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Digest 

Yetzer Hara is the evil inclination that God created within 

bu.mankind, according to the classical rabbinic picture of the world. The 

Rabbis developed this concept as part of their theological, philosophical, and 

psychological theories of human nature. These theories are used to explain 

human behavior, disobedience, and rebellion uis-a-uis God. There has been 

extensive research into these theological, philosophical, and psychological 

aspects of the concept yetzer hara. What I propose to study is how halakhic 

literature uses notions of human psychology oo make legal decisions. 

Bialik's famous essay, "Halacha and Aggadah," stressed the 

relationship between the two. It is a fair presumption that Jewish law 

would take into account the implications for normative behavior of the 

rabbinic worldview in the process of rendering decisions. 

The first chapt.er is an overview of the rabbinic concept of yetzer hara 

including the relevant secondary literature. 'Ihe purpose is to gain a 

working definition ofwhatyetzer hara meant to the pos~Talmudic rabbis, 

who regard the Talmud as the authoritative source of the halakhah. After 
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locating all of the occurrences of the term yetzer hara in the Mishneh 

Torah of Maimonides, the Shulchan Arukh, of Joseph Karo and Moshe 

Isserles, and the Mishnah Beru.rah commentary of Rabbi Israel Meir 

HaKohen Kagan and assessing the quantity and quality of the materials 

found, I have explored as many of the halakhic issues as I can within the 

confines of a rabbinic thesis. Chapter two explores the background of each 

halakh.ic issue seleJed through a consideration of the relevant passages of 

the Talmud, codes, and commentary and describes how the concept of 

yetzer hara figures in the ultimate decisions given. The conclusion is that 

both Maimonides and Kagan reiterate the usage of yetzer hara in some 

halakhic discussions and at times introduce yetzer hara into a particular 

halakhic debate in order to explain the rationale for a particular law or 

strengthen one deemed lacking compulsion. 
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1 

In1roduction 

'Ihe most vexing aspect of human nature is the inclination to evil. In 

order to understand the entirety of man, many have studied the forces that 

pull !him both towards goodness and evil. Though continually perplexed by 

the apparent duality in man's temperament and interest in understanding 

it, society, in the main, has consigned this area of inquiry to psychology. 

"Judaism, as a religion which concerns itself with the total 
man,•also investigates and posits theories about the structure 
of consciousness, personality and the nature of various 
psychological mechanisms, drives, and impulses. "1 

However, where psychology and rabbinism diffe~ is in the former's inability 

to move beyon4 its confined sphere. 'Ihe latter, on the other hand, goes far 

beyond the scope of psychological theory and structures by including into 

the discussion issues of theology and theodicy, philosophy and 

hermeneutics in order to understand that total man. Moshe Halevi Spero 

1 Moshe Halevi Spero, -num&tos, Id and the Evil Impulse_," 
Tradition: A Journal of QrtbndnT '11vnumt15.l-2, (1975): 97. 



describes in two of his writings2thatyetzer hara is not consistent with any 

of the main Freudian psychological constructs. 

"The yezer ha-ra is not-
1. an instinct per se, because the yezer ha-ra is neither an 
endosomatic construct nor a biological'one; 2. 'Ihanatos, 
because thanatos is an instinct and is pw-ely destructive, 
regressive, and catabolistic, which does not fit into the overall 
talmudic world-view; 3. Eros, because Eros is an instinct and 
does not alone explain destructiveness and aggression; 4. 
libido, because libido is a somatic energy ... ; 5. the id, because 
the id is the reservoir of libido ... , the housing of both Eros and 
'Ibanatos, and a means of primitive phylogenetic drives ... a 

2 

While aspects of these psychological constructs can be instructive as to 

aspects of yetzer hara, none nor any combination of them complete the 

picture of what yetzer hara was and is in rabbinic thought. Spero adds that 

while Solomon Schecter believed that yetzer hara is an internal instinct, 

Samson Raphael Hirsch believes that it is not an agent of activity in human 

affairs, sin~ the gram.mar of the word yetzer implies passive formation. 

Spero concludes thus: 

. . . yetzer ha-ra is an individual's own creation, and indeed, 
could be equated_with the individual himself Man's basic 
nature per se is neutrally growth-oriented and meaning
investing ... (A] person's nature can be defined by the type of 
yezer, or route t.o meaning he has chosen. 'Ihe Talmud and 
the Torah, based upon their views of the proper and improper 
ways t.o fulfill these.needs, make a priori assumptions as to 
what constitutes "good" and "evil." Such descriRtive labels can 
be posted post hoc on incidents of behavior. '!he use of the dual · 
yezer model thereby serves to promote a heuristic 

2"Thanatos, Id and the Evil Impulse" anq Judeiam and Psychology: 
Halakhic Perspectiyea (New York: KTAV Publishing House, Yeshiva 
University Press, 1980). 

3Spero, .Tpdpi,rn and Psychology: BeJpkhfo Penpectiyes, 76-76. 
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metapsychology and a sound educational model.• 

While the tendency for goodness was of great interest to the Rabbis, 

they put greater emphasis on and attention to the evil aspect of human 

nature, which they termed yetzer hara. lt was this characteristic of the 

human personality that they believed led to licentious behavior, avruice, 

idolatry, and every manner of negative activity within a person's reach. 

Therefore, they sought to understand i! origin and purpose in order to 

have influence over it. The Rabbis, then , constructed what some would call 

a psychology of human nature based on their observations of people that 

scholars today term rabbinic psychology. By employing the medium of text 

they sought to describe and regulate its peculiruities and imperfections. 

Rabbi Hayyim David Halevi writes: 

O"'lJ!>lil Q):,)~n;, ipn ,mmm .,,y~ nn N'il n,on, ,cn,l,~n:,,o!>n) 'lJ!>m n,,n 
nm:,n :,y mootlr.>n m,,nn 1n m:n .nr.n-r:>l ,l'Iltlun ,,,m,,n ,,mwli ,01N:i 

O'U Nl!tr.l, 'lJ)'U p.oo )>N ,"ilvln" i1"Ull iO Oli]r.l ,,:i p-u . 01Ni1 )r.l" n,,m It/!)) 
nm:m,o ,,:i, ,,:, N>N ,11npm11 ma N, n,,o,:i ,,n'lJ ,m,-uru nm:m >-u m-r,o, 

nN ,,,:,m ,n,,u o,r.,:m, ilN1l j:)'lJ ))!)r.) ,n,,-o nn:,m l'N'lJ Oli'r.l:l l''lJ)'r.)l \!.llNil 

. 'lJ.Om nmr.1 

['Ihe study of the soul, psychology, is a relatively young acience. Its eseence is the study of 
the psychological procesaes in man, his emotions, experiences, reactions, et.c. Many 
halalchot are based upon psychological characteristics and understanding of human 
nature. Indeed eJferY tune luua.lah, typical standard behavior, is mentioned, undoubtedly 
that you can find there principles of psychological cbaractmiBtica, since at it8 hue [the 
oanoept) luua.lah is used only in order to clarify a penon'e reliability and in a situation 
where there is no clear proof, and therefore it aeemed tX> the Sages that they knew behavior 
and undenrtood the ways of human nature. ]5 

4Spero, Judaism and Psychology: Halakhic Perspectives, 80-81. 
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He goes on to say: 

,, N,l N\nn O,N l'N nptn 

,,o, .mwm nuomo ,,,l :'il NY,~-Nlll 001,!lo .o,oy!> M:> ~,o,m N~m 

o,l)JO 1N , u:l~)J nNlil, nm!>, ill ,,n ,01N N"n, "O:> ON :lO)J"j il"ll n:,,nn 
I 

ill ,:, "IN ,01N ,\!J li\!J)l c,r.,:,n c,nl"l ,,.,,,:, .run, inN Nlil\!J )T.)\!J ,,:, N"n, N, 

mno ni:,n ')lo, o,n:,n n,,\!J 1l"ll .illl" n,\!J!>l n,o !l":>Y 1N ,,:1~ ,,o,l,o 1\!Jl' 

·f Nl NlPOT.l' 0)J' lil o," o,Nn \!J!)) 

[Th_e presumption that a man will not Bin unless he benefit8 from it is found in the Talmud 
in a number of places. A well-known case is found in Baba Metzia 5b in the law of the 
reliability of a shepherd. 'lhe foundation of the ha1.althah has a clear explanation. If a 
pe1"80n is going t.o ain., he should at least get eome pe1"80nal benefit from it. But, no one will 
ever Bin in order for eomeone else t.o benefit. '!hat.is, the Sages are confident about the 
honesty of a pe1"80n, even though this be the most minimal level of honesty. In any case, it 
is a worthy trait. It is clear that the Sages penetrat.ed t.o the bottom of human nature before 
they arrived at this conclusion.]6 

According to Spero,halakhah does not just respond to psychological 

needs but corresponds to it. Psychological structures are not primary and 

halakhah secondary. He believes ·that what the rabbis create should be 

termed halakhic metapsychology, since 

... halakhic metapsychology is designed above all else to realign 
our perspective on so-called nonhalakhic entities or processes • 
and to reinstate such entities '8 primary precisely because 
they, too, have intrinsic halekhfo identities. If, as the Talmud 
relates (Kid. 30b), God fashioned man's "yezer" at the same 
time as the Torah was created as its antidote, this must mean 
that the very a priori psychological, sociological, and 
anthropological structures that are to be addressed by the 
Torah have their own special claim on an a priori halekbeb 
status. Indeed, these "scientific" structures are implicit in 
formal hal~c structures at every level and, thus, are part of 



a single language.7 

In light of this perspective, the first cha pt.er will provide the 

necessary background in rabbinic thought on yetzer hara. I will describe 

the etymological and theoretical origins of yetzer hara as found in 

scripture. Rabbinic lit.erature will then serve as the medium for discourse 

about this topic, because it is in these writings that variant int:erpretations 

and elucidations are founi Not only do these writings describe yetzer 

hara, but within some of these passages are contained the laws that the 

rabbis enacted in order to help people control their baser instincts. 

"Halakhah, as we know it, reflects an a priori design for the bett.erment of 

human ex:istence."8 "The consensus of talmuclic opinion is that such 

mastery is not gained by repression of impulses, but rather by rerouting 

them along acceptable lines. "9 

5 

In the second chapter the focus will shift to an analysis of those 

sections of the Rambam's Mishneh Torah and Israel Meir Kagan's 

Mishnah Berurah that utilize the concept of yetzer hara in the process of 

rendering specific halakhic decisions. The first segment of the chapter will 

introduce the authors and their texts. The second segment of this chapter 

is how and why Rambam brings the concept of yetzer hara into halakhic 

?Moshe Halevi Spero, Religious Objects as Psychological Structures: 
A Critical Integration of Object Relations Theory, Psychotherapy, and 
Judaism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) 127. 

BSpero, Judaism and Psychology: H.alakhic Perspectives, 20. 

9Spero, Judaism and Psychology, 151. 
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discourse. In light of the Rambam1s attraction to rational philosophy, one 

might expect that his treatment of the subject of yetzer hara could deviate 

significantly from traditional rabbinic understanding. And yet, it is equally 

true that wherever possible, the Ramham remained true to the established 

tradition. Therefore, this examination will focus on the Rambam's use of 

yetzer hara in his halakh.ic discussions to determine whether or not he is 

simply restating what Aie Sages already said or shedding new light on a 

particular subject. 

The last section of the second chapter centers on Israel Meir Kagan's 

use of the concept of yetzer hara in his commentary on the Shulchan 

Arukh, the Mishnah Berurah. Here to, the focus will be t.o determine 

whether or not Kagan is remaining true to the rabbinic understanding of 

particular halakhic decisions, simply restating his predecessors' 

sentiments, or adding new insight into a halakhic controversy. 



Chapt.erOne 

Rabb1nic Theory on Y et:zer Hara 

In biblical Hebrew, the term yetzer means anything formed of or 

from thought.lo The term has been variously translated as "inclination," 

"imagination," "impulse," "striving," or "purpose." The rabbis of the 

Talmud have used the term yetzer hara to designat.e the evil inclination 

and yetzer tou to designate the good inclination. These inclinations are the 

opposing forces in man's nature that drive him towards or away from evil. 

