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TWO.

THE FACE OF THE ENEMY.
We will now take a look at some of the descriptions of the yetzer hara in the Torah, in order to gain a clearer picture of how it functions, how its corrupting power can be broken, and how it strength can be harnessed to fulfill the mitzvah to love Hashem, may His Name be blessed, with a full heart.

The Traitorous Advisor.


The Torah is filled with allusions to the power of the yetzer hara to draw a man away from his service of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  In some places, the yetzer hara appears in the Torah as a traitorous advisor, a cunning saboteur who misleads a man into blundering into wrong choices.  The image of the traitorous advisor embodies the way in which the yetzer hara exerts a corrupting influence over a man’s intellect.


“Rejoice, young man, in your childhood; let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth; follow the path of your heart and the sight of your eyes – but be aware that for all these things Gd will call you into account.”
  Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, explain that the first statement, “Rejoice, young man, in your childhood,”  is spoken by the yetzer hara, but the warning, “be aware,” is spoken by the yetzer tov.

Rabbenu Bachya sharpens this portrait of the yetzer hara as a diabolically scheming villain.

“I say, then:  O man, you should know that the greatest enemy you have in the world is your own impulse, which is interwoven with the powers of your soul and intertwined in the character of your spirit, associated with you in governing your senses and spiritual faculties, privy to the secrets of your soul and to what is hidden deep inside you, your counselor in all your willful movements, whether observable or concealed… Therefore, let no other struggle divert you from your struggle with it.

 
“The yetzer hara… will not leave you alone after one or even a hundred defeats, regardless of whether it defeats you or you defeat it.  For if it defeats you, it will utterly destroy you; and if you defeat it once, it will lie in wait for you all your life in order to subdue you, as our Masters, of blessed memory, said, ‘Do not be sure of yourself until the day of your death.’ (Avos 2.5.)


“It does not consider the smallest of your affairs as too insignificant a means for overcoming you.  [A small matter] serves as a stepping stone, to vanquish you in something higher.

“You should then be wary and fulfill none of its requests.  Regard as important the very smallest of your victories over it, the slightest increase of your power over it, so that this be for you a step to a greater victory.  For [the yetzer hara] will be quick to obey you and will not stand up to you when you stand up to it, as [Scripture] says, ‘Its obedience is unto you, and you may rule over it.’”
 

The Ohr Hachayim haKadosh counsels, “As long as the attitudes that appeal to the seducer still prevail within you, Gd cannot help.  You will begin to demean the seducer only when you reject his counsel.  Then you will be able to rule over his spirit, vatah timsehl bo.”

The Alien God.

The Torah calls the yetzer hara an alien god as well.  This represents the way in which the yetzer hara manipulates a man’s emotions.

What does the yetzer hara have in common with a god?  Because there is only one true Gd, and that is Hashem, may His Name be blessed, every time the Torah refers to other “gods” it is referring to the way in which people perceive Hashem’s actions and how they wrongly attempt to enter into a relationship with those individual powers, as if they were independent of Hashem.   


When the Torah calls the yetzer hara a “god” it is not elevating it to a status, chas vshalom, approaching anywhere near to that of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  Instead, the term “god” represents the fact that certain men will ascribe power to the yetzer hara, fear upsetting it and look to please it, in exchange for being able to get from it the things that they desire.  This type of relationship, where one loves, fears, hopes to and submits oneself to carrying out the wishes of anything in the place of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, is the hallmark of idolatry.  Thus it could be said that the image of the “alien god” represents the way in which the yetzer hara acts as the focal point of a person’s desires and emotions.

“There shall be no alien god within you,” proclaims the book of Tehillim, “and you shall not bow to a foreign god.”
  A fascinating discussion in the Gemara examines this verse to discuss what is the best way of dealing with the yetzer hara.     

The Gemara introduces the discussion by presenting a debate over how to classify whether a particular case is a violation of Shabbas.  The case presented is that of a man who vents his anger by smashing objects.  The question posed by the Gemara is whether the process of venting one’s anger can be considered an act that is constructive, or is it simply a destructive act. 

The practical implications of this debate make a difference in the context of the laws of Shabbas.  A person becomes liable for violating the Shabbas when he engages in creative, constructive activity.  Activities which are prohibited on Shabbas are those which transform one type of thing into some new type of thing.  The act of bringing a new thing into existence is a reflection of the way Hashem, may His Name be blessed, created everything in the world out of nothing, in the six days of creation.  The creative activities that a Jew is prohibited to perform on Shabbas are categorized as “work,” or “melocha.”  

