to weather any storm.  That’s why in the “Shemona Esrei,” we ask Hashem, may His Name be blessed, to remove from us “sorrow and groan.”   That is, we recognize that a part of life is painful.  But when we understand that everything done by Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is in the name of justice, we are capable of withstanding all types of challenges.  

Therefore, the concept of cultivating “bitterness” for our avodas Hashem may seem curious.  Bitterness implies cynicism, despair, a feeling of being robbed.  How far these emotions seem to be from the middos of a trusting and thankful Jew! 

However, we learn from the Torah that sometimes it is proper for us to induce this exact feeling of biting unpleasantness, in order to develop and sharpen within us a feeling of aversion for things that are wrong.

The best example of this is the marror that our Sages, may their memories be blessed, instituted that we put on our Pesach seder plates.  The Mitzrim embittered our lives with slavery.  Therefore, in order to appreciate the experience of descending into slavery, we take part in eating of a vegetable that causes us to experience bitterness.

It is also proper for us to summon within us the feeling of bitterness when we reflect on things we’ve done wrong.  Normally, a person often seeks to justify his choices and behavior.  There’s a natural tendency inside each person to defend, rationalize and become content and even proud of things we’ve done in error.  But when we recognize that we have done something wrong, it is therefore not sufficient to simply acknowledge the fact that we know we have erred. 

Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that a vital aspect of the process of tshuvah, repentance, is harnessing the emotion of regret.  But as the natural tendency for a person is to shrug off regrets, there will always be a lingering feeling of excuse or justification for doing the wrong thing.  Therefore in order to achieve a state of true regret, a person needs to force his emotions to experience unpleasantness and associate that displeasure with the evil thing he did.

 ”For the essence of tshuvah,” says the Rabbenu Yona, “is the embittering of the heart.”

Disgust.
Yosef ha-Tzadik hosted a meal for his brothers when they visited him in Egypt.  Regarding Yosef’s Egyptian counterparts, the Torah tells us, “for the Egyptians were not able to eat bread with the Hebrews, because it is an abomination to Mitzrayim.”
  Rashi explains, it is a hateful thing for Egyptians to eat with Jews.

Interestingly, the Torah says that eating with Jews was a toeva, not that it was “like a toeva.”  This use of the word “toeva,” or “abomination,” indicates that the concept of an “abomination” does not designate an existential truth, that is, being a “toeva” is not an inherent, essential property of the thing itself.  

This has to be true, otherwise how could Hashem, may His Name be blessed, allow His Torah to contain slander, chas vshalom, on the righteous sons of Yaakov by saying that at this meal in Mitzrayim, the sons of Yaakov were somehow abominable?

Instead, by saying that eating with Jews “was a toeva” for the Egyptians, we learn from the Torah that the concept of toeva can be a term that used to classify the emotional content or value that a particular society assigns to a thing.  It was a toeva, “l’mitrayim,” to Egypt.  Here we see that the concept of toeva may be a term of subjective value, not objective truth.

Perhaps this definition of the word toeva can help us understand how we are supposed to orient ourselves opposite the other things which the Torah describes as being a toeva.  “Toeva” is used to describe homosexuality, idol dishonest business, and idolatry, to name a few things.  

While many of these things may seem inherently distasteful for most yidden, it is possible that some people might think it might be appropriate to show a little rachmanus or tolerance.  You can almost hear these people talking.  Regarding homosexuality, nebbuk, American society in general goes through great pains not to even imply that what these people are doing is somehow aberrant or wrong.  “Its not such a big deal what people do in their own homes.  They’re born that way.  They just want to love, that’s all.  Who am I to tell them otherwise.”

With business, the tolerance might take the form of some kind of insensitivity.  “Ah, no one will notice the difference.  It’s not such a big loss.  Can you blame him?”  

Idol worship is probably the easiest to forgive without daas Torah.  “They just want to connect with Gd, they just want to be spiritual.  This is what they need to feel spiritual.  And look at it, how can you call that evil.  Its just a sculpture.  It’s actually quite a striking piece of art.”

By using the word toeva, then, the Torah would not be simply adding an adjective for the sake of being colorful.  Perhaps we can see in the Torah’s use of this word, an obligation to muster within ourselves the strong emotion of disgust and repugnance to overcome our attitude of tolerance, and to struggle to go against our natural reactions of acceptance and compassion in order for us to reject these things.

Pride.
Judaism teaches that a great person realizes the tremendous debt that he carries to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  A great person is one who can appreciate the greatness of the world around him.  That is why the Torah tells us that Moshe Rabbenu, the greatest prophet of all time, was also the humblest man of all.