According to Reuven Bulka, "It probably is more correct to look upon these 

two components, or impulses, as propensities, as potentialities that can be 

actualized in either direction.1111 The rabbis spend most of their energies 

focussed on yetzer hara, since it was the more problematic of the two. 

Furthermore, since man can utilize it in the service of God, it cannot be 

10Hebrew-English Lexicon of the Bible, (New York: Schocken Books, 
1975)113. 

11 Rabbi Reuven Bul.ka, Ph.D., 'Fhe Jewish Pleasure Principle (New 
York: Human Services Press, Inc., 1987) 110. 

7 
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inherently evil.12 If there is no choice, then being good is of neutral value.13 

Since free choice is a given, then man must possess the potentiality and 

possibility to actualize either good or evil.14 

In this chapter I will lay out the various theories , ideas, and 

suggestions found in classical amoraic literature on this subject. The goal 

is t.o see the depth, breadth, and variety of views espoused throughout the 

ages as a backdrop ro understanding how two later interpreters, the 

Rambam and Israel Meir Kagan, harness this knowledge in setting forth 

halakhic decisions. 

The origin of the concept yetzer hara is in the Rabbis' observation of, 

experience with, and understanding of human nature. They both observe 

and experience in themselves and others profound appetites and impulses 

with strong anti-social components. These are the impulses that the social 

order and God's oommandments seek to rein in so that society can endure. 

Much of rabbinic psychology is therefore telesooped inro the expression 

yetzer hara. 

The etymological basis of the rabbinic concept of yetzer hara is found 

in Genesis 6:5: 

12Bulka, The Jewish Pleasure Principle. p. 110. 

13See also Samuel S .. Cohan, "Original Sin," Hebrew Union College 
Annual 21 (1948): 330. 

14Rabbi Reuven P . Bulka, Critical Psychological lBBues • Judaic 
Perspectives (T,eobam, Maryland: University Press of America. Inc., 1992) 
113. 
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[And God saw how great is the evil of man upon the earth, and every inclination of the 
thought of his heart is only evil all day.) 

The evil in man is described here as related to the formations of thought 

located in the core of man's being, which was deemed to be the heart. This 

idea is echoed in Genesis 8:21: n iym ))1 D1Ni1 ::i, ,~> ,:, 
½ 

[ . . because the inclination oft.he heart of man is evil from hie youth ... ] 

From the biblical usages in Genesis 6:5 and 8:21 , the rabbis make a 

nominative.,yetzer hara, to telegraph a whole host of rabbinic values, ideas, 

and fears into a single useful phrase. One might think that the rabbis took 

these verses to mean that man is inherently sinful and therefore is the 

bearer of original sin. However, the rabbis had a much different view of 

man's nature. They observed as well that in man there is also a great 

potential for goodness. The concept of yetzer tou, the good 

inclination,expresses this outlook. Yetzer tou is the rabbinic equivalent of 

the conscience, the internalized restraints learned through socialization. 

They deemed t.h.atyetzer tov does not emerge until age 13. By th.at ti.me, 

social rules have been internalized sufficiently. Therefore, the Rabbis . 
believed that man has within him the potentialities for both good and evil . 

They read this outlook back into the text of Genesis 2:7: 

[And the Lord God formed man out of dust from the ground and breathed 
into his nostril.a the breath of life and man became a living eoul) 

The Talmudic and Midrasbic scholars noted in this verse the variant 



spelling of the verb, yitzer, with two yuds. From this orthographic 

peculiarity they adduced eisegetically, that God created man with two 

yetterim, one good and the other evil.15 A parallel eisegesis is also read 

intl> Deuteronomy 6:5. T. Berakhot 7:7 states: 

10 

T' "l~' l)\!J:J '\r.)U) T-lJ' ,:::,~ 1'i1'N ' i1 11N 11Ji1N"I '\r.)"IN N"li1 ' 1i1 11J"IN 1lNr.l '1 iPi1 

... vi ,~,:i, :no 1~>:::i 
I 
\ 

[Rabbi Meir used t.o eay, behold Scripture says, "And you shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart," etc. with both your yetzerim -with yetur t.ov and with yetzer r-a . )16 

Yetzer hara and yetzer tou enter into a human being at different 

times: yetzer hara at the moment of birth, while yetzer tou , as we noted, 

enters at age thirteen. The following three passages are characteristic or 

these ideas. Rabbi Joshua (first, second century) is quoted as saying: 

,-Yl i1'i1 01N nl lON , yr.,r., ln:> 1~'7:l ,n) i1l\!J i11Y.l)I \!J?\!J '110N ,~, :::, }17i1 ,~, 

:rn:, ,~, ,,u m\!I l"' ,,nN, ... ,,,:i i1nr.>o l' N nu,:i\!I , ,no ,,nnm ,oy NJl 
.mo, .mo ;,,,,no CN, mo\!/) "lr.)"IN Nm ' 1i1 ;,p,, , ,,N rl"ln:i\!I ,,noiv ,,,:::, 

[Yetzer hara - what does this mean? It has been said tbatyetur hara is thirteen years older 

1 srn order to make this point clearer an aspect of Hebrew grammar 
and an aspect of midrashic eisegesis must be explained. 'Ihe first 
consonant in the verb yatzar is a yud which classifies this verb as weak. 
The verb is weak because the prefix added t.o make the verb in the third 
person is another yud that usually causes the root yud to drop out. 
Occasionally, the verb retains the rootyud causing a doubled lett.er and a 
variant form. However, both forms of the verb are acceptable, as in the 
example of Genesis 2:7. The doubling of the lett.er was taken to signify two 
yetzerim, which the rabbis read back into the tat. See E . Kautzsch, 
Gezenius' Hebrew Grammar. second English edition (1910; Oxford: Oxford 
Clarendon Press) 1974) 194. 

1 6In this version the quotation is ascribed to Rabbi Meir. It can also 
be found in Mishnah Berakhot 9;6 as an anonymous quotation. 



than the ;yetur tou, because it grows with and A<XX>Dlpanies the peraon from the time it 
comes out from the mother's womb. Ifhe begi.n.e to profime Sho.bbat, it does notdet.er 

11 

him ... But after thirteen years the ;yetze.r t.ov i.e born. When he i.e about to profane Shahbat it 
Wlll'lUI him, 'You fool! Scripture stat.es, "Everyone who profanes it shall surely be put t.o 
death."' (Exodus 31:14)]17 

Tb.ere was some disagreement among the early tannaim as to the moment 

thatyetzer hara entered human life. Rabbi Reuven b. Itztrobili (second 

century) stated: 

l 
i1\!JN:l ,,"o C1N\!J illl\!JNi i1!))\'.)V) ,1, l >)JO:l\!J vii1 ,~,o 01N pri,nn 1N'i1 

nn!), (1 n>\!JN-0) 11JN)\!J J'.>il >nn!)O ?)) N?N >li\!J l))N ))iil ,~,, .i"il~P N)il 

... m,,,v~ "'m pmnn\!J ilY\!JJ o,N, ,,,N ·pn mmn 

[How can man keep far away from yetz.er hara. which is within him, seeing that the first 
drop that a man injects into a woman is yetzer hara And yetzer hara dwells at U1e 
entrances of the heart, as it is written, .. Sin Cl"'Ouches at the door .. " (Genesis 4:7) It speak.a 
t.o man while he is an infant in the crib.)18 

In b. Sanhedrin 91b we find the famous interchange between Rabbi (second, 

third century) and Antoninus. 

ilN>~, n)J\!)r.) lN n,,~, n)l~T.l 01NJ \)?l\!J , ,,n~, >nT.'l>NT.'1 >:n, tm>)U,)N il>? ,ON) 

ill U1 >:Ji iT.'IN ilN>~, 11)1\!Jr,) N,N N~l>l ll'lN >Y1J:J \'.)))l:l :>"N '"N ;ii,~, n)l\!JT.'I '"N 

~,, ru,mn nn!), "'lr.lN>YJ ,v,,oo N,pm tmmolN >li~, 

[And Antoninus said to Rabbi, 'When does yetur hara take a hold of man? From the 
moment of conception OT the moment of birth?' He responded, 'From the moment of 
oonception .' 'If so, it would rebel in ita mother's_ womb and go forth. Rather, it is Crom the 
moment it oomes forth.' Rabbi said, "Ihi.e thing Antoninus has taught me, and Scripture 
supports him, for it is written. .. Sin crouches at the door ... ".' (Genesis 4:7)]19 

Urbach interprets this argument to be similar to the idea expressed in 

17 Avot D' Rabbi Nat.an (Version A) 16:2. 

18Avot D'Rabbi Natan (Version A) 16:2. 

19b. Sanhedrin 91b. 
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Christian theology that there is a separation between the body and the soul, 

the body cont.sining the baser instincts. While in these last two texts there 

seems to be evidence th.at some tannaim held a belief in original sin, it is 

definitely rejected. In fact Urbach points out that even though Rabbi gives 

credit to Antoninus for the idea, " ... both adhere to the view that draws a line 

of demarcation between thf body and the soul. This was not merely the 

personal opinion of Judah the Patriarch, but a widely held notion."Z0 

Hirsch wrote thatyef.2,er hara is not associated with either the body or the 

soul but only with man in bis unique wholeness.21 

Even if one were to argue the proposition that the human being 
is naturally evil, this does not in any way relate to original sin . 
. . . No one may be held accountable for having an evil nature if 
th.at is what is normal. One can only be blamed for one's 
deeds. Judaism rejects the idea that the prior deeds of anyone 
can condemn a posterity that is essentially innocent of 
wrongdoing ,22 

From amoraic literature the most noteworthy expression of the 

timing of the entrance of yetzer hara comes from Pesikta de Rav Kahana. 

poTJ ,,, :rn, 1m 111N .(l':1 11,np} ,,o:,, )Pt 1'1.lTJ o:,m pOTJ ,,, j ' " 

.IQ\J iln1ub ,,,,,u )'l:>7.l Nlil\/J >!>? ,,,, mu,c ,,,,p nn,l... ~'"ii ,~, m ,o:,m 
Nini ,o::m imN ,,,,p M71 .n,, p)17JY) •n,y ~ n,n , por., mu-c ,,,,p no,, 

,,,,p ilo,, .)11il 1.:i' mt· ,,,o:)l )Pl 177J7J .rl?)l)J?l nl\!J l")T.J N\!J) u, N>J\!JT.J 

2OEphraim E. Urbach, The Sages: Their Concepts and Beliefs. 
Volume I, (1975: Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1987) 220. 

21 Rabbi W. Hirsch, Rabbinic Psychology: Beliefs about the Soul in 
Rabbinic Literature of the Tannaitic Period (London: Edward Goldston. 
1947)223. 

22Bulk:a, Critical Psychological Issues. 106. 
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mn.i ,,,,p nr.>~L. ,;im1:i>o iy, n>1w1~ )r.> N\!Jl -o~ m,m Nm'll ,!)~ ,,,0:,1 )f'l mu-: 
.N\!J'J Nn11N, z,m1u, ))t:>Y.l Nm\!J l !)', .~:nu:, 

[Better i8 a poor and wu,e. child than an old and fooli8h lung (Ecclesiast.es 4: 13). Rabbi 
Na tan said: A poor and wi8e child this i.e the yetzer tov . And why is it called ch il.d ? 
Because the ye.tzer t.ov begins tn guide man in the right path. Why is it called poor ? 
Because too few people pay attention t.o it Why is it called wue? Because it wisely guides a 
man from the age ofthirt.een on. The wo_rds an old and fool.uh lung stand foryetur hara.. 
Why is it called old ? Because it is part of a man from the time he emerges from his 
mother's womb t.o the time be dies ... And why i.e it called foolu,h ? Because it directs man 
in the path of folly.)23 \ 

Another amoraic opinion can be found in y. Berakhot 3:5. In this text the 

belief thatyetzer hara enters a man at birth is the final opinion. But we 

also note here the opinion that a person is not subject to yetzer hara until 

he is weaned . 