Interestingly, in certain cases, an act of destruction can be considered the work of creation.  A Jew is held liable for violating the Shabbas if he destroys something in order to build something else.  Destroying something simply for the sake of destruction, however, would not be classified as a creative act, and would accordingly be permitted to be done on Shabbas, by the letter of Torah law.

In the course of recording a discussion on the melocha of soser, or destroying, a debate erupts in the Gemara as to the nature of the yetzer hara.  The question is raised:  when a man follows his yetzer hara, could that act be considered part of a creative process?  If he smashes things with strong emotion, perhaps it could be said that he is “destroying in order to build,” that is, destroying pottery in order to create peace within himself?

The debate is based upon one of the laws of Shabbas recorded in Mishnah.
  “If one tears in his anger and for his dead, and all those who act destructively – they are exempt.  But if one acts destructively to set in order, the measure is the same as for one who sets in order.”  

The Gemara examines this text by bringing two different interpretations of how this applies to the emotion of anger.
 

“Rebbi Avin said:  This is also a case of setting in order.  For he is calming the spirit of his inclination.”  Thus, Rebbi Avin explains, the man who destroys in sadness or anger does achieve a constructive purpose, by setting his spirit at ease, and should therefore this man should be held liable for violating the Shabbas when he destroys an object.

But a vehement rejection of this position arises.  “But is this type [of behavior] permitted?  Why, it was taught in a baraisa, Rabbi Shimon ben Eliezer said in the name of Chilfa Bar Agra, who said in the name of Rebbi Yochanan ben Nuri, One who tears his clothing in his anger, and one who breaks his vessels in his anger, one who scatters his money in his anger, he should be in your eyes as one who is performing idol worship.  For this is the craft of the yetzer hara.  Today, it tells him, do this, and the next day, it tells him, do that, until it tells him, worship idols, and he goes and he does it.  R. Abin said, Which verse alludes to this?  ‘There shall be no strange god within you, and you not bow before an alien god.  (Tehillim, 81.10).  What is the ‘strange god’ that is in the body of a person?  You should say that this is the yetzer hara.”

Rashi explains the verse from Tehillim, in using the term “be-cha,” “within you,” in “There shall be no strange god within you,” means that there should be nothing “inside you” that would eventually lead to your bowing down to an idol.

The lesson to be drawn from the exchange is that when one tears one’s clothes to cool his anger, he has not performed a constructive act because it actually increases the strength of his yetzer hara.  In other words, Rashi explains, by tearing he has not caused his yetzer hara to decrease its influence, but has rather has intensifed it.

The Gemara then presses the question: what case was the Mishnah referring to when it cited liability if “one acts destructively in order to set in order?”   If he has not done a positive act, then in what case does the Mishnah hold him liable for violating the Shabbas?  The Gemara answers, “It is needed only where he does it to strike fear upon the members of his house.  Like that where Rav Yehuda pulled off the border [of a garment], Rav Acha bar Yaakov broke utensils, Rab Sheishess threw [fish] brine at the head of his maidservant, Rabi Abba broke a [pitcher] lid.”   In that case, he may create the appearance of anger, which, under proper control, had a constructive benefit in bringing order to his household.

A fascinating implication arises out of this last piece.  Not only is there a way to positively employ the powers of destruction, but even more, when one acts destructively in order to strike fear in the hearts of others, to reign in on their chutzpah and to intimidate them into minding their place – this rises to the level of melocha, a creative activity, akin to a new creation that Hashem Himself brought into existence during the first six days of creation!  

How is this so?  If there is any liability for violating the Shabbas, then the act must have relevance to creative work.  Here, the creative work is employing the power of intimidation and the appearance of anger in order to impose order in one’s home.  With the help of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, we will return to this concept later on to demonstrate how the mitzvah to conquer the yetzer hara stems from a more basic, universal command for a man to impose order by reining over both his own wayward desires, as well as imposing order on the world around him.  

The Torah describes the yetzer hara as a foreign god in other sources as well.  One of the names of Yisro, the father-in-law of Moshe Rabbenu, actually refers to the idea that the yetzer hara acts as a kind of god within man, according the explanation of a verse in the Torah by our Sages, may their memories be blessed.