Although our Sages, may their memories be blessed, extol the virtue of humility, there are actually times when an aspect of pride within us is important.  Reflecting this paradoxical truth, our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us, “A man should say, ‘The world was created for my sake alone,’ and ‘I am but dust and ashes.”

How can both of these statements be true?  It is explained that when it comes to a person’s personal feelings of honor, he should be yielding and humble and not look to impose himself on others or take any recognition for his merits.  In these cases, he is but “dust and ashes,” unworthy of special note or honor.  

However, when it comes to the performance of mitzvahs, or when he finds that people are making light of the Torah, in such a situation a man should be bold to assert himself and go against the grain.  When the integrity of Torah and mitzvahs are at stake, a Jew is forbidden to shrink back and say, “Who am I to say otherwise.”  Because here, he is not being asked to act for his own honor and glory alone, but must act to defend the glory of Gd.  A Jew is therefore required to not shirk his responsibility.  When there is a chillul Hashem at stake, where Hashem’s Torah might be lowered or Hashem’s Name might be dishonored, a Jew must assume control and act as if the whole world was created on his account alone, to bring honor, glory and power to the name of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  

Mockery.

Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, warn us exceedingly against the dangers of laitzonis, levity and lightheadedness.  Rabbi Akiva said, “Mockery and levity accustom a man to immorality.”
  Ben Azzai said, “Do not be scornful of any person and do not be disdainful of anything, for you have no person without his hour and no thing without its place.”


Why is levity so dangerous?  In the words of the Ramchal, “For laughter affects a person’s heart in such a manner that sense and reason no longer prevail in him, so that he becomes like a drunkard or simpleton whom, because they cannot accept direction, it is impossible to advise or direct… the force levity flings everything to the ground so that no impression whatsoever is made upon him.”


While the Gemara tells us that a Jew is not permitted to deprecate anything because its negativity is detrimental to one’s perception of reality, one exception is permitted.  It is actually a mitzvah for a Jew to make fun of idolatry.
  Rav Yitchok Hutner asks, if mocking is such an innately negative characteristic, how can it be permitted in any context?  

Rav Hutner explains, that while most often, mocking emanates from a certain negativity within a person, when one opposes idolatry, he’s actually doing the opposite, and accomplishing something positive.
  That is, when a person normally belittles something, he tears down others in order to assert his own glory.  However, when a Jew mocks avodah zara, he uses this destructive force in order to break down the false concepts of idolatry and assert the omnipotence of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.

Hatred, Anger and Cruelty.
The Ohr haChaim ha-Kadosh tells how in certain circumstances, the middah of anger is actually encouraged, to be harnessed for the purpose of removing the shackles of attachment to sin and uprooting and destroying evil.  But first a little background is required.

In the wake of one of the most disastrous displays of chillul Hashem recorded in the Torah, when a group of Jews openly rebelled against Moshe Rabbenu and committed despicable acts of licentiousness with goyish women in public, Hashem declared a new mitzvah to the Bnai Yisrael:  Harass the Midianites.  However, the Ohr haChaim haKadosh asks an interesting question.  Why was the mitzvah to harass the Midianties given at the beginning of Parshas Pinchas?  The actual war with Midian does not take place until Parshas Matos.
  


It is extremely difficult to control the imagings of one’s heart, says the Ohr Chaim HaKadosh.
  Even worse, if one actually comes to indulge in this fantasy and engaged in illicit relations, he cannot begin to atone for the sin until he has rid himself of his desire, and banished the effect of these imaginings from his heart.


In this situation, many of the Jews who had not physically indulged in illicit relations with the Midianite women had certainly considered doing so.  And so Hashem, may His Name be blessed, declared a mitzvah to free the Jews of the pull towards this sin.  


Hashem, may His Name be blessed, commanded the Jews to harass the Midianites.  In the words of the Ohr ha-Chaim ha-Kodesh, “The idea was to implant in the Jews a hatred against the people who had caused them to commit their respective sins.  They were also to develop a revulsion against anything that appeared good and permissible which these people had to offer to the Jews…  They had to realize that anything that originated with people such as the Midianites was disaster in disguise.”  


The rationale behind the commandment to harass the Midianites was to create a strong revulsion within the Jews connected to the thought of committing the sins of illicit relations and avodah zara.  They needed to train themselves to hate sin, and they needed to perceive their oppressors as enemies, the Ohr Ha-Chaim ha-Kadosh says, in order for their love of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, to become natural to them and for the process of atonement to commence.  