. . . . mT.lN ,, ,,,n )Y.))T.)7:3' U'INl::I,:) 0)\!J7'!) ))1 TIH:) ''"'~' ,,,, Nm\!J )"i' ))n 

1Y.lN l,U:lN l':liN P,:n m,om U1Nt~7:l Q)\!J7l!l i17:l 'l!l7:l M)JN lJ 7 ' T.llp )U1J N1'1 

.)', ,~, ,:, J >n:, N',l )l', ,ON Nlil )"v N.,, ;,,., )''V:lN 1'1l)l7 ,,m::l\!.lnr.l\!J ))!)T.) ,,., 

.o',1)1', N~l'1 7)1)) Nlil\!J i,Y\!JT.) :i,11:, 1'7l'l7:l ,,,, 7" N ,,,wm Y1 01Ni1 

[1t was taught: a child who is able t.o eat an olive's bulk of grain • we must move four cubits 
away from hie excrement and urine [before praying] .. . . They raised the following 
question t.o Rabbi Abahu, "Why must we remove ourselves four cubit3 ... He said t.o them, 
"Because hie thoughts may be evil." 'Ibey said t.o him, "But he is just a child!" He said t.o 
them, "Is not it written, 'For the imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth"' [Gen. 
8:211? Rabbi Yudan said, 1'The word.) mina'a ' rau, is written, meaning from the time that 
be moves and comes out int.o the world.]24 

Similar ideas are reflected in the literature from the middle period of 

midrashic literature. Tan.bu.ma (Buber) gives a slightly different 

interpretation of Genesis 6:5. "The Holy One said: See what these evil ones 

have done! I made two natures in people, a good drive and an evil drive ... It 

23Pesikta de Rav Kahana, Supplement 3. 

24y. Berakhot S:6. 
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goes on to relate the Genesis verse to the story in Ecclesiastes 9:14-15. 

:0 )7f) o,,,~T.l i1''V m:11 il11N llOl ';,rn 1';,T.) i1)~'1'~ Nl l \'.))IT.) r,:) 0)'(.l)Nl il)\'.)j? ,,v 
pom, \!J)Nil-nN , ::n N°;) O'TNl u,r.,:,nl 1'ViH1N NH,-\'.)';,T.)l o:,n pt,r., \!J)N ;,:i Njr.n 

:Nlili1 

[There was a little city with few men in it, and a great king came against it and lay siege 
upon it, and built great siegework.s again.st it. And there was found in it a poor wise man, 
and by his wisdom the city might have been saved, but no one remembered that poor man } 

The little city is likened J the body with the few men being its limbs. The 

great king who lays siege is yetzer hara and the siegework.s are sins. The 

poor wise man is yet.zer tou, because th.rough i t man is delivered into life 

eternal away from s:in. Those who did not remember the poor man are 

likened to the generation of the flood. because they did not heed yetzer tov. 25 

Therefore, their yet.zer hara continually held sway over them, driving them 

into nothing but sin and leading to their destruction by God. The moral is 

that yetzer hara leads man to sin which in tum leads to death and an 

eternal existence cut off from God. From the late Byzantine period there 

are a variety of statements supporting the belief that original sin was 

rejected. In Midr~h Tehillim 9 and 34. Genesis 8:21 is expounded as 

indicating that yetur hara comes upon man from the moment of birth. 

The rabbis stressed that man alone was created with two yetzerim to 

distinguish humanity from both the ministering angels and animals. 

From the early amoraic period oome the following illustrations: 

Oil7l 0 )"V3l\!J t,,)n ,:i J,>\!Jli1l ,,, !,y,I 'l1110 ,:, n>n~ pr.>~ !,y,17) ,r.)N l':lN )'j1 

o>i>t>" o >p~n '>'l!J 0>11:>\!J~ 1m 01:>\!J 111>~ Nl ::1,v nv~ 0 ,1,:>\!J ono, o,,m 

25Tanhuma {Buber) Genesis 1:6. 
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,,N, pm i111N illl ) )!),:) ,nN:> U11l'tl u,, N, j'7Ji1 n,n,N ,, nr.>N 1nN p',n 

1n nu1it1, p-n, 1n o,,,,YJ ,,x j'7Ji1 on, -v.>N 1nN p,n u,, o ,p,n ,w 
,,,n~:P VNYJ '!:>' om,,.Yn ,:, 1nN p~,n o,,, o,p,n 1:i 1'.n-<, 1nu 'lN ,,,!l,1 

'nN 1-,m,N't.l o,'t.l,ip ,ONY.>:ll (l ,N,)1) ,ON)YJ nnN il'tllii? Oil:l 'l!fr.l 

,::, ~m u, ,,,nn1r.>y> nwnp ,nit1:i >Nl7il om o,,YJ 111n:::mv '!l' o>nnnm, 

o,YJ11p onnn, onit11pnm :i>n.:>1 ?N1'tl' >.>:i n1y 

[It ia like the case of a king who h!¥! a cellar full of wine. The king placed watdunen over 
it, some of them nazirites, and so~ drunkards At evening ti.me he came to give th.em 
their wages, and gave the drunka.rds two ab.a.res and the n.aziritee one share. Said they tD 
him: 'Our lord the king! Have we all not wat.ched alike? Why do you give these two shares 
and us one eh.are?' The king answered them: These are dnmkards and are accustomed to 
drink wine, and so I am giving these two shares and you one share'. It is the same with. the 
celestial beings. Since yetur hara is not found in celestial creatures they possess just on e 
sanctity; as it says, And the sentence by th,e word oftke holy ones (Daniel 4:14). But, 
earthly creatures, since yetzer hara sways them, 0th.at with two sanctities they would 
et.and again.st it. Hence it is written, WSpeak unto the entire community of Israel" as it is 
written, Sanctify yourselvu therefore and be ye holy. (Leviticus 20:7))26 

B. Shabbat 88b-89a relates Rabbi Yehoshua hen Levi's (third century amora) 

story that the ministering angels questioned God about Moses' ascension to 

heaven to receive the Torah. They wondered why flesh and blood deserved 

that treasure-trove. God asked Moses to answer but he feared retribution 

from the angels. A!3 God protected him under the shadow of His divine 

presence, Moses replied by asking the angels if they had oome out of Egypt. 

from bondage, engaged in idol worship, stole, murdered, or had to grapple 

withyetzer hara. Upon hearing Moses' words, the angels conceded and 

blessed God. What is interesting in these passages is the rabbinic habit of 

putting words and reasoning into the mouth of God or Moshe Rahbenu. In 

this way the rabbis project their understanding of man's creation and 

purpose onto the greatest human that ever was or onto God. In either case, 

26Leviticus Rabbah 24-:8. 



their testimonies are deemed infallible. 

Similarly, there are illustrations of how the yetzer hara 

distinguishes man from beast. 
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01N 1}J p :m i1Nl1 iln>il't,1 )PJ .on~, 'J ;,r.m:i, :,,;, 1,,N't.l .)l"l ,~,, J H, ~l 

.N1'N ,:i Nl'ln , 11N .o,,'.:ll, 1J ,, 'l.l' oiN ,,m .nm n1n!lo nn,;i .ilDn'l.', 

. p N,otm . ,:npJ n,n~ 01N ,'l) l't,l!))'l) ,o,o . lJ1iJJ 01N n,, ,~,, (:l' il>,:>l) 

t ,:,,~r.ll i'lOr.ll'lJ i1'i1 . P,)I ilNJ il"l~il iln>i1\!.I )l':> 

[Yetzer tou u'yetzer ru Ifan an.im.al possesaed two yetzerim, it would see the knife for 
slaughtering in a man's hand, become frightened and die. But, behold, man does have 
there twoyetzerim. Rabbi Hanina bar ldi eaid: He bound up the spirit of man within him 
(Zechariah 12: l ); which teaches that man's soul is bound up within him - for were that not 
so, whenever trouble came upon him, he would remove it (bis soul) and cast it from him. )27 

l)1r.) O,N 10 n))'l)tJ iVJil:li1 0 , 1:1, '1J iDlN ;,,;, Nli1 ... m:i, 'lJ'N oo,,~ 'J 1 

pN nr.>ilJl .mn1 nn ,:i 'l.'' 01N .o,nno O>>N ilr.liUil >}lr.l .omno D1Ni1 

.n~pm 01N nu'tl .))in ,~, ilJ pN m:m:n .))"lil ,~, ,::i 't.l' oiN .il)l'l m, n::i 

.,,~r,,m N, noro nuin 

[Rabbi Levitas of Yavneb (third generation tanna ) ... used to say, "In four things man 
differs from beasts. Man's bowels stink; a beasts' bowele do not st.ink. Man has a sweaty 
smell; a beast does not have a sweaty smell. Man bas within him yetur hara ; a beast does 
not have within it yetur hara Man's years we.re cut short; a beast's years were not cut 
ahort.]28 

While God did create the yetzer hara in human beings, He regretted 

it, because it can lead mankind to transgress God's commandments. Thus 

y. Taimit 3:4: 

)N"'O\'.I NiUn Nli1 l\"'O \'.ll1j?il N"O i1\!1~ ,,N, 'P oru,!> ,:i, O\!Jl ,,N, )J ),l\'.lli1' ,::i, 

.v,n ,~,l o >,)11.)\!Jll o,-,,'t.lJ 1i1 l,N, 
[R. Yeb.oebua hen Yair said in the name of Rabbi Pinch.a.s ben Yair (fifth generation 

27Genesis Rabbah 14:4. 

28Avot D' Rabbi Natan (Version B), chapter 34. 
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t-anna)· "'lb.ere were three tb.inga that the Holy One, bleeaed be He, created and regretted 
that he had created them, e.nd they are: the Chaldeans, the Ishmaelit.es, e.ndyetur hara,"] 

From the amoraic period come mixed statements on yetzer hara. 

The belieftbatyetzer hara can be quite positive and in fact necessary to 

human survival is the majority opinion in rabbinic literature as a whole. 

Sanhedrin 64a relates a story in which th1 people prayed for the yetzer of 

idolatry to be cast out from within them, and God cast it away. They figured 

that since the hour was ripe, they would also pray that the yetzer of illicit 

sexual sin be cast out. God made it so, but when they looked for a fresh egg, 

none was to be found. ft was then that the people realized how vital yetzer 

hara is for propagation. They decided that if they prayed for only partial 

diminution of its power, God would not comply. So, the people 

11 ... il' J,y, ,m,,n:, ... 11 ( .blinded ifl! eyes with rouge J. The result is that a Jew no 

longer desires intercourse with one's forbidden relations. 

In Genesis Rabbah 9:7 it states: 

1~, m 1NT.l ))" nm ,ON )On) 1) 'N)r.)'t) )1 O't'J )T.lnl 1:1 ,Nm't' 1) )T.lnJ l)1 

1~, ,,~,N't) N'.:,Z,t( .NnT.lnN .1NT.l ) )\:) )11n 1~, l:)) .)11 1~' m 1NT.) ))" mm ))" 

.,,m N't)) N,, ,,,m N~" .n'lJN N'l-'J N,, n,:i O,N ~ N, Y1il 

[Rabbi Nahxna:n eon of Shmuel eon of Nahman said in the name of Shmuel eon of 
Nahman, "Behold it was very good • this ie ;yetur tou. And behold it was very good - this is 
yetur hara. But how can ;yet:ur hara be very good! Rather, without ydu.r hara a man 
would not build a house, take a wife, beget children, or traru,act business.) 

There is an even clearer version of this found in Ecclesiastes Rabbah, 

dating from the late Byzantine period, that construes the word tou as 

referring to yetzo tov and tov m.1od as referring to yetzer hara. In this vein 

it is easy to see that the rabbis not only concentrated mo.re heavily onyetzer 



hara, but they were also trying to emphasize its usefulness over and above 

yetzer t-Ou. -People cannot help but use yetzer tou for goodly purposes; for 

goodness is the only possible outcome. With yetzer hara it is much more 

difficult to utilize it to good ends, requiring more effort and attention. 