The Torah tells us, “Elazer son of Aaron took for himself from the daughers of Putiel as a wife, and she bore Pinchas.”
  Noting this curious language, the Gemara explains that the name “Putiel” refers to two of the ancestors of the mother of Pinchas: she was “of the seed of Yisro, who fattened calves for idolatry (‘pitem lel’) and of the seed of Yosef, who opposed his drive (pitpet byitrzo).”
  

The literal translation of the name, “Puti-el,” would seem to combine a reference to Yisro, (pitem lel) and Yosef Hatzaddik (pipet byitzro).  But while the Torah’s word “Putiel” looks like a contraction of the words, “pitem lel,” the same cannot be said of “pitpet byitzro.”  The word “byitzro” appears rather out of place.  Perhaps, the Gemara is alluding to the concept we mentioned just above, that “yitrzo,” his drive, can be called “el,” or a god.  That would make the Torah’s reference to Yosef ha-Tzadik, “pitpet el,” which looks much more similar to the Torah’s word, “Putiel.”
  

The lineage of Pinchas teaches a fascinating concept, according to Rabbi Aaron Rovner of Brooklyn, about the ability to summon the power to overcome one’s base desires.  

When the Torah tells us the mother of Pinchas was from the daughters of Putiel, it is telling us Pinchas possessed special powers inherited from a line of people who defied their natural urges.  Pinchas’s maternal grandfather, Yisro, was a kohen in Midian, and a man who had familiarized himself with every form of idolatry; nevertheless, Yisro became misgaier, and joined the Yidden in the desert, accepted the yoke of Heaven and learned Torah from Moshe Rabbenu.  Pinchas’s maternal grandmother was a daughter of Yosef ha-Tzaddik, the one who “opposed his yetzer,” the strange god within him, by overcoming his physical desire for the wife of his employer who attempted to seduce him in Mitzrayim.  

Rabbi Rovner points out that the power of Yisro to overcome avodah zara, which represents spiritual corruption, and the power of Yosef ha-Tzadik to overcome his passions, on the physical plane, combined within Pinchas to enable him to be the only person able to stand up and halt the horrific chilul Hashem that came about as the result of both avodah zara and arayos with the women of Midian in parshas “Balak.”  At that time, the Jews in the wilderness were drawn into committing idolatry after falling prey to the seduction of the evil women of Midian. 

Another example is helpful in clarifying the picture.  Perhaps the most direct reference to the yetzer hara a a god in Tanakh is put forth by Shmuel ha-Navi when he rebuked Shaul ha-Melech, informing him that Hashem had rejected him as king.  “Does Hashem take desire olah-offerings and feast-offerings more than listening to the voice of Hashem?” Shmuel ha-Navi asks.  “Behold, listening is better than sacrifices, attentiveness better than fat of rams.  For rebelliousness is like the sin of sorcery, and wordiness is like the sin of idolatry.”

In the words of Shmuel ha-Navi we can discern the connection clearly.  Rebelliousness is like sorcery, for a man attempts to take the powers of the world and manipulate them simply to reach his only selfish means.  “Wordiness” may refer to the constant justifications and rationalizations that a person fabricates in order to follow the base desires brought to him by the yetzer hara.  Just as an idolater sets the idol in front of himself and then carries out some activity that he wants to do, pretending to follow the wishes of a mute idol, a rebel manufactures lengthy, wordy justifications like some kind of idol, and carries out these directives, because that dictactes to him to do that which, in truth, he really wants to do himself, but was not brazen enough to claim in his own right.  

There is one more interesting comparison between avodah zara and the yetzer hara which we will look at today.  The Gemara tells us that all laws of chatas, which deal with cases where a person unintentionally commits a sin, our Sages, may their memories be blessed, learned out from the laws of the sin of avodah zara.
  That is, the only place where the Torah itself details the laws of how one atones for an inadvertent mistake, is by teaching the case of one who mistakenly worships an idol.  Hashem, may His Name be blessed, left it to our Sages to extrapolate the laws of all the other cases of inadvertent sin from this one case involving avodah zara.  

The Torah states, in connection with the laws of chatas for idolatry, “There shall be a single law for you, for one who acts with inadvertence.”  Rashi explains that the phrase “a single law” (literally, Torah achas, a single Torah) refers to applying this law throughout the entire Torah.
  