Furthermore, the Ohr ha-Chaim ha-Kadosh explains, the Torah phrases this commandment in the present tense, “be harassing,” as opposed to the imperative, “Harrass!” to ensure that the feeling engendered amongst the Jews towards the Midianites would be an ongoing one.  Their hatred had to be against the Midianites’ ongoing schemes to entrap them into illicit relations and avodah zara.  “The Jews needed to hate the cause of the sin, not merely the sin itself.”


In other words, in order to break free of any trace of a feeling of desire for the women or tolerance of the idol worship, Hashem found it necessary to command the Jews to stir up negative emotions as strong as the emotions of desire and direct those negative emotions against the source of the temptation.
 


If we take a step back from what the Ohr ha-Chaim ha-Kadosh is saying, we may see a familiar theme emerging.  In sum, the mitzvah to harass the Midianites underscores the need for a two-part process to break free of the sin and to rid oneself of attachment to it.  

1. Klal Yisrael had to see the whole picture.  They were not allowed to simply behold the beauty and allure of the foreign women, but had to look at them in their true, full context.  In truth, these women were part of a sick and evil scheme to bring down Klal Yisrael from a high spiritual level in order to destroy them.  This step of the process engaged their intellects in discerning exactly who or what in reality was the object of their desire.

2. Once they had discerned the true evil intent behind the attractive allure of the sin, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, commanded them to develop within themselves the strong negative emotions of hatred and revulsion in order to purge them of the attachment of their desire for the sin.  

3. That intellectual understanding, fueled with the emotional power, was then directed into the action of fulfilling the mitzvos (which in this case, was the explicit command from Hashem Himself to go out to war and destroy Midian).

The first step engages the intellect, and the second harnesses the emotions.  Lastly, that emotionally charged intellectual understanding is directed into the action of performing mitzvahs.

The Ohr ha-Chaim which we are now discussing draws a support from the book of Tehillim, above, that Dovid ha-Melech had taught himself to hate people who hated Gd.

“For indeed those who hate you, O Hashem, I hate them, and I quarrel with those who rise up against You!  With the utmost hatred, I hate them, they have become enemies unto me.  Examine me, O Gd, and know my heart, test me and know my thoughts.”
  

These verses teach how one may willfully incite and direct his emotion of anger.   The Ohr ha-Chaim ha-Kadosh explains that the word “meshaniych,” “those who hate You,” in that verse may be read, “mishniyeich,” “those who cause You to be hated.”  He tells us that we learn from this that people who cause us to hate the statutes of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, and who cause us to violate them are no different from people who tell us outright to hate Gd.  
Moreover, Shlomo ha-Melech, writing words that he describes as coming from the voice of the Torah itself, proclaims, “Fear of Hashem is hatred of evil.  I hate pride and haughtiness, the way of evil, and a duplicitous mouth.”

And now we may return to learn something more from the example of Yaakov Avinu.  Is it possible that Yaakov Avinu harnessed his own dark emotions of furious anger in order to help him defeat the angel of Esav?  

Immediately before the confrontation of Yaakov Avinu with the angel, the Torah tells us something interesting in the way it refers to the tribute that he sent his brother Esav.  “So the tribute passed on before him (al-panayv) while he spent the night in the camp.”
  

The Midrash explains the words “al panayv” to convey that Yaakov himself was in a state of anger.  He was angered that he had to do all this in order to appease his brother Esav.
  Interestingly, by employing the word “al panayv” to describe Yaakov Avinu, the Torah is mirroring the words used by Yaakov Avinu himself which he had used to describe Esav in the sentence immediately preceding this one in the Torah.  The Midrash is explaining the Torah’s words to signify that just as Yaakov anticipated Esav as having a furious countenance, so too, Yaakov himself had a furious countenance.

Now, Yaakov Avinu was an Av of unparalleled stature.  He was fully in control of all of his faculties.  He was so in control of all his powers that a Midrash says that Hashem Himself, may his name be Blessed, called Yaakov, “El,” or “god.”
  Is it possible that we should think that Yaakov’s anger for Esav was in some way a blemish or a defect in him?  Instead, we might find in this Midrash an idea that when it comes to struggling with the evil within oneself, that there may be a use for the midda of anger.

We see another sharp explanation of how to use our darker emotions in our service of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, in the writings of Rabbenu Yonah.
  Rabbenu Yonah offers two explanations of the meanings of “serving Gd with the yetzer tov and the yetzer hara.”  In the first, serving Gd with the yetzer tov consists of simply performing the mitzvos, while serving Gd with the yetzer hara means to conquer the overpowering influence of the yetzer hara.  