However, there is a minority opinion that sees it as entirely negative for 

mankind. Avot D'Rabbi NaAui (Version B) it relates that ther,e were ten 

punishments exacted by Crl>d against Adam, Eve, the snake and the land 

after the incident of eating from the tree of knowledge. Against Adam, 

.}11i1 ,~, l:J \!J'\!J 1l>\!J\!Ji1 (The e:i>.1h is that within him dwellii yetur haro..P9 

1B 

The rabbis emphasized in their writings that yetzer hara led man to 

commit two cardinal sins: idolatry and forbidden sexual unions. Because 

they saw yetzer hara 's influence in these matters, and these two sins led to 

karet (cutting off the soul of the Jew from Crl>d), the rabbis wrote 

extensively on these two particular sins in order to warn individuals of the 

power of the yetzer in regard t.o these matters and to instruct them on what 

to do to avoid it. 

Two passages from Tosefta are telling. T. Avodah Zarah 6(7):17 

likens one who honors a wicked person to one who worships an idol. The 

text goes on t.o say that just as one who tosses a stone before a statue of 

Mercury becomes liable for his life, so, too. 

( . .,someone who utilises his ydur becomea liable for his life.] 

29Avot D'Rabbi Natan (Version B), chapter 42. 
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Thus sexual immorality is equivalent to idolatry,30 In t. Horayot 1:5 there is 

a discussion on the definitions of apostasy and idolatry. The rabbis feared 

that apostasy would lead to idolatry. Therefore, in connection with apostasy 

Stuart renders this text as {<>llows: "R. Simon b. Eleazar (. .. 2nd century) 

says: even be who does something only because his yes er longs for it [is 

considered to be an apostate."31 

This serves to warn men to guard against the longings of th e yetzer, 

because it can lead to forbidden things. 

Also from the tannaitic period comes a well-known baraita from 

Shabbat 1O5b. Variants can also be found in Avot D'Rabbi Natan Versions 

A and B. In Version B it is not attributed t.o anyone. According t.o 

Saldarini, Version A attributes the quotation t.o Rabbi Akiva.32 

)11 p r.m ,,u p µnP ,, OW),:) 11JN't> Nl lN -U N.!>,, n OW,:J ,r.nN ll)l, N p 't>"l 

l")I 1:iw, l'>')r.l Nil' u,on~,, m)»J lt.!>om mnn~ ,,~, "O>t>m,, ,nnn:i l'1l:l 

l 11)11:Jl)I:> l'l')r.l Nil' ,.nr.m:i P nl)»J ll.!>Onl l1lr.)nJ , ,,, -O't/r.lnl mr.m:i l )1l:] 

1)1 ,, il't>)I , , ,Ol N ,nn,, ,, il'l,1)1 ,, 11JlN Ol' il , ,,n~, ~ , rumN 1 )\!J 

N,l ll ~ j :J ;,,;,, N~ N1 p 'N7.l 1' :lN "l11N 1Jl)ll -plill l " )I 1Jl)I 1, 11JlNYJ 

.)l"lil ,~, ill 11.)lN , ,n 01N ~ l!>ll:l 'l,ll'Q ,t ~ ,nm-< 1:)) ,N, mn,w 

30G. H . Cohen Stuart, The Struggle in Man Between Good and Evil: 
An Inquiry into the Origin of the Rabbinic Concept ofYeser Hara' 
(Kampen: Uitgeversmaatschappij H. H. Kok, 1984) 33. 

31Stuart, 35. 

32Anthony J . Saldarini, S . J., The Fathers Acoording to Rabbi 
Nathan (Abot de Rabbi Nathan) Version B (Leiden, Netherlands: E. J . 
Brill, 1976) 53, footnote 13 . . 



[Rabbi Shimon hen Elazar (fifth generation tanna ) said in the name of Chailfa bar Agra 
who aaid in the name of Rabbi Yncbanan hen Nuri (third generation tan.no. ), "Ona who 
rends bis clothes in anger, breaks hie d.iahee in anger, and.acatters bis money in anger, he 
should be in your eyes as an idolater, becauee euch are the wa~ f yetzer hara. : tlxlay it 
eaye t.o him, 'Do th.is'; t.omotTOw it s&)'B t.o him, 'Do that, ' until it aaya t.o him, 'Serve idols,' 
and he goes and serves idols." Rabbi Abin (third and fourth or fiftli? gen.eration am.ora ) 
aaici, "What verse suggests this? "I'here shall be no strange god in you; nor shall you 
worship any strange god.' (Joshua 24:31) What is the strange god that is within man's 
body?:' One must eay, ""Ibis is yetzer hara."] 

In y. Nedarim 9:1 R.abb1Yannai (first generation amora) states that 

by merely giving in to ye.tzer hara one is considered an idol worshipper, in 

accord with the Joshua verse cited above. He goes on to state that if the 

thing you find within you is strange do not make it as a king over you; do 

not let it rule you. 

Selections from early amoraic and late Byzantine midrashim bring 

to bear the beliefthatyetzer hara was the force that led the Israelites fu 

worship the golden calf. Rabbi Meir (fourth generation tanna ) said that the 

Israelites said that ye.tzer hara influenced them much like wine and 

caused them to worship the calf.as It is also in this literature that God is 

held to have said that He is the one who got rid of the desire in Jews for 

avodah zarah . Song of Songs Rabbah 7:8, 1 and 1 :17 ,2 come to this 

conclusion 'Stating that it was at the time of the Babylonian exile. However, 

Sanhedrin 64a sets the time at the end of the exile. 

The only thing more problematic than the yetzer 's desire for idolatry 

is its desire for sex. While many people believe that Judaism is ascetic and 

33Song of Songs Rabbah 2:4,1. See a1ao Ecclesiastes Rabbah 9:16,6. 
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" .. .incompatible with pleasure,"34 th.is is far from the truth. The rabbis 

believed that sex and passion were natural and created by God. Their chief 

concern was the proper expression of passion and sexuality. Since the urge 

for illicit expression was so strong, the rabbis pondered extensively about 

the resultant evil ends of sexual immorality. Biale writes: 

If for the Bible, sex was alf'ays an issue of bodily practices and 
their cultic implications, fdr the r abbis, the problem was not 
the body as such, but desire, the psychic state of the passions, 
that might overpower the body. Where biblical culture had 
taken desire for granted, rabbinic culture made desire itself 
the subject of much d.iscussion.35 

Unlike other religious traditions, the goal was not suppression but 

proper channeling. According to Amsel , this was a matter of extent , 

timing, and mode. Marriage was the only acceptable framework for the 

expression of sexual urges. Sexual expr-ession before or outside of wedlock, 

homosexuality, and masturbation were forbidden and carried with them 

varying degrees of punishment.36 "While the Babylonian tradition tended oo 

emphasize the emotional blessings of marriage, the Palestinian focused 

34Abraham Amsel, Judaism and Psychology (New York: Philipp 
Feldheim, Inc., 1969) 99. 

3SDavid Biale, Eros and the Jews: From Biblical Israel oo 
Contemporary America (New York Basic Books, A Division of 
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1992) 35. 

36Eliyahu Rosenheim, "Sexuality in Judaism"' in A Psychology
Judaism Reader, Reuven P. Bulka and Moshe Halevi Spero, eds. 
(Springfield, Illinois: Charles C. Thomas Publisher, 1982) 156. 



more on marriage as a utilitarian defense against sexual temptation."37 

Rabbi Sidney Brichto writes, 

"The Rabbis of the Talmud reveal a profound respect for the 
sexual instincts in man. This respect has its root in fear. 
These elemental passions, if left unchecked, drag their victim 
down into the depths of moral degradation and material 
impoverishment. "38 

Z2 

Regulation and moderation are key. Therefore, as is stated in Sotah 47a and 

Sanhedrin 1O7b, people are suppo\ ed to both push the yetzer away, on the 

one band, yet draw it close. on the other. In this way the rules can be 

upheld and asceticism is avoided .39 Spero writes of " ... the need for 

beoom.ing a gebor or master over one's impulses. The oonsensus of 

talmudic opinion is that such mastery is not gained by repression of the 

impulses, but rather by rerouting them along acceptable lines."40 

" ... Halakhah not only gives value judgements but also establishes 

preventative guidelines grounded in empirical probability and in an 

understanding of human strengths and wea.knesses ."41 

In Yoma 9b an anonymous tradition holds that the first Temple was 

37Biale, 48-49. 

38Sidney Brichto, "Some Aspects of Sexual Morality in the Babylonian 
Talmud," Rabbinic thesis, Hebrew Union College..Jewish Institute of 
Religion, New York, 1961, 1. 

39Hirsch, 227. 

40Moshe Ralevi Spero, Judaism and PsYChology (New York KTAV 
Publishing House, Inc. and Yeshiva University Press, 1980) 151. 

41Spero, Judeipn and Psychology, 132. 



destroyed because the people committ.ed idolatry, selLual immorality, and 

murder. With respect to sexual immorality, Rabbi Yitzchak said: 

m">''J ~,in ,,,n:i ,~N mv,mv:n )i1''Ylr.>J nmm, 1mtn!lN1 ,m mN):lT.> )lilV 
.o'lN:> 1" i1~' 1n:i )>tm:>m 1n,,y nnmo, 

[ ... that they (i.e. the women oflsrael) would put myrrh and balsam in their shoes, and 
when they came to the young men of Israel, they would kick making the balsam squirt 
them and yetzer hara rose within them like the poison of an adder ]42 

In Haggigah llb Rav A.shil(sixth generation amora ) said that the 

subject of isurei biyah , forbidden sexual relations, cannot be expounded to 

three people, because while the first student will converse with the 

instructor, and the second will listen attentively, the third will not pay 

attention, and may in the end permit a forbidden union. Then, the Talmud 

states that if that is the case, the rule should apply to the entirety of 

learning. The tannaim remark that robbery and forbidden relations are 

similar in that one's soul lusts for them. But, the conclusion is reached 

that forbidden relations are always desired by men, whether the 

opportunity is at hand or not. However, robbery is only lusted for when the 

opportunity is present. 

One example of this constant desire is discussed in y. Kiddushin and 

b. Kiddushin 80b. In both places Abba Saul (tanna ) states that at the time 

of the death of a loved one grief is stronger than lust, but the rabbis believed 

that lust was always stronger than grief. 'fbey told of a woman carrying 

out a child ostensibly for burial, so that she would not be suspected. But in 

42b. Yoma 9b. See also b. Shabbat 62b. 



fact it was a live child, and she went with the men to the graveyard to 

satisfy her lust. 43 

They were also concerned with mundane actions that could lead to 

the possibility of transgression. In Niddah 13a the question is raised 

whether or not a man is permitted t.o hold his penis or testicles while 

urinating. On 13b Rav states: 

4 . . 

24 

N1p) ir.lN )r.)N ,:i,, i1)'ll!))N 1" i1~' '1lr.li'1 ,n,N Nn,,, ,nn Ni1) 11)11';:I m~)l ;ivpr.li1 

,nr.i,, ,., i1V)l ,, ,r.m-( ,nr.i,, 1.J i1V)l ,, 17J1N OPi"'l )11i1 ,~, ,V 111Jr.l1N p'tl ) HUY 

1'.lWl ,,,m o,:i:,,:, Tl11'.l)l 1:t 1)1 1' ,, iY.llN 

[One who makes himself have an erection should be put under a ban.' But why didn't be 
say that it is forbidden? Because he has only aroUBed his yetzer hara against himself But 
Rabbi Ammi said, 'He is called a renegade, for this is the way of yetzer hara: Today, it 
says to him. 'Do this,' and tomorrow it says to him, 'Do that; and then after that it says to 
him, 'Go worship idols,' and he goes and does it.] 

