A Report from the Trenches. Ch. 3, p. 2.   


THREE.

THE YETZER HARA’S SECRET PLAN.

The struggle between the yetzer tov and the yetzer hara was most famously played out in the Torah in the epic confrontation where Yaakov Avinu wrestled with an angel, and defeated him.  

The Torah tells us, “And Yaakov was left alone and a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn.  When he perceived that he could not overcome him, he struck the ball of his thighbone; and the ball of Yaakov’s thighbone become dislocated as he wrestled with him.  Then he said, “Let me go, for dawn has broken.”  And he said, “I will not let you go unless you have blessed me.”  He said to him, “What is your name?” He said, “Yaakov.”  He said, “No longer will it be said that your name is Yaakov, but Yisrael, for you have striven with the Divine and with men and you have overcome.”
 

A beautiful explanation of the great meaning behind this cryptic incident is brought in the name of Rav Chaim Brisker.
  

The Midrash tells us that the reason why the angel had to capitulate as the sun arose was because the time had arrived for the angel to sing shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.
  Rav Chaim Brisker explains that the only time when a creature sings shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is when that creature reaches its apotheosis, that is, the moment it when it has achieved the purpose of its existence.  

In this great wrestling match depicted in the Torah, the angel that Yaakov wrestled is associated with the yetzer hara.  Up until the time when the angel submitted to Yaakov Avinu, from the first day of its creation, it had not yet achieved its purpose in existence.  Rav Chaim Brisker explains that the function of the yetzer hara in this world is to tempt man to sin.  Causing sin, however, is not its ultimate objective; its true purpose is to build man’s character to the point where he can conquer it.  This goal of the yetzer hara is likened to the goal of any difficult test: to bestow honor and recognition upon the few who pass it.  In truth, the yetzer hara is the instrument through which a man earns the right to reward in the World to Come.  And so, once Yaakov Avinu prevailed over the yetzer hara, for the first time in history the yetzer hara realized its true purpose in existence and ascended to the heavens to sing shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.

But there might be a further way of understanding the purpose of the yetzer hara a step beyond this explanation.  With all this talk about the power of the yetzer hara to ensnare a man into sinning, you might have thought that the best thing to do would be to banish it and completely remove any trace of it altogether.  Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, surprisingly teach us the oppposite.      

Human beings are not angels.  Angels are spiritual beings that were created to obey the directions of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, exclusively, with no choice or will of their own whatsoever.  Human beings are given choice, not only to be a challenge to them, but also, as we mentioned, for them to overcome and gain glory and reward.  But even past the challenge, the glory and the reward, the yetzer hara has another function as well.  The very power of the yetzer hara which can lead us into destruction, can be subdued, and harnessed, and employed to fuel our service of Hashem, may His Name be blessed. 

Rambam, may his memory be blessed, explains that we find in the words of the Great Rabbis that they value a person who has an impulse to sin, and yet he controls it, more than one who has no urge to sin at all.
  Our Sages went so far as to say that the greater and more perfect a man is, the greater is his desire to transgress, and the stronger his turmoil when he controls his urge to sin.
  Moreover, the reward of a person who overcomes his yetzer hara is commensurate with the anguish he suffers because of his resistance.
  


In practice, the Rambam tells us, our Sages, may their memories be blessed, require us to acknowledge our desires and our need to conquer them, prohibiting us from saying that we have no desire for forbidden things.  In the words of Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel, “You should not say, ‘I do not desire to eat meat together with milk; I do not desire to wear clothes made of a mixture of wool and linen; I do not desire to enter into an illicit marriage,’ but you should say, ‘I do indeed desire to perform these acts, but my hands are tied, for my Father in Heaven has forbidden it.’”




Morever, Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created the yetzer hara in man for the purpose of giving man the opportunity to subjugate it and employ it in his avodas Hashem.  This is the meaning of the words that Hashem spoke to Cain, telling him, “Its desire is toward you, and you shall rule over it.’
 

Rav Shimshon Rafael Hirsch likens this relationship of a man and his yetzer hara to the relationship between a husband and his wife.  In fact, the same words which Hashem spoke to Cain He also used in His curse to Chava, ‘Yet your craving shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you.’
  The normal relationship between a husband and wife, Rav Hirsch explains, is that a woman should want to look up to her husband as someone to guide her and direct her.  So, too, in truth, the yetzer hara looks up to the yetzer tov for direction.