The second explanation, however, provides us with a fascinating edge to our discussion in this section about hatred and anger.  “Another thing to say is, that the yetzer tov refers to compassion, and the yetzer hara is cruelty.  When a person doesn’t have compassion on the wicked and treats them in a cruel way, he’s doing a great mitzvah that is the service of Gd.”  

Thus the Rabbenu Yonah shows us that there could be a place for the middah of cruelty, if it is properly directed against evil.

But it might be worthwhile for us to pause a moment longer over the two sets of explanations that the Rabbenu Yonah brought.  While the first explanation seemed to correspond more or less to what we had seen earlier, the second explanation introduces something new.  Why should the yetzer tov be called “compassion” while the yetzer hara called is “cruelty?”  How do these descriptions have anything to do with the concepts of “intellect” and “desires” which we discussed above?

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter explained above how the intellect represents the broad-viewed faculty in man to perceive the further consequences of his actions.  The desires, on the other hand, impel him to indulge in his baser impulses, no matter what the cost.  Therefore the concepts of the yetzer tov, or intellect, seems to embody a man’s ability to perceive the world objectively, being able to clearly discern the meaning of things in some kind of ultimate and truthful sense.  The desires, or the yetzer hara, instead, pull a man into a world of his own subjectivity, and causes him to care more about his own personal needs than the impact on anyone else.

When a person develops compassion, he refines his ability to look outside his own personal perspective, to perceive the pain of others, and to desire to alleviate that pain.  This is the quality that Moshe Rabbenu developed for his brothers in Mitzrayim.  To feel compassion, one must focus on another person’s intrinsic value and worth.  Cruelty, on the other hand, is just the opposite.  Cruelty gives no regard for the other person’s worth, in fact, it’s the opposite, it’s the act of rendering another person worthless.

The intellect is compassion because it causes us to perceive the true relationships of things, and discern the inherent value of everything.  The desires are cruelty because they couldn’t care less about the worth of others, and only seek to impose their own will on everything else around them.

We can now gain a new dimension to our understanding of the value of serving Hashem, may His Name be blessed, with both our intellect and our desires.  Our intellect must be trained continuously in Torah study to develop “compassion,” which is the ability to perceive the true nature of the world and to anticipate the consequences of our actions.  In order to fully carry out that Torah knowledge, however, we need to cultivate our desires in “cruelty,” to have the fortitude to defy any countervailing arguments seeking to derail us or any limiting expectations placed on us by the corrupt and wrong ideas of others. 

The Gemara tells us that a person should be involved in Torah study “like an ox with its yoke and like a donkey with its burden.”
  Perhaps these concepts fit together with what we just discussed.  

The image of the “yoke” is often used by our Sages, may their memories be blessed, to represent a Jew’s acceptance of the responsibility of mitzvos.  Through Torah study, one engages himself in accepting his responsibility in the Divine scheme, and sees the wondrous compassion with which Hashem, may His Name be blessed, rules the universe.


The donkey, on the other hand, is known for being the most stubborn of all animals.  A donkey’s effort does not involve the precision of guided plowing as controlled by a yoke, like the ox, but the raw power of full physical exertion in shlepping a burden.  The attribute of stubbornly hurling oneself completely into one’s efforts could correspond to the idea of “cruelty” where a Jew relentlessly throws himself into the performance of a mitzvah regardless of the opposition for cynics, skeptics and naysayers.

An Emotion of Mass Destruction

The Rambam, may his memory be blessed, in his epic Mishnah Torah, raises a difficult criticism against the idea that one can harness his anger to fight his yetzer hara.  In the words of the Rambam himself:


“Anger is also an exceptionally bad quality.  It is fitting and proper that one move away from it and adopt the opposite extreme.  He should school himself not to become angry even when it is fitting to be angry.  If he should wish to arouse fear in his children and household – or within the community, if he is a communal leader – and wishes to be angry at them to motivate them to return to the proper path, he should present an angry front to them to punish them, but should be inwardly calm.  He should be like one who acts out the part of an angry man in his wrath, but is not himself angry.


“The early Sages said:  Anyone who becomes angry is like one who worships idols.  They also said:  Whenever one becomes angry, if he is a wise man, his wisdom leaves him; if he is a prophet, his prophecy leaves him.  The life of the irate is not [true] life.


“Therefore, they have directed that one distance himself from anger and accustom himself not to feel any reaction, even to things which provoke anger.  This is the good path.


“This is the way of the righteous:  They accept humiliation, but do not humiliate [others]; they listen when they are shamed, but they do not answer; they do [this] with love and are joyous in their sufferings.  Of them, [Judges 5.31] states: “And those who love Him are like the sun when it comes out in its strength.”
  