The passage oontinues with the statement of Rabbi Eleazar that 

masturbation can be likened to murder. Rabbi Ishmael states that 

masturbation is akin t.o adultery and th.at a man is forbidden t.o masturbate 

with his hands or his feet.« 

Yetzer hara can lead men to do outrageous things. It was said of 

Herod in Baba Batra 3b that he wanted to marry a maiden in bis household, 

but when she committed suicide, he preserved her body in honey to satisfy 

his lust through necrophilia. 

In Midrash on Proverbs chapter 11, Rabbi Eliezar is quoted as saying, 

43b. Kiddushin 80b. 

44b. Niddah 13b. 



[mNn] m'in,, !nJro nv,:1'U::i n, v,:1'U1J, mn ,~N ,,,n ... 'UY1 nN 
n'tl~ ,,,, N, ~, ,,, n10u<, ;-o,'U7J 'll1vi1 nn, .i1}JuYJ, uw p 1nN1 .n~l 

.Olil') ~ illl'T7J i'llj;,11 N, ,in . "li''U , ,:i,:i )7J'U nN n,:n;, l'-<'N 

[However, a wicked person .. will go to a prostitute and swear an oath to pay her the price eo 
be can satisfy his yetzer, and then breach his contract. The holy spirit will respond and 
say to him, 'Wicked man, it i8 not enough that you have tn.n.sgreesed, but you also invoked 
My Name in your lying word.a! Your life will not go unpunished from the judgement of 
Gehenna!' ] 

Stuart believes that the4'e are subtle differences in the rabbis' beliefs 

about the yetzer. In the early tannaitic writings, some of the passages 

explicitly regard the yetzer in sexual terms, while others do not. 

'Iraditions from the period of Rabban Gamaliel II suggest that there were 

two distinct yetzerim. In the generation of Rabbi Akiva there was greater 

breadth to the usage of the term. It often meant generalized desire and 

oft.en appeared as,,~,. " ... [T]he range of yeser widens itself to include all 

the aspects of inner drives in men: sexuality, anger, temperance."45 In the 

generation of Rabbi Meir there appears to be a consistent usage of the term 

yetzer hara. In the last tannaitic generation, Stuart finds no explicit 

reference to yetzer tou. 46 

Given the types of forbidden things that yetzer hara longs for, it is 

easy to see how difficult it is for man to win the int.emal struggle. Yetzer 

hara is devious, methodical, and persistent. In fact yetzer hara delights 

in using our own weaknesses against us. Amsel writes that the yetzers 

45Stnart,206. 

46Stuart,201-206. 



... greatest strength is its ability to deceive, to oolor things in its 
own hues, to make the subjective seem objective, to make 
falsehood seem truth, and truth falsehood. It preys upon 
man's selfish instincts, spurring him to gratify all of his 
desires, and at the same time, filling him with a sense of his 
own altruism . . . 47 

This depiction of the yetzer further suggests the theological implications of 

this ooncept for the rabbis. They use yetzer hara to denote not only man's 

intrinsic passions and urges, t .. but represent it also as an external 

agency, a quasi-metaphysical entity whose business it is to lead the living 

astray, and to incite them t.o what is evil."48 Therefore, yetzer hara is 

compared to Satan and the Angel of Death in a variety of places. 49 It is also 

compared t.o an external spirit that overwhelms man and robs him of his 

mind, his reason.50 

In Sifre there is a discugsion about not following the laws of others 

and only following the laws God has given to us, whether or not they make 

any sense t.o us. With respect to not following the laws of others, yetzer 

haro takes it upon itself to quibble and say that their laws and traditions 

are nicer than ours. 

47 Amsel, 102. 

48Hirsch, 216. 

49See b. Baba Batra 16a and Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezar 13. See also 
Urbach's discussion of this idea on p. 472. 

SOHirsch, 213. See b. Sotah 3a, Numbers Rabbah 9, and b. Yoma 39a. 



[Still, yetur hara squabbles and saye, "Theirs are nioer than oure,751 

Some of the ordinances that yetzer hara raises doubt against are the 

prohibition against eating pork, shatnes, chalitzah, purification of the 

leper, and the scapegoat.62 From the early amoraic period comes a similar 

statement . 

. nr,,,n 1n:, )ln~n:,:11 ,Oill~)I 1l\!Jr.l .Yin ,~, o,-a, il)QiN ,,~ ,, D\!J~ )'D'1 )l\!Jlil) ,.., 

.ff'l!)'I ,n,nYJr.li1 1))1\l)'\ ,O>N?:J'I ,nN 1l'lJN ,1il 'l?lN'I 

(Rabbi Y ehoshua of Siknin ea.id in the name of R. Levi, there are four things that the 
Impulse t.o evil impugns about which it is written that they are eta.tut.es. And they are· a man 
marrying hie brother's wife, mixtures of "diverse kinds", the scapegoat, and the Red 
Heifer.]53 

In fact there is an admonition in Sifre Deuteronomy, Piska 43 to guard 

oneself against yetzer hara, because it could lead a person to detach himself 

from Torah and attach himself to idolatry. 

There is a discussion in Sotah 8a about a suspected adulteress. The 

reason given for not putting her to the test naked is that if she is innocent 

and therefore not stoned, the priests may become aroused through her, 

because according to Rabba (third generation amora ) 

[.yetz:er hara. only takes hold through what hie eyes see.] 

Not only does it want what it sees, but more specifically yetzer hara desires 

SlSifra 9:13. 

52Sifra 9:13. 

S3Pesikta De Rav Kahana, Piska 4:6. 'Iliis quotation also appears in 
Numben Rabbah 19*.5 and Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 14. 
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only that which is forbidden.54 

Here are two examples of one of yetzer hara's methods. The first 

comes from the amoraic period, the second &om the late Byzantine period. 

10N 11Nl )11lYO ,n\!Jn m )n, O>:>,r.) 7\!J p,, ,,, ,, 10lNl u,opo ,,::P il'in 

;,,,, m~n ,ON JlNl 11l)l'tl \!),Y) i)l )'.))\!)) mm, o , :,'.nl 7\!J pTI 1n\!J ili'VN 

.1pi~ lO!)\!JT.) ,y 10\N Nlin Olj:)N 

[ . . But [David'e}yetz:er tried t.o eeduJ him. And it would say t.o him, "David, it i.a the custom 
of kings that the dawn wakes them up. And you eay, 'I will wake the dawn.' It ie the cu.st.om 
ofkinge that they sleep until the third hour. And you say, 'In the middle of the night I 
a.rise,"' And (David] used t.o eay, "(I wake up early.) 'in accordance with Your righteoua 
laws"' [Psalm 119:62]55 

,'11l 01N ))N'1) io,, 0,,,:11-m 11N om!n ,,,, N,\!J >Jll)l\'.)il, N:l V1il ~ ) il>il ONl 

Jl\:) ))N PN 10lN ,rinn\!J .il1J7 .om> o,,,JN (1\!JN:>) N7N .vow , nnn N7 

... 7N1'1.I' 11N onm lll:J:JJ Nlin _ ... ,N,l;:J!.) 

(And if yeb:er hara came t.o lead me astray from going t.o comfort the mourners, eayi.ng 
that I was too great a man, I did not pay attention, rather I was on.e who comforta the 
,n_ournera . Why? Because I used to say that I am not better than my Creator, and .. He in 
Hie glory comforts Israel. .. ]56 

In both cases yetzer hara tries to lead a person to sin by trying to convince 

him that he does not need to do the will of God. Pesikta &.bbati, Piska 9, 

even not.es about yetzer hara that it labors to prevent man from doing 

mitzuot , and quite often it succeeds in preventing their fnJ611ment. In 

Sukkah 52b Rabbi Shmuel b. Nahmani quotes R. Johanan (first generation 

tanna ) saying that: 

S4y. Yoma 6~5. 

SSy, Berakhot 1:1. 

S6Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 33:2. 



[Yetzer hara entices man in this world and t.est.i.fiee again.et him in the world to come 

Because, as Rav Assi stated on 52a, 

On the beginning yetzer hara is like a gpider'e thread, but in the end is like cart ropes.) 

With all its wiles, yetze~ hara can cause a great deal of tumult 

within a person. It is very difficult to resist, and the internal struggle is 

ongoing throughout the course of one's lifetime. 

i,',)l vinno 01N n, n::P pn~, :n inN ... )11 1N1p ,,~,, ,,,!>NV )l1il ,~, i1vp , ,,n 
... o,, ,,:i P',)l umo 01N ':,v n~, ,,., p 'll"11r.lNt..o,, ,,:i 

[Our rabbis taught: Yetur ha.ra i.e difficult, since even its Creator calls it evil ... Rabbi 
Yitzcha.k (fourth generation tanna ) said: "Man's yetzer renews it.Belf against him every 
day ... " and Rabbi Shimon ben Levi said "Man's yetzer makes it.self stronger against him _ 
every day .. "]67 

In Berakhot 61b and Eruvin 18a Rabbi Shimon b. Pazzi is quoted as saying, 

"Woe to me because of my yetzer hara; woe to me because of my Creator." 

He thereby sums up the feelings of most pious Jews. Yetzer hara is a God

given vexation leading man to sin and is both tiring and worrisome. 

In order t.o encourage people in their ongoing struggles with yetzer 

hara the rabbis tell numerous stories about people who succeeded in 

fulfilling God's mitzvot by overcoming the temptation of yetzer hara . From 

the early amoraic period comes the belief that Joseph, David1 and Boaz were 

the three men who withstood the power of their yetz.er hara through taking 

sn,. Kiddushin 30b. 



an oath in order not to commit the sin of adultery,68 But Gittin 57a has a 

more extraordinary story. 

00 

,., i11r.lN ill', ill OlN"Vm o,::i:,1:, '1Jl)ITT ,,:i, l:l\!J)\!J monx, Ol1N:J il\!J)II'.) 

,n, illr.JN '11.J\!J)l mm Ol' 1V iU )Ill N)l lr.lr.l mm:, ,, ,,Nit/ )J Yl1l , N iWJpJJ 

N.1'lY'tl N1n N'.,N mil N, ')O'PJ ,.,,N, ')Oll i'.) ,m, )U)J \'.)!)\'.)!)\!) m, )1!)) 0 

... Nr.ll , ',:, ,Nm 

[ .About a bea-othed couple who we.re carried off by ido\worehlppere who married them to 
each other. She said to him, 'Please do not touch me, since I do not have a Ttetubah. from 
you. And he did not touch her until the day of his death. When be died she said to them, 
mourn for thi.e man who kept a check on his :,etzer hara more than J oseph, for Joseph was 
exposed to temptation only once, but this man every day ... ) 

From the late Byzantine period: 

N:::1m 1!>n:> ',y ,, nmm u,,, :im .n,,\!Jn oy n::i1t1 JlY ,,,y, ol::>l Ni, on mm, NJN 

,ON .1,y', ))0,))i1l ili'1~ )r.))' il\!JY ,, n,, 17JN .o ,:,,i 11'tf1!)J ~lr.) 1nN 1mttt il))):) 

'lN i,n\!J n:,m nN n>m ))N ONl .'Jl)Jl l)N Ol1!>1lN p,no ,n~n:in n).)r.) ) )N ON 

. i>y', )>n\!J n,m, lO'lJill y, ,~, ',)) ::im ,~, ,,,nn n\!JY ilO .>'tl!>>J J nnnJJ 

[Abba Tachnah the pious was ent.ering his city on enw Shabba.t at dusk with his package 
slung over his shoulder, when he met a man afflicted with boils lying at the cross-roads. 
He (the afflicted man) said to him, 'Rabbi, do me a righteous act and carry me t.o the city.' 
He said, 'Ifl leave my package, from where ehall I and my household get our switenance? 
But if I leave this afflicted man I will forfeit my soul I' What did he do? He made his yetur 
t.ot, master his yetur ra, and carried the afflict.ed man to the city.]59 

Numbers Rabbah 10:10 explains the Nazi.rite vow's prohibition against 

shaving and drinking wine, suggesting that without wine the Nazir would 

not succumb to lewdness and by not shaving he would become 

uncomfortable and repulsive, thereby keeping his yetzer hara from 

overcoming him. 