Rabbi Shimon Schwab explains that the yetzer hara, by its normal nature, has its own desire to be controlled by the yetzer tov.  If a man does not rule over his yetzer hara, it becomes his deadly enemy.  But when he subdues his yetzer hara, a man actually fulfills the deepest, natural desire of the yetzer hara to be subjugated to the yetzer tov.


Why is it that Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created such a situation in the world?  Rav Shimshon Rafael Hirsch eloquently describes the nature of man as follows.  

“Gd has given sensuality an appeal to your senses, not that it should master you and direct you, but that you should master and direct it, not that you should suppress or kill it, but ‘timshal,’ regulate it, rule over it and direct it.  That is its whole purpose and calling.  By you mastering and guiding it, it achieves its purpose, and that is why it longs to achieve it… If all good were sweet, and all evil bitter, our whole virtue would be no more than the natural… following of that which attracted our senses, and the whole nobility of a human being would be lost.  And it is just on the correct control and use of our natural tendencies that the loftiest purposes of our life down here are found.”
  

As the Malbim succinctly explains it, “Man is only free when he conquers the bestial portion of his instincts, and not when he permits it to conquer him.”

Turning back to the great wrestling match between Yaakov and the angel, we can now glimpse another proof for the idea that the yetzer hara may actually have something positive to contribute to our performance of Torah mitzvos.  Earlier we stated that before Yaakov Avinu overwhelmed the angel, it had not yet achieved its purpose in creation and could not yet sing shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  But that statement was not fully complete.  In fact, if we take another look at the sequence of events in the text, Yaakov Avinu refused to release the angel to sing its shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed, until that angel had given him a blessing.  From a simple understanding, it might be surprising to notice that indeed, Yaakov Avinu was able to take something positive from the yetzer hara.

On further reflection, however, we see an amazing thing from this sequence of events.  As dawn was breaking, the angel realized that it had been defeated, and its time had come to sing shira to Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  And so it asked Yaakov to release it.  However, Yaakov Avinu continued to restrain him.  Yaakov held his grip on the angel and told him, in effect, you have not achieved your purpose in existence yet until you give me a blessing.    

From here we see that not only is it the purpose of the yetzer hara to be defeated by the yetzer tov, even more than that, the yetzer hara has not fully achieved its purpose in creation until it blesses man.  The ultimate purpose of the yetzer hara is to serve man, and to strengthen him in his avodas Hashem.

Rabbi Yisroel Salanter elucidates the fascinating distinction between the two concepts we just mentioned.
  The first stage we mentioned was the simple idea of defeating the yetzer hara.  This Rabbi Yisroel Salanter identifies as “serving Hashem with the yetzer tov.”  One who subjugates his base instincts and overcomes his urge to indulge in his desires, says Rabbi Yisroel Salanter, using the overpowering guidance of the intellect, he is called one who serves Hashem with his yetzer tov.  

But there is a higher level to reach towards.  Not only is a man capable of overcoming his yetzer hara, by the supervening power of his intellect, but he can even master and direct the power of the yetzer hara into performing the service of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  

One can actually take the forces in his soul that are essentially attuned to evil, and refine them by “sweetening their bitterness and transforming them to good.”  This is a state where a man wishes solely to fulfill the Divine will, and actually refines the emotional powers within him to employ in the performance of mitzvos.  This, Rabbi Yisroel Salanter tells us, is someone who is called “one who serves Hashem with his yetzer hara.” 

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter tells us that this process of overcoming base desires with the intellect and harnessing the darker powers of our desires to do mitzvahs is the meaning of the command, “You shall love Hashem, your Gd, with all your heart.”

A proof for this two-stage process we say each morning in the “bircas hashachar.”  In the long, closing brucha, we first implore Hashem, may His Name be blessed, “Don’t let the yetzer hara dominate us.”  But then, however, we ask further, “compel our evil inclination to be subservient to You.”
  Escaping from the domination of the yetzer hara is serving Gd with the yetzer tov.  Compelling the yetzer hara to be subservient to Hashem is serving Gd with the yetzer hara.
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