Therefore the Rambam seems to hold that anger should not be employed in any circumstance, even against evil.  

Is Anger an Illegal Weapon, or Not?

One way to reconcile this Rambam with concept of employing anger against one’s yetzer hara, is to say that Rambam was speaking about the ideal state that a man should aspire to.  Ideally, a man should remain unruffled and not bothered by any slights to his ego, and equaninimous in the face of all temptation.  However, in all the sources we have gathered here today that depict a heated battle and the need to fight temptations with a passionate hatred for one’s own yetzer hara, these methods should only be employed by people who are still toiling under the weight of sin and temptation, and need some way to break free from the yetzer hara’s powerful grip.  

In that instance, it might be suggested, a person could harness his anger, not against any other person or thing, but against his own yetzer hara, to loosen the hold that the yetzer hara has on him, and then, gradually, work his way towards achieving the state of perfect equanimity that Rambam so eloquently describes.  

There may be a support for this concept of differentiating between the ideal state of having no anger and the intermediary state of employing anger to master one’s emotions.  The Gemara records a statement of Rava:  “When a young rabbinical student becomes heated [angry], it is the Torah that is causing him to become heated.  As it is said:  ‘Is My word not like a fire, says Hashem.’” [Yirmiyahu 23.29].  Rashi comments, “This is to teach us that his anger should be viewed with tolerance.”

And later, after discussing another midda of a talmid chacham, the Gemara concludes:  “Ravina said, “Nevertheless, a person must train himself to be calm, as it is said:  And remove anger from your heart, etc.”  [Koheles 11.10]

Therefore, in these sources our Sages, may their memories be blessed, seem to recognize the fact that there are times when a person goes through an intermediary phase of his growth, where he will experience anger.  He should not be shunned or castigated, in these circumstances, rather he should work towards the goal of freeing himself from the need to use his anger.

However, this explanation is suspect, because, by this line of reasoning, the only people who are permitted to harness the force of anger would be people who are in less control of their own emotions, while the people with greater control over themselves would not be allowed to use anger.  Entrusting anger to precisely those people who are in less control of their emotions seems like a dangerous and illogical prescription.

Perhaps a different distinction could be to point out that context Rambam discusses the midda of anger.  This section appears to be discussing the need to minimize anger directed against other people.  As a proof of this distinction, in the text, immediately following the section of the Mishnah Torah prohibiting anger, Rambam addresses the laws of refraining from speaking and maintaining silence.  This latter law is a topic that applies to dealings with other people, not a law of how a person should govern his own personal thoughts and emotions within. 

However, drawing a distinction based on what follows this section is susceptible to criticism based on the fact that the topic immediately preceding the topic of anger addressed the dangers of arrogance.  Arrogance, like anger, is indeed a midda that relates only to one’s self.  


But if no compromise is possible, one could recognize that the language Rambam here employs to depict the danger of anger actually seems be different from the Gemara texts that we have regarding this matter.  In the words of the Rambam, “The early Sages said:  Anyone who becomes angry is like one who worships idols.”  

The exact text of this source quoted by the Rambam does not appear to be recorded in the Gemara.  We did study the statement of Rebbi Yochanan ben Nuri earlier, in the baraisa where he likened an angry man to one who worships idols.  

However, there is a critical difference between our Gemara and Rambam’s quoted text.  In the statement in our Gemara, quoted above, Rebbi Yochanan ben Nuri instructed that you should look at another person as an idoloter not for possessing the quality of anger, but for acting on his anger in an uncontrolled fashion.  The three examples cited by the baraisa are:  tearing clothing in anger, shattering kelim in anger, and scattering money in anger.  Here, Rambam quotes our Sages as saying that anyone who becomes angry is like one who worships idols.

Further, the Gemara concedes that one would be permitted to break kelim, appearing to be angry, if only to inspire fear in the hearts of his household.  So even an act that is the same as an angry man is permitted, under certain circumstances.  Perhaps it might be possible to make a distinction between “blind rage” which is wild, and uncontrolled and causes a man to wreak havoc on himself and others, and a controlled and directed outpouring of wrath, as we discussed in connection with the mitzvah to harass the Midianites, the angry countenance of Yaakov against Esav, and in the directive of Resh Laikesh to incite your yetzer tov against your yetzer hara.

Ultra-Ultra-Hazardous Materials


That said, our Sages, may their memories be blessed, make a number of statements that support the assertion that anger is a thing with little or no redeeming value.  The Gemara contains a litany of terrible things associated with anger.