S8Leviticus Rabbah 28:11. 

S9Ecclesiast.es Babbah 9:7,1. 
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To the rabbis these people were paradigmatic of how far one can go in 

resisting the temptations of yetzer hara . In addition t.o providing "role 

models," the rabbis pointed out to people specific ways in which t.o overcome 

the power of yetzer hara . Ben Zoma (third generation tanna } stated 

[Who· is mighty? One who controls ~ .Yetzer , as it is written, One who is slow to anger u 
better than one who captures a ciiy. ]60 

The advice given in this selection from the amoraic period is t.o keep one's 

anger and spirit in check. This same idea is also found in Song of Songs 

Rabbah 4:4, 3. 

In a number of noteworthy cases, the rabbis make a point of saying 

that the reason for a particular law is t.o discipline one's yetzer hara or to 

keep it in check. According to Rosenheim, "Numerous restrictive rules 

were established as protective 'fences' against such stimulation." 

Examples include keeping the sexes separate, women covering their hair, 

the admonition against staring at or talking overmuch with women.61 The 

underlying belief is that individuals both together and alone will not behave 

well, and therefore, laws protect people from themselves and one another.62 

In Sukkah 51b-52a we learn that women used to sit within the court. 

in the Temple and the men outside it, but since it led to levity the men were 

60Avot D'Rahbi Natan (Version B), chap~r 33. 

61 Rosenheim, 167. 

62Bulka, Critical Psychological Issues, 124. 



made to sit within and the women outside. This again led to levity, so the 

women were made to sit above the men. The reason given is 

0)'lJll ,:i, Q)'lJlN ;rnn il'lT.lN Oii.1 "'''ll v,n ,~, l'Nl i!>OOl l'P0l.Y'tl Nj, T'!lY, ... 

... no:n no:, JlrlN ,N Oi'O "'''ll 111il~,, ilnT.l'lll l'PlO.Y'tl l''ll:>)I 1:J., 

[ ... In the future when they are mourning and yetur hara does not hold sway over th.em, the 
Torah says 'men alone and women alone'. Now, when they are busy with meniment and 
yetur hara does hold away over th.em, how much the moreso ... ] 

t 
It is a widely held belief among the rabbis that men cannot control their 

passions. A woman's mere presence may he enough to cause their 

thoughts to stray. With op.e's yetzer in control, he would thereby be unable 

to properly fulfill the mitzuot God has set out for him to do. Knowing this, 

the rabbis made a fence around the law t.o keep people from even coming 

near to transgressing God's laws. 
-

A baroi.ta in Baba Metzia 32h informs us about a person's obligations 

to assist another with the loading and unloading of an animal in accord 

with the relevant Biblical precepts. The Talmud covers every case 

conceivable. 

"\)J~ 1mn Np,O >Nl n~, nN 'll), ,,:, Nll'lll ill~ ll>"'' Nll'l/l pr,!>, .lillN 'll"Jl 

•'l',)I ,~, nN 'll:>, ,,:, i111!>N n,, 'l'l.V Nil NJl"1lNi o>,n ,,.v:i 

[Come and hear: in the case where a friend needa help unloading and an enemy loading. 
the fint obligation ia ,to the enemy Jn order to l'Obdoe hi.a~ hara. And if you should 
think that becauae relieving the suft'ering of the animal is biblicaily oronrnanded, the first 
is to be preten,ed. [I can retort that] deapi~ th.ia, the argument for subduing one'• yetur is 
more compelling.] 

We learn in this case that while the ruling might seem tx, violat.e Biblical 
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law, subduing one's yetzer is more important rabbinically. Tb.is example 

is a true indication of how seriously the rabbis took the facts of human 

nature and made legislation based on it and in order to control it. In fact 

Torah is seen as a guide to oht.aioiog P.ternal life in the world to come and 

release from the insidious dealings of one1s yetzer. 

))ln::>r.l n1,n , ,:31 p .;,,',yJ', Or) )1)l ', ' 1'.:'1 Vl°'ln', ,1:, il"l!lil nN pDT.l'lJ ilt ):l"\1.J 

. p,, i1VlY D1N lTl"l!>, ;,n . . . . o,,n ,::,11, nn,o , .J11n on,,r.n, :i, nN 

.nn:n nn::, nnN ',y NJil o,wil v::n mn o,nm 1n ,rPUY.)'lJ n~,, 

[As the goad guides a cow eo that it ploughs and provides a living for itB owner, so t.oo the 
words of Torah guide the heart of those who study them from the ways of deatl:i to the ways of 
life. . . If a man makes a goad for his cow, how much the moreso should he make one for 
hi.e yetzer which seduces him from th.ia world and the World to Come!J63 

Torah is then necessary to keep man on the path of righteousness , guiding 

and restraining the yetzer. Rabbi Dennis Math states in reference to this 

passage that the latter tannaim and amoraim believed that subduing 

yetzer hara was a praiseworthy endeavor. "This represents the first step in 

the effort to make the ideology of the yetzer hara oomply with the system of 

mitzvot."64 " .. . [The] Rabbis attempt to make the yetzer hara fit their own 

purposes. "65 

Not only does Torah restrain the yetzer as a goad does a cow. it is the 

63Ecclesiast.es Rabbah 12:11,1. See also y. Sanhedrin 10:1 and 
Leviticus Rabbah 29:7. 

64Dennis N. Math, "The Ideological Development of the Yetzer Hara 
and the Yetzer Tov," Rabbinic thesis, Hebrew Union College.Jewish 
Institut.e of Religion, New York, 1972, 6 . 

65Math, 8. 
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remedy to the power of the yetzer. 

0~-0 p,:in n·M1 ,, '11N"Ol Yii1 ,~, >nl'l{U ' l:J ,N,'i.J'' o;,, ,ON i111:Jpi1 

onN n,in:i D'iJOlY onN )'N DNL. n,:i o >,ool om" )>N ;nm:i o >pon, om< 
)1>:J Qljtn:)) 

[The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Ts:rael: 'My children! I created the Evil Desire, bt·t 1 
created the Torah as the antidote. If you busy yourselves with Torah, you will not be 
delivered into its hand . . But if you do not busy yourselves with the Torah, you will be 
delivered into its hand' ]66 

Other tannaitic statements reinforce this idea. Rabb~Nehorai (fourth 

generation, second century tanna ) said, 

j?lOY~ '.n::,, 1PN1 p ,n,n ~Y) i11>r.> , ,,., lN illj?l ,,,., 1N ,.,m ,, ,., 01N OD) ON~ 

Yi ,::,r.i 1111r.J'i.Jr.l N':>N p 1PN i111nil ,:n,i :JYiJ ~H.Jl J'lr.l Nlil >ii1 1n:JN7T.l:l 

... 1111, pn mpm n>,nN ,, nmm 1m1vl::i 

[When a man gets Bick or old or has pains and cannot do his job , behold, he dies of 
starvation. But with the Torah it is not that way Rather, it keeps him from all evil when he 
:.a young, and it gives him a future and a hope when he is old.]67 

Here the ideas of Torah as remedy and as vehicle to enable man to enter t.he 

world to come are combined. The following passage lists those evils from 

which the Torah will protect us . 

::i,.,, ,,m,n :nn ,,m,n ur.,o )>!ro:m ,:i, ,,., n111 )mm,, 'VJlN o>m:m po nmn ,:i, 
o>!ro:i 0)1:11 ,,m,il YJ>N nY.iN ,,m,n .Y1i1 ,~, ,,m,il nm ,,m,n m"'tl ,,m,n 

... 1, )>lJ'm 1:i, ';,y ;n,n , ,:11 )ml 1»NY.i ,:n ... 011 1V3 ':>n, >11il1n 

[Rabbi Haoaniah, the deputy High Priest, .said, "He who takes the words of Torah upon his 
heart will be delivered from the an:xieties of the sword, hunger, inaanity, immodesty, 
yetur hara, adult.ery, vanity, and the yoke ofmortality ... But he who does not take the 

66b, Kiddushin 30b. See also Sifre Deuteronomy, Piska 45. 

6 7y. Kiddushin 4:12. 



words of Torah int.o bis heart he will be given over to ... (aU these anxieties) ]68 

The rabbis note here that if the Torah is not taken to heart , one is delivered 

over to the power of the yetzer, which bas profoundly negative consequences 

now and in the world to come. 

The statements from the amoraic period about Torah in relation to 

yetzer hara expand on the ta.nnaitic ideas. Not only is Torah the remedy 
\ 

for the yetzer, it can keep the yetzer from taking hold of a person. 

o , oDJ 1n onu!l [:i'.:,;,J,11n o,N~m, o , oJ:>J n,m ,,:nv 1r.1t ,:iv 
.):,,rm ON,~m, ~;n:,, 01N )'N) Oill))J ~:,w 1" i1~' )H•n ):,U,J o,,w, 

(Every time the words of Torah ent.er and find the chambers loft.he heart) empty, t.bey enter 
and dwell within them, and yetzer hara cannot take hold and no man can force them oul 
from within himself ]69 

Similarly, in Genesis Rabbah 22:6: 

ON 17JN ))T.)lt, ) :J1 ... i17ln ,un mn, li:nnvn, ,,~, NJ ON '"\T.)N N!)!) i J Nmn ,:i, 
11N-O ,~NJ ,,,)J ,)N n,m p Tl''ll)I DNL.i11U1 '1:JlJ mnr.l't' 1p,nvn, ,,~, NJ 

... Tn7J?))li1 l)'l) TIN 

[Rabbi Hanin.a bar Papa (third generation amora ) said, "tfyour yetzer comes to make you 
do frivoloU.B things, strike him down with words of Torah Rabbi Simon (second and 
third generation amora ) said, ".If your yetzer comes to make you do frivolous things, 
make him happy with words of Torah ... and if you do t.hie, I will account merit to you as 
though you created two worlds ... ") 

In Leviticus Rabbah 35:5, Rabbi Levi (second and third generation 

amora ) states that since the Torah and yetzer hara are both like a st.one, 

68Avot D'Rabbi Nat.an (Version A) 20:1. See also Tanna debe Eliyahu 
Zuta chapter 16. 

69Avot D'Rabbi Netan (Version B), chapter 13. See also Midrash on 
Proverbs, chapter 24. 
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the one should watch or guard against the other. Another int.erpretation of 

the stone motif comes from Genesis Rabbah 70:8. With regard to moving 

the stone back and forth from the well in para.shat Vayetze, the rabbis 

remark that the great stone is like yetzer hara and the flo<'k at the well, 

kehilat Yisrael. When the people roll away the "stone" which is the 

impediment, they learn Torah, but when they roll it back, the yetzer 

returns to menacing them.70 t 
Not only will Torah help to protect a person from his yetzer, but 

prayer can have a sigruficant role, too. In Sifre Numbers 40, there is a 

discus:;ion about the P riestly Benediction. Rabbi Yitzchak (fourth 

generation tan.na ) int.erprets u'yishmarecha to mean that one prays that 

God will guard him from yetzer hara. At times the rabbis prayed 

specifically for protection from yetzer hara. Urbach notes that the amorai m: 

frequently include in their prayers specific requests for help in conquering 

and suppressing yetzer hara.71 

Some examples follow: 

"llJV1l'll ,m:m ,n~, '>il~N ' il 1')!),T.) )l~i lil1l ,,~,, Ni''"tn~O"N "O omrn ., 

1llV)I? o,:inn UNl lJl~1 nl'tl)I? ll1lNU p'll l))J?r.> v,n ,~, !,\!) ,:m, Jl)_)'l)Tn 

u:i VN'll 1')!>? )1'1'l 'l?l il~'ll 1lN'll :i:,)11) ,r.,, 0'~!:ln UNl ~!:In 11N 1J1::i"l 

1n::n 1\lj)l)l lil)l))Jl'n U>?)IY.) lilTl)J'l)Il'l) ,m:iN >n?Nl 'il?N r.l"1' N>N lJ 1lr.))I, 

o!,\!) n,:i unsu 

70 In general, the later references to Torah as the anti.dote to yetzer 
hara are restatements that can be found in other t.exts. 