To explain this concept, the Gemara brings as an example, the case of a man who sees and idol and decides to throw a rock at it.  But if that idol happened to be the idol Markulis, in which the form of worship consisted of throwing rocks at the idol, this person who be chaiv to bring a chatas offering, if he in fact didn’t intend to worship the idol, to atone for the sin of inadvertently worshipping the idol.
  

What is the connection between inadvertent sin and idol worship?  While its true that we had to learn it from somewhere, the Torah is not random, but densely packed with deep meaning.  What is the connection between inadvertent sin and idol worship?

A little background may be in order to set up an answer to the question.  Hashem, may His Name be blessed, doesn’t hold a person responsible for everything he might do when he fails to uphold the Torah.  If a person is forced to do something completely against his will which runs counter to the Torah, that person is exempt from any liability under the principle of onus, or duress.  Basically, the act that a person is compelled to do against his will is not attributed to the coerced person at all; the cause of the sin is attributed to the external factors, and that coerced person is viewed simply as a passive object.

The chatas is somehow different.  What is the person who commits an “unintentional” sin being penalized for?  Here, the Torah establishes some level of fault for which a person is not fully conscious.  It could be said, then, that the basis for liability for “unintentional sin” rests on an idea that a Jew bears a certain amount of responsibility for his thoughts even on an unconscious level.  He is therefore liable for his inadvertent mistakes because he is not seeing the world clearly.

We can bring this understanding into sharper focus by looking back to the statement of Rebbi Yochanan ben Nuri, that an angry man should be in your eyes like an idol worshipper.   On a second look, we can discern an additional connection between the state of anger and the sin of avodah zara.  And we can use this connection to help explain the connection between avodah zara and the chatas.   

The angry man has set up his own view of how the world should run, holding dear to his heart a set of expectations, values and priorities.  When the angry man sees his plans or desires becoming frustrated, he then becomes enraged.  In truth, the angry man believes that his will for the way things should be is more important, chas vshalom, than the will of Hashem, may His Name be blessed.  

When he gets angry, this man is lashing out to defend the primacy and importance of a scheme of things which Hashem, may His Name be blessed, has flatly rejected.  When Hashem governs the world against this man’s will, the man gets upset because he believes the world should be otherwise.  Accordingly, the angry man elevates his own scheme of understanding the world above that of Hashem, may His Name be blessed, Himself.

Perhaps the concept of learning all the laws of chatas from avodah zara is teaching us something similar.  By linking these two concepts, the Torah may be telling us, what is the basis for making a mistake?  How come we don’t see things clearly?  Whatever the barrier to our apprehension of truth, it is the result of a supervening construct, a mistaken impression, a false understanding, an incorrect idea.  This false understanding is comparable to idol worship, which in itself is a false model of the source of powers in the universe.  

Our own wrong impressions and mistakes, misjudgments, forgettings and the like are the result of some distance from Hashem, may His Name be blessed, and from His truth.  If our false impressions are like an imposition, a false construct, akin to avodah zara, just as avodah zara is essentially a man-made construct, fashioned according to our own limited, incomplete and false understanding of the distribution of powers in the universe, so, too, even our accidental errors, mistakes, missteps and miscalculations are the result of something “alien” being interposed into our consciousnesses.  

This concept is eloquently explained by Rabbi Elchonon Wasserman, may his memory be blessed.  “What is it like for persons who are sunk in earthly passions and desires?  The yetzer hara ‘bribes’ them unceasingly.  We can realize what tremendous influence is exerted by the crude lust for a life of unbridled pleasure in dimming and blinding the balance of their judgment; for where a person is so influenced, he has not the power of seeing the truth, if that should be in conflict with his desires.  In relation to this particular question the person is as though he were drunk.  It goes without saying that a wise man when drunk is no longer wise.  Human wisdom can recognize the truth only when it is not ‘bribed’ with regard to the matter which is being judged.  But when the recognition of the truth is in opposition to that which man desires, the most powerful mind cannot enlighten him.”

In other words, our understanding of the world should be pure, clear, and capable of perceiving Torah in the depths of the world itself simply by seeing clearly.  However, because of our sins and failings, we need revelation, and we need to exert ourselves in learning Torah that was given to Moshe Rabbenu at Mount Sinai, to extricate us from our conflicts of interest, the Byzantine encrustations of logic secreted by our baser desires, to show us the true world beyond the false constructs we’ve built around ourselves.