“Rabi Shmuel bar Nachmani said in the name of Rebbi Yonasan, “Whoever gets angry, all types of gehinnom dominate him, as it is stated, “Rather banish anger from your heart, and remove evil from your flesh.”  [Koheles 11.10].  And “evil” is a reference to nothing other than Gehinnom, as it is stated:  “Everything Hashem made [He made] for His sake, even the wicked one for the day of evil.” [Mishlei 16.4]  And not only that, but he will suffer from hemorrhoids, as it is stated:  “And Hashem will give you there an agitated heart and longing of eyes and suffering of soul.” [Devarim  28.65].  What thing causes the eyes to long and the soul to suffer?  Say that this is hemorrhoids.”


And, further on, the Gemara continues:  “Rabbah bar Rav Huna said:  Whoever gets angry, even the Divine Presence is not significant to him, as it is stated:  The wicked one, in the height of his anger, [says:] He will not seek!”  [Tehillim 10.4]  Gd is not in any of his thoughts.  R’Yirmiyah from Difti says, “It is certain that his sins exceed his merits, as it is stated: and a man of wrath is full of sin.  [Tehillim 29.22]”

“The life of the irate is not [true] life,”
 the Gemara tells us elsewhere.

However, most problematic of all, perhaps, is an explicit contradiction of one of the key sources in our treatment of “fighting evil with passion”:  the words of Resh Lakish, “A man should incite his yetzer tov against his yetzer hara.”
  We find an explicit contradiction in the words of Resh Lakish himself.  “Resh Lakish said:  Any person who becomes angry:  If he is a wise man, his wisdom deserts him; if he is a prophet, his prophecy deserts him.”


The Gemara continues.  “[We learn] if he is a wise man, his wisdom deserts him from Moses.  For it is written:  “And Moses became angry at the commanders of the army, etc.   [Bamidbar 31.14]  And [shortly afterwards] it is written, “And Elazer the Kohen said to the men of the army who came to the war:  This is the law of the Torah that Hashem commanded to Moses, etc.  [Bamidbar 31.21]  This [the fact that Elazer spoke in Moses’ place] implies that the law was hidden from Moses!”


Curiously, the proof text the Gemara is expounding relates to an incident in the Torah that occurred upon the return of the Jewish army from its destruction of Midian.  Moshe Rabbenu became angry with the commanders for preserving the lives of the Midianite women, because these women had been the ones responsible for causing the deaths of thousands of Jews.


Therefore we seem to have come full circle, in some strange way, via both Resh Lakish and the war with Midian to the ambiguous role of the middah of anger.  Can we indeed harness anger for a holy purpose?  Or is a person who attempts to do this playing with fire? 

It would seem to this author that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, implanted this passion for repelling an opponent to be employed for some constructive purpose.  If one cannot get angry at his own yetzer hara, how is he to start separating from its traps?  As the Tanach teaches us, “Hate evil, and love good,”
 and “Lovers of Hashem hate evil.”
  May Hashem, may His Name be blessed, give you siata dshmaya to always see what is the proper emotions to arouse within yourself at the proper times.

Lust.
While we discussed above the terrible downfalls ensuing from falling prey to lust, we should not believe that the sexual desire is in itself an evil quality.  The Midrash tells us that Moshe Rabbenu may have had a thought that the sexual desire was something that had the trace of being traife, but Hashem, may His Name be blessed, told Moshe Rabbenu that the sexual desire, when employed with the proper intentions, can be the basis for bringing about tremendous holiness.  

In the wilderness after the exodus from Egypt, the Jews donated a variety of treasures and personal effects to the construction of the Mishkan, which was to be the dwelling place of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, Himself.  They donated gold, silver, copper, and variety of linens.  However, there is a curious contradiction, pointed out by Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky.  Moshe Rabbenu refused to accept a donation given by the women of klal Yisrael, the donation of their mirrors.  The reason for refusing the mirrors was because the women would use them to lead the Jewish men to desire their wives.  The Midrash relates that Moshe Rabbenu poskined, how can something that is used for the yetzer hara be used to build the dwelling place of Hashem, may His Name be blessed?


Interestingly, however, the Torah lists a different item as a thing donated for the construction of the Mishkan called a kumaz, which Rashi tells us was a piece of golden jewelry placed over the private parts of the woman.  There is no indication that Moshe Rabbenu objected to the use of the kumaz in the construction of the Mishkan.  Why would our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that Moshe Rabbenu objected to the mirrors, but not to the kumaz?