71 Urbach, 480. 
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[Rabbi Tanhum bar Scholasticus prayed, "And may it be your will, Lord. my God and God 
ofmy fathers, that you break the yoke ofyetur hara and purge it from our hearts. Because 
you created WI to do Your will and we are obligated t.o do Your will You desire [that we do 
your will] and we desire [t.o do your will}. And what prevents us? That leaven which is in 
the dough [yetur hara]. It is obvious and known to you that we do not have the strength tc 
stand up to it. So let it be Your will, 0 Lord.my God and God ofmy fathet"S, that You purge it 
from us and subdue it, that we may do Your will as our will 'Vlith a whole heart ")72 

In Exodus Rabbah 19:2 of the late amoraic period King David is said to 

have prayed this following pra~r: 

.. J J ~,~n, 1"i1~'' Jll't/1 Nil' N, 1,pn:::1 j70))) l )N'tl:> o,)))il ))J1 1n 11.)N 

'nlN ;,yi.,r., Nm\!J 1mr.i\!J -iun o,p, ,~n v~ \!JnJnr.i , m , 1"il~' >mN i1))\)' N7\!J 

)' :l' 'l!Jr.l Oil , ,mr., D' l'-'P' l'l!:>, ,,u:l,n ))'r.l\lJn, NJ ,m, .Tl"10 >n:::iy Ylm >m 

111011:l i11U1J pmy Nill\!) , , :> 1nN ,.:i, jl\!))) N!,N \!)H J}l,:) ))N, p ))>N p1r.m,n 

[David said, "Master of the universe when I busy myself with your laws, do not Jet yetzer 
hara's power influence me that yetur hara may not lead me astray and shame me before 
the righteous And moreover, ifhe leads me astray I will neglect my study of Torah , that 
when 1 come to recite my studies before You people ofleeeer distinction will come and eay, 
'It is not so;' and J will be shamed. Rather, make my heart einglelllUlded, undivided in 
order that I may busy myself with Torah fully.") 

From the late Byzantine period: 

,))""'li1 1~> .TIN ' 1'1'\!J),I ')N i11•~pi1 1r.lN 1'N' p Onl!) 11 O\!JJ [JPV' 1:J) 1l))>~,i•,i ,-, 10N 

... 1n)) N\IJN lNl ,i1Jl\!J1l J1)'1!)),I!, ,,m , m 1N' Onil\lJ7:l ,1N'i.,n, N,\!J 1;m1 

[Rabbi Eliezar bar Yaacov (fourth generation taana ) said in the name of Rabbi Pinchas 
ben Yair (fifth? generation tanna ) that the Holy One, bleesed be He, said: "I made the 
lnclination-tc-evil. Be careful that it does not bring you to Bin. Should it bring you to sin, 
take care to make repentance, and I will relieve you of your sin. . "]73 

1r.lN1 iY.ll'Vn ,,,r,,~, ''V mN,!>1 N'il il1.)' i1Nl!>1 n, PN'V o,w::1 n:>r., )'N'V ilN.,, N1:J 

.np;~, ;i!,!)rn i0\\!J1l )il 1,N ilYJi' i11U v~:m 0)"01 1) N11 1 0~ Cl!,\/) 1" J ,,,, 

72y. Berak.hot 4:2. 

73Midrash on Psalms, Psalm 32. This same theme is illustrated in 
Tanhuma (Buber) Genesis 2:1 and Tann.a debe Eliyahu Rabbah 14. 



[Come and see that the.re is no bardahip in the world that has no cure And what is the cure 
for yetzer hara? Repent.ance. Rabbi Judah bar Shalom said in the name of Rabbi Eliezar_ 
'Ib.ree tbinga revoke a severe decree. And they are prayer, repentance. and charity.]74 

Tanna debe Eliyahu Rahbah 14 notes that God regrets having created yetzer 

hara because it divides man. However, at the same time He created 

repentance as the means to overcome it. 

It is interesting to note that in one instance the role of prayer was not 

completely helpful. The storJ in Sanhedrin 64a relates the people's prayer 

for removal of the yetzer. While they were successful in getting rid of the 

impulse to idolatry through prayer, they were only able to reduce the power 

ofthe yetzer for illicit sex, realizing that life could not continue without the 

yetzer for sex. Here, too , the resolution is not elimination of sexual desire, 

but its sublimation. The secondary literature provides different 

interpretations of this text. Hirsch takes the position that beside explaining 

the disappearance of idolatry from Israel and the desire for illicit sex, the 

passage deals with more than just natural impulse.s. To him it is Satan or 

a test.of God's loyalty.75 Boyarin comments: 

The crucial sentence in the story is that halfway prayers 
are not answered. It is this which gives us the central clue to 
the rabbinic psychology and their concept of Evil Desire. In 
order for there to be desire and thus sexuality at all, they are 
saying, there must also be the possibility of illicit desire. Desire 
is one, and killing off desire for illicit sex will also kill off the 
desire for illicit sex, which is necessary for the continuation of 
life. Unlike the desire for idolatry, which serves no useful 
purpose other than testing resistance, the desire for sex is 
itself productive and vital• but it has destructive and negative 

74Tanhuma (Buber) Genesis 2:8. 

7SHirsch. 217, 219. 



concomitants. 76 

Urbach states that the rabbis believed that Torah was not enough to cast 

away the yetzer. While they were confident that it would help man resist. 

theyetzer's powers and help man stay on the right path, it is only through 

God's compassion and grace that yetzer hara will be uprooted in the world 

to come.77 As Porter remar~. "Prayer and djvine help are recognized as 

necessary to man's victory over the yecer. "78 

Ultimately, prayers for the removal of tbe yetzer will come to 

fruition. God will remove yetzer hara from people's hearts in the time to 

come. 

. ... ,,,,,.vm )liil ,~, u:i J1NiJ O?))lil )1:li i1'')f.'il ).)!), ,N ,~.n 111.lN 1:, 

11Jr.l ilVj?:1::) N°;,N NH\:>nil JlN )l1J1J p',t:,r.) ilflN )'N) 1 ))!), z-rn,n, 01)1 N)il) 

• •• , 11.v, i"Wl.V ,m 1:, on, 10N .1)1~, o,v,y NillV ,,:, mm m,,:i.vn 

['Th.us Israel pleaded before the Holy One, Blessed be He: 'Master of the Uni.vereel You 
have created in us yetzer hara from our youth, and it causes u.e to sin before You, becaUBe 
You have not removed from us the cause to sin. Remove it from us, we pray, so that we may 
do Your will' He said to them: "Thie will I do in the Time to Come' . .. ]79 

Similarly in Pesikta de Rav Kahana: 

76Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel: Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993) 62. 

77Urbach, 472-473. 

78Frank Chamberlain Porter, Mrfbe Yecer Hara: A Study in the 
Jewish Doctrine of Sin" in Biblical and Semitic Studies: Critical and 
Hist.orical Essays (New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 1901) 129. 

79Exodus Rabbah 46:4. 
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ilNr.Pp ilNl'J'P lJ mm, N~n•~ o,w, Nlil ,,,l ,w,n )11il ,~, n)J '1'0'? il"Jj?il ' N p 

o~mm )0 n,:iY7l >lN' i'l)l'Oi'l N1J,w '1)' 

(Thus said the Holy One, Blessed be He, b> Israel: "My children, yetul" hara is the great 
stumbling block for the world. Just continue to chip away at it W1til the time comes for Me to 
remove it. from the world. "JBO 

The Rabbis also envisioned what life would be like aft.er yetzer hara 

is removed: 

'lN , ri)'? 7-lN 0 ' J:>):> 11itJ)' )''OW 1"i1~' DilJ i1lil'O '")I l"ill)l'.J ilVT.), il" J Pi7 1TJN 

1'0J J? on, 1nm )11il ,~, onrJ 1pw 

["God said to Moses: 1n this world they made idol.a because yetur ha.ra. is in them, but in 
the time to come, I will uproot yetur ha.ra and give them a heart of flesh .. .'"]81 

7-lN o,nm ,,N TIN l?N 0)1))i1 , , ;, n~l'J )'1il ,~, i1) ;'l'lj )j} ?Y ;nn 0)1)1'.J i111Jp;i 1/'JN 

... O?l)IJ i111'1'J l'Nl O:>rJ Y1il ,~, 1p1)1 'lN NJ? 1>11)1, 

["God said: 'In this world, because yet:zer hara ie present, men kill each other and die, but 
in the time to oome r will uproot yetzer hara from your midst and there will be no death in 
the world . ")82 

This theme also occurs in Tanna debe Eliyahu Rabbah,83 Pesikta Rabbati,84 

B0Pesikta De Rav Kahana, Piske 24:17. 

Bl Exodus Rabbah 41:7. 

82Deut.eronomy Rabbah 2:30. See also Genesis Rabbah 89:1 in which 
death and the shadow of darkness will be removed. 

83Tanna debe Eliyahu Rabbah, chapt.er 4. 

84Pesikta Rabbati, Piska 87:2. 
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and Tanhuma (Buber) Genesis.85 86 

Another opinion dating from between the tenth and eleventh 

centuries is that yetzer hara is removed from the individual at the time of 

death, but it is not rejoined to man at the time of resurrection at the end of 

[ ... Yetzer hara comes with a man (dux4g his lifetime) will not come with him [at the ti.me 
of the resurrection of the dead)]. 87 

While this is not altogether different from the previous statements, it 

changes the emphasis from the collective removal of yetzer hara from klal 

yisrael to its removal from the individual. 

The overall picture of yetzer hara in rabbinic"literature is a multi

faceted mural of interconnecting and at times contradictory statements. 

Nonetheless, the destructive potentialities of yetzer hara is a consistent 

theme. Whether the rabbis are talking about yetzer hara as sexual drive, 

idolatry, anger or generalized desire, their efforts were directed to warning 

people oftheyetzer 's power, framing laws to assist people in their struggle, 

and emphasizing that the struggle is what is crucial. 'Ihe reward for 

fighting the power of yetzer hara is its ultimate removal by God at the end 

of days. With these ideas in mind the rest of this thesis will examine the 

8STanhuma (Buber) Genesis 3:7. 

86'lhese tats were redacted between the fifth and lat.e ninth 
centuries. 

87Midrash on ·Psalms 103:15. See also Midrash on Psalms 78:8. 
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use of the concept yetzer hara in the halakhic decisions formulated by 

Rambam in the Mishneh Torah and Israel Meir HaKohen Kagan in the 

Mishnah Berurah. 

42 
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ChapterTwo 

Yetzer Hara in Post-Talmu\u~ Ha1akbicLit;erature 

A: The Mishnah Torah, M.ishnah Berurah, and their Authors 

The Rambam, Rabbi Moses hen Maimon, lived in Spain from 1135 to 

1204. He wrote the Mishneh Torah by compiling all the halakhic material 

from t.he Talmud, both Palestinian and Babylonian, Sifre, Sifra, and Tosefta 

and arranging the work topically. He organized all of the dinim, laws, into 

one comprehensive work so that no one or nothing else need be consulted. 

One of his innovations in presentation of halakhah was that he did not 

reference the sources or opposing views. His desire in undertaking this 

monument.ous task was to spell out the laws so clearly that it would be 

accessible to young and old alike. Spero states that the Rambam relies on 

his intuition and exegetical expertise in order to give rationale t.o the 

mitzuot, while at the same time maintaining that the mitzuot are of divine 

origin and beyond hum.an intellectual capacity. 