The Evil Dictator.

The battles between the yetzer tov and the yetzer hara in the struggle to control a man is liked by the Torah to the struggle to win control of a city.  In this way the Torah depicts the way in which the yetzer hara is able to exert control over a man’s physical body itself. 

In the book of Koheles, Shlomo ha-Melech relates an interesting parable.
  “There was a small town with only few inhabitants; and a mighty king came upon it and surrounded it, and built great siege works over it.  Present in the city was a poor wise man, who by his wisdom, saved the town.  Yet no one remembered that poor man.  So I said:  Wisdom is better than might, although a poor man’s wisdom is despised and his words go unheeded.” 

An allegorical reading of this passage is recorded by the Gemara.

“A small city – this is the body, and its inhabitants were few – this refers to the limbs.  A mighty king came upon it and surrounded it – this refers to the yetzer hara.  And he built great siege works over it – these are the sins.  And there was to be found in the city a poor wise man – this refers to the yetzer tov.  And he saved the city with his cleverness – this refers to repentance and good deeds.  Yet no one remembered that poor man – at the time of the yetzer hara, no one remembers the yetzer tov.”


Rabbenu Bachya develops this theme further.  “The yetzer hara is portrayed as ‘a great king,’ on account of its numerous forces, followers, and legions. [Scripture] says that [the great king] ‘surrounded it,’ as the yetzer hara encompasses all of man’s affairs, both public and private.  ‘Built great siegeworks against it,’ refers to the multitude of evil imaginings, evil thoughts, and shameful incidents through which the yetzer hara tries to put a man to death.”

Shlomo ha-Melech returns to this theme a second time in his book Koheles.
  “Good is a child, poor and wise, than an old and foolish king who no longer knows how to beware; because from the prisonhouse he emerged to reign, while even in his reign he was born poor.”  

The Midrash expounds this parable.  The poor wise child is the yetzer tov, which is referred to as a ‘youth’ because it comes to a person only at the age of thirteen, and ‘poor’ because all do not obey it, and ‘wise’ because it teaches the right way; while the old and foolish king refers to the yetzer hara, called ‘king’ because all obey it, ‘old’ because it clings to man from his earliest youth, and ‘foolish’ because it teaches the way of evil.
  

As an interesting aside, Rashi on Koheles notes that the idea of “emerging from the prisonhouse” mentioned here alludes to Yosef ha-Tzadik in Mitzrayim.  Yosef emerged from the dungeon to become viceroy.  Interestingly, here we find the figure of Yosef ha-Tzaddik arising once more in the context of overcoming the yetzer hara.

Perhaps one of the most famous parables likening a man to a government appears in the Mishnah in Pirkei Avos.
  Ben Zoma asks, “Who is strong?  He who subdues his inclination, as it is said (Mishlei 16.32), ‘He who is slow to anger is better than the strong man, and a master of his passions is better than a conqueror of a city.”

Interestingly, the Mishnah does not describe strength in terms of physical power, but measures it in terms of the person himself.  Maharal explains that just because a person can capture a city, does not necessarily mean that he is strong.  The city may have been weak or simply destined to fall.  Conquering an adversary is a measure of only relative strength and weakness.  An absolute measure of strength, however, is conquering desire, which is the enemy everyone has within.
  


Moreover, Maharal explains, the Mishnah praises only qualities of human distinction, and does not extol brute strength that overwhelms an adversary.  Physical power is a distinguishing trait for animals, but the measure of human strength is self-discipline.  Self-discipline is the power of the intellect to direct the physical faculties according to what is right and wrong.


Our Sages, may their memories be blessed, tell us that one who saves a Jewish soul, it is as if he saved an entire world.  Perhaps we can draw a parallel to man, based on what we know about the world.  We know that Hashem echad, Gd is One, from the heavens above to the earth below.  If we say that a person is like a world in himself, he, too, has a “Hashem” to his world.  


Just as Hashem is One, and all the world is a manifestation of His Will and Being, perhaps we can also see that each Yid is one, that his neshamah supports and maintains all his functioning, with the autonomic and instinctual features of his body corresponding to the laws of nature which Hashem has fixed in place and by which he maintains and regulates the world.  So too, the world of man’s conscious thoughts are meant to be brought under the coordination, control and guidance of his neshamah through the wisdom of Torah and the performance of mitzvos.
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