The Midrash teaches that at the time that the erev rav pressed klal Yisrael to make the egel hazav, the women of klal Yisrael refused to give up their own jewelry.  So perhaps an initial answer could be that this piece of jewelry, the kumaz, can be seen as an object of zechus, in that they withheld it from the egel.


Moreover, the function of the kumaz was not so much adornment but actually was a means to keep people chaste.  It was a barrier placed on a woman which blocked her from having relations.
  Perhaps this could then be seen as a noble function in itself.


But the mirrors?  Rashi states that the objection Moshe Rabbenu had against the mirrors was because they were “made for the yetzer hara.”  It’s understood that a woman wants to adorn herself with jewelry to make her feel and look more beautiful.  But the mirrors were different, in that they were more than adornment, they were used for the purposes of the yetzer hara, that is, they used to initiate and encourage their husbands’ sexual desire.  In the words of the Midrash, the Jewish women in Mitzrayim would lead their husbands out to the apple orchards, sit their husbands down, and hold out their mirrors above their heads.  As they gazed up at the mirror together, the women would say, “Look, I am more beautiful than you.”  In the process, they would cause their husbands to desire them, and they would have relations, once again, despite the evil decrees of Pharaoh that all newborn Jewish boys would be killed.


It sounds as if the implication of this midrash is that Moshe Rabbenu might have had an idea which, to whatever extent it is possible to say this, is akin to some philosophies, l’havdil, that consider the material world to be inherently sinful, and therefore posit that there is an unbridgeable dichotomy between the physical and spiritual worlds.  

In other words, as it could be explained incorrectly by this understanding, the idea would be, “Yes, it’s true that people have to procreate.  People have a material side that they have to attend to.  Similarly, people need to eat, need to sleep, and need to use the bathroom.  So too is the need to procreate.  It’s a necessary evil.  But, the hava mina goes on, when you’re building a Mishkan, the location of the imminent presence of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, you don’t want to use such things that cause a person to want to have relations.  While jewelry is just meant to make someone look good, the mirrors were used to bring out the dark passions the men.  There is no place for these dark passions in the Mishkan.”

Hashem, may His Name be blessed, answered no.  “These are the dearest to Me of them all,” the Midrash relates.


Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that we experienced the geulah from Mitzrayim in the zechus of the noshim tzidkanius—in the merit of the righteous women who believed that we would be redeemed some day.  The Jewish husbands had all but given up hope.  They had stopped living with their wives.  But it was the women who had faith that there would be a redemption.  So, too, the women brought their musical instruments with them out of Mitzrayim, knowing that there were going to be times to celebrate ahead.  It was this emunah that gave the Jewish people strength and increased their numbers.   When they lured their husbands out into the field, and under the shade of the apple tree, sitting beside their husband, held the mirrors above them, the Midrash tells us they said, “Look, I am more beautiful than you.”  What did they mean by that?  “I have faith that we will prevail, and my faith gives me beauty, I see the beauty in the world which you are lacking.”  And so they caused their husbands to desire them.


An implication of this Midrash is that even something that is “made for the yetzer hara” can be employed for the holy purpose of avodas Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  And this tells us that Yiddishkeit is not a faith that preaches asceticism, that being holy requires one to be divorced from the physical world.  Chas v’shalom, our greatest tzaddikim had large families of their own children, and celebrated countless simchas with wine and meat.  Even the holy act of making kiddush on Shabbas evening requires the Yid to drink a nice amount of wine in a short space of time.  


The physical world needs to be employed to achieve holy ends.  In this case, what seems to be the basest of instincts and emotions in man—arousal, desire, seduction and lust—is actually a thing that is praiseworthy to be harnessed for a spiritual purpose, and that is, to bring into the world the legions of Jews who will perform the will of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.


The yetzer hara can be tahor when it is harnessed to do the razon of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.


But we can still ask the question:  the kiyyor, the washing basin that housed the water which the kohanim would use to cleanse themselves for the sacrificial service?  Of all the things to use the mirrors for, why that?


Turning to parshas “Ki Sisa,” we find a fascinating thing in the instructions to build the kiyyor.  “V’nasata shama mayim.”
  “You shall put water there.”  Rashi tells us that “shama mayim,” “water is there,” is one of the meanings of the word, “shamayim,” “heavens.”


What is the connection between the concepts of “water is there,” as alluded to in connection with the kiyyor, and shamayim, the heavens?


In parshas “Mishpatim,” the Torah tells us that the zekanim ascended Mount Sinai with Moshe Rabbenu, and “They saw the Gd of Yisrael, and under His feet were like the work of the whiteness of sapphire, and like the form of the heavens in purity.”


Rashi explains that the sapphire was in front of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, at the time of the bondage in Mitzrayim, meaning that the memory of the pain of Yisrael had ascended and inscribed itself in some way in the heavens.


Rabbi Pinchas Auerbach teaches that this posuk conveys how at Mount Sinai, the zekanim merited to behold the big picture—the vast expanse of the meaning of what they’d just experienced in the geulah from Mitzrayim, the splitting of the sea, and the giving of the Torah.  The bricks from Mitzrayim were transformed into bricks of sapphire in the heavens—and they saw how the work they had toiled under in Mitzrayim did have a purpose.


Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that everything down on the earth here below has a spiritual counterpart in the heavens above.  At Mount Sinai, the zakenim beheld the vast spiritual realities underpinning the narrow perspective of the experience from which they’d just emerged.


And back to the mirrors—so too, when the righteous women of Yisrael stretched forth their mirrors to reflect a view of themselves sitting next to their husbands, for their husbands to see themselves together—that image they beheld was a reframing, a new context, an effort to open the eyes of their husbands to see the big picture, the view from above.  “I am more beautiful than you,” because I have faith.  I see the big picture, the women were telling their husbands, that we are destined to be saved from this place.


And so it is fitting that these mirrors which were used to reflect an image of the heavens down on the women and their husbands should be used to house the water that the kohanim would use to purify their hands to perform the avoda of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.


For just as the motives of the women were pure—they did this effort lshaim shamayim, to increase the legions of Jews—and they harnessed their energies that could normally be used for purely selfish pleasure, in order to accomplish a holy purpose, so too, the kiyyor was the place where the kohanim purified their intentions as well.  The washing of the hands represents the necessity of making a distinction.  Before, the hands were chol, and merely used to attend to the kohen’s personal needs.  Now, when he begins his avodah, the kohen is representing klal Yisrael before  Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  Therefore the kohen washes his hands in an act of purifying him, both in his body and in his intent.


So too, the waters of the kiyyor are employed to test intent, as Rashi mentions, to attest to the purity of a Jewish woman who is accused by her husband of infidelity and is brought to the Temple as a sotah.


So what is the connection between the water and the heavens?  Just as water reflects, and ripples, with the movement of everything inside it clearly sending forth effects on everything else inside it, so, too, the heavens reflect what happens down below and reveal those ripples, like a network of sapphire, the interconnections of all things. 


The copper of the mirrors held the reflective glass that displayed an image that allowed the man and wife to look above their narrow concerns and glimpse the eternal aspect of hope and redemption, and so too the kiyyor held the waters that allowed the kohanim to push off the ordinary and mundane aspect of their material existence and purify their intent, so that they can perform the avodah which reaches up to affect the heavens.


In terms of our discussion today, however, we can take from this the knowledge that the sexual desire is not traife in its essence.  Just like the other emotions discussed above, lust is an extremely powerful force that can bring about tremendous good in the world if directed properly.  

The key to conquering one’s lust, then, must not be to simply wish it away and pretend it doesn’t exert any power.  That would be akin to the statement rejected by Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel above, saying, “I have no desire for illicit relations.”  Instead, a man should recognize that he does indeed possess these strong desires.  But he must also struggle within himself to subdue its influence on his thought and action, to seize the emotion and withhold it and store it away inside him to be brought out and expressed at the proper place and time.  But until that proper time, there is no use for this emotion whatsoever.

To bring this discussion back to the focus of this pamphlet, that is, the war with the yetzer hara, we can then see a parallel of the role of the emotion of lust embodied in the concept of dirt.  Its interesting to note that often time we refer to things that incite lust as shmutz, filth.  Unfortunately living in the United States we are steeped in this stuff so much it becomes almost like an inescapable feature of the background, nebbuk.  Calling it shmutz, interesting, is actually pointing out a very valuable idea.  What is shmutz?  It’s something that can be precious, to house seeds, which, with water and sun, can give birth to life-giving plants that supply food and other valuables.  However, shmutz is only valuable in the proper context.  Shmutz belongs in the location of farming or building.  Anywhere outside that, its not valuable at all.  In fact, it is disgusting.  While shmutz on the farm has a vital and beautiful role to play, shmutz on your white shirt is completely out of place and repulsive.  So, too, we should view lust.  In the proper context, it is tahor, and completely appropriate, and valuable.  But anything outside of the correct time, place and contest, lust is completely inappropriate, a stain and a distraction.  One must struggle especially hard to conquer these feelings that rise up in him in anything but the most proper circumstances.
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