Soloveit.chek argues that Maimonedes in his Code adopts what 
are, at best. subjective correlatives for mitzvot as opposed to any 
form of explanation that posits a necessary cause or basis in 
phenomena or systematic properties to be considered primary 
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over Halakhah.88 

According to Menachem Elon, the Rambam " ... incorporated and stressed 

the religious-ethical grounding of the legal rules he expounded .... "89 

Israel Meir HaKohen Kagan, the Chafetz Chayyim, lived in 

Lithuania from 1893 to 1933. He wrote extensively on the laws of gossip and 

slander and on matters that he deemed were in need of a ttention. Where 

there was a hole, he sought to fill it. KJgan was a man of renowned piety, 

humility, and morality. He wrote a commentary to the Shulchan Arukh, 

Orach Chayyim, entitled the Mishnah Berurah which is widely accepted as 

authoritative in matters of everyday halakhah. The Shulchan Arukh. "t.he 

prepared table," is the name of Joseph Karo's concisely written code of 

Jewish law. Karo lived from 1488-1575. He was born in Toledo, and after 

the expulsion from Spain, he and his family went to Turkey. The first 

section of the code is entitled the Orach Chayyim and concerns the hafokhot 

of Shabbat, the festivals, and daily mitzuot. 

The main purpose of this chapter is to explore the places in which 

yetzer hara appears for halakhic purposes in the Mishneh Torah and 

Mishnah Berurah. By analyzing the context of these occurrences, it will be 

possible to ascertain how each commentator utilizing the ooncept of yetz er 

hara in halakhic discourse. 

BBSpero, Religious Obiects as Psychological Structures, 126. 

89Menachem Elon, Jewish Law: History. Sources. Principles (Ha. 
Mishpat Ha-Ivri). Volume ill (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication 
Society, 1994) 1192. 
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B: Analysis of Halakhot in the Mishneh Torah 

In chapter 22 of Hilkhot Isurei Bi'ah Rambam sets forth the list of 

forbidden and permitted types of yichud , privacy with another. The concept 

of yichud is derived from Deuteronomy 13:7: 

~ 
ir.lN7 ,nuJ l\lJ!:>):> 1VN l})i lN lv'n nvN ,,n-lN 1JJ-)N l□N-)J -pnN 111,u, ,:, 

., ,n)Nl i11lN mn, N7 1'liN o,,nN o,n,N iTilVH i1J7) 

[If your brother, your mother's eon , or your eon or your daught.er or your beloved wife or 
your frien d th.at is as your own soul, entice you in secret saying, "Let's go serve other gode," 
which you or your ancestors have not known.] 

In Kiddushln 80b the stam Mishnab states that a man is not 

permitted to be alone with two women, but a woman is permitted t.o be alone 

with two men. Rabbi Simeon adds that a man can be alone with two 

women, if his wife is with them. He is permitted t.o sleep with them in an 

inn, since his wife will watch over him. He is permitted t.o be secluded with 

his mother and daughter and is allowed t.o sleep with them naked in the 

same bed. However, when they are grown, they must wear bed clothes.90 

The Gemara begins by asking why. The answer, a baraita, stat.es 

that women are easily persuaded by circumstances to succumb to 

t.emptation even in the presence of another. Rabbi Johana.n stat.es in the 

name of Rabbi Ishmael that this comes from the allusion to y ichud in 

90Rabbi Dr. 1 Epstein, ed. Hebrew-F,nglish Edition of the Babylonian 
Talmud. Kiddushin 80b. Footnote a(7) clarifies that the previous statement 
regards • ... a young boy with his mother and a young girl with her father." 
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Deuteronomy 13:7. The question then arises, why would Torah mention a 

man's mother's son specifically and leave out the possibility that a father's 

son might entice one, too. The reason given oomes from Abaye: a man and 

his father's son will generally have an antithetical relationship and give 

evil oounsel, since they are in competition. 

What follows is a list of extreme oonditions that serve as further proof 
l 

why seclusion is prohibited. The st.ory of the woman who carries out a live 

child pretending it is dead, suggests that she was trying t.o satisfy her 

desires without being suspect.91 This illustration implies that the 

prohibition againstyichud is not derived solely from the words lT.lN µ , your 

mother's son, but also from the word ,no:1, in secret. So, not only is a 

person prohibited from being alone with certain relations, he or she is also 

prohibited from seclusion with anyone of the opposite sex. 

The commentary on a woman being alone with two men explicates 

the circumstances under which this is permitted and forbids:fen, the 

punishment for the offense, and illustrations from rabbinic lore to 

substantiat.e the decision rendered. What is interesting in these stories is 

that the righteous fear temptation not from within but from without by the 

Tempter (Satan). Though in reality Rabbi Hiyya b. Ashi was being tempted 

by his wife, his intention was evil, because he thought the woman before 

him was another. 

91 Hebrew-English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud. Kiddushin 80b. 
Rashi's commentary as explained in footnote b(16). Rashi, Rabbi Solomon 
ben Isaac, lived in France (1040-1105). 
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The next section1 81b, discusses the rule concerning whether a man 

is permitted to be alone with his mother and daughter. There is a 

disagreement between the amoraim on this ruling. Samuel seems to 

disagree with the statement by Rav Judah said in Rav Assi's name that a 

man is permitted to be secluded with his sister and dwell with his mother 

and daughter secluded. Samuel said that a man cannot be alone with 
t 

anyone on the prohibited list found in Torah; however, it is permitted if 

there are witnesses. But, Rabbi Meir said: "Guard me from my daughter ; 

Rabbi Tarfon said: Guard me from my daughter-in-law."92 Raba adds that 

a man is permitted to be secluded with two women who would have a 

contentious relationship, because they would fear the other telling of an 

indiscretion, and also with a woman and a child who is old enough to talk 

about intercourse but in whom there is no desire for it at this stage in life, 

The last section of commentary on 81b deals with the rule concerning 

a boy or girl who has grown up and sleeps with a parent of the opposite sex. 

The Mishnah states that each must be clothed. The specific age at which 

garments must be worn for sleeping is debatable, but it is when the signs of 

puberty are visible. Ezekiel 16:7 is the prooft.ext: 

[. your breasts were firm, and your hair was grown. ) 

92Kiddushin 81b. 



ft was believed that sexual desire was not present until then.93 However, 

Rafram hen Papa said in the name of Rabbi Hisda that the preceding 

statement only applies if the girl is embarrassed to be seen naked by her 

father, for her modesty indicates that she _possesses sexual awareness. 

In Hilkhot Isurei Bi'ah chaptet 22 Ra.mbam condenses the 

information from the previously cited texts in a logical and easy to 
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~ 
understand list. He extends the prohibitions to include heathens, following 

the rulings of Shammai and Hillel and in the name of David in halakhot 

5-7, thus restating the rulings from the Gemara in Avodah Zarah 46b. This 

includes t.he prohibition of lodging any animals with heathens, because 

they are suspected of bestiality, and the prohibition against leaving a child 

to learn with heathens since they are suspected of sodomy. 

Rambam's statements in the latter part of this chapter appear t.o 

cover all possibilities and circumstances in order that a Jew could not find 

him or herself in any situation that could lead to isurei bi'ah. For example, 

in halakhah 12 he goes beyond the statement that a woman may be secluded 

with a man if her husband is in town, because she fears him and because of 

the likelihood of being walked in on. Rambam states that a woman is 

forbidden to be secluded with a man with whom she is quite familiar even if 

her husband is in town. It seems that the concern is that her guard is 

down and she may be more easily coerced. Kiddusbin 81a states that the 

reason for this prohibition is that one would not want to cause people t.o 

93Hebrew -English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud, Kiddushin 81b, 
footnote c( 4). 



49 

think that her children could be mamzerim. Halakhah 13 declares that 

single individuals should not be teaching chiJdren for fear that when the 

parent of the opposite sex comes to school, desire could be aroused. lo 

halakhah 17 Rambam states emphatically that the teaching of these laws 

must be done in a ratio of 1 master to 2 students in order tha.t they pay 

attention and not miss any information that could result in a lenient 

d . . b . l to . ec1s10n a out a most unportant pie. 

Halakhah 18 states that Jews find the matter of forbidden union the 

most difficult of God's commandments. Therefore. we read in note 20 that 

a man must: 

;n,;i" i1::l'tlnn:n ;,1,ri, il'tlllp ::i m~y , ,l,n~n m 1::11::i n~, ')1:,, 01N? ,, ''N1 p ~, 

.,,,li1 0 1Ui1 Nli1'tl ,mn;, 1p 1i1P1 .)ilr.) ,~m, )1) iU,)) il)11:J) 

(Therefore, it is especia.lly important for man to subdue b..is yetzer in these matters and to 
shore himself up with holy activities, pure thought, and proper attitude, in order tD be saved 
from them. And be neeciJI guard 'him.self from inappropriate seclwrion, it is the great 
instigator .) 

The Ra.mbam goes on to quote the sayings of Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Tarfon 

found in Kiddushin 80b, explaining that the purpose of these words was to 

teach their students that they need not feel embatTassed discussing these 

subj ects and to encourage them to avoid y ichud. 



In tractat.e Kiddushin 63b, the Mishnah presents the case of what to 

do if a man betroths his daughter but does not know to whom he betrothed 

her. If a man comes before the father t.o say that he is the one t.o whom she 

is betrothed, he is to be believed. If two men present themselves claiming 
\ 

rights to the woman, each must write her a get, or if they choose, one can 

write her a get, and the other may marry her. 

In the Gemara Rav declares that a man is believed in his claim on a 

woman, if he is going to divorce her, because a man would not s infuUy lie if 

there is no gain for him. and a divorce would cost him money. However, a 

man is not believed if he is going to take her in marriage, because 

)!:li'lTI r,~, -h is evil inclination may have overtaken him. As regards the 

first case, R. Assi stat.es that he is believed even to marry her. But, in the 

case that she does not know to whom she is betrothed, and a man comes to 

state that it is he who betrothed her, he is not believed if his goal is to marry 

her. 

In the second case, two men claim one woman, and both agree that 

one will divorce her and the other marry her. This appears to refute Rav's 

statement that a man is not believed in order to marry her. Rav's statement 

was made regarding the first case and does not r~fute the second, because 

the one making a fraudule.nt claim will fear being discovered and will not 

challenge the claim of the one t.o whom she is actually betrothed. Ha man 
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is believed in his claim and marries the girl, but another comes later to lay 

claim to her, the latter man cannot forbid the first to her. However, if the 

woman does not know to whom she is betrothed, and a man comes oo claim 

her, he should not be believed, because she will protect him . 

In Hilk:hot Eishut ch.apt.er 9 Ra.mbam spells out t.he circumstances 

and requirements for acceptable and unacceptable betrothals. A man may 
I 

not simultaneously betroth two \\omen, if they are among the forbidden 

ones. If be tries t.o betroth a number of women at the same time and among 

them there exists a forbidden relationship, none are betrothed, but if he 

specifies that he wants oo be betrothed to only those women he is permitted 

to, then all of the permitted ones are betrothed to him. If he tries to betroth 

two sisters or one of a man's daughters by saying that only one is betrothed 

but does not specify, he must give all of them gittin and is forbidden to all-of 

them. 

In a betrothal through agency in which the agent accidentally also 

betroths another woman who is a close female relative of the first woman. a 

get must be given, and the ·husband is forbidden to consummate the 

marriage. Of course, if two betrothals are made for the same woman and it 

is not known which came first, then one can choose oo divorce her and the 

other to many her as long as these two men are not father and son or any 

other f'orbidden situation. In this latter case both must give a get, and both 

are forbidden tx> her. If the agent dies before it is ascertained whether or not 

he accomplished his mission, the presumption is that he completed the 
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task and the betrothal is effected. If it is not known which woman was 

betrothed to the man who hired the agent, any woman with female relatives 

that would be forbidden t.o him are forbidden. If this woman had a female 

relative who was ineligible for betrothal at the time of the agent's 

appointment but is permitted now, the betrothal is valid. 

A man may validly betroth a minor daughter, thereby making all 

other men forbidden to her~ If the father does not know to whom she is 

betrothed, she is forever forbidden t.o all men, witil the ti.me when he states 

t.o whom she is betrothed. Halakhot 12-14 restate what has already been 

explicat-ed in Kiddushin 63b. In haLakhah 14 we read that when a woman 

states that she does not know t.o whom she is betrothed and a man comes to 

say that she is betrothed to him , he is believed to the extent that he must 

write a get. He is not able to marry her, because there exists the possibility 

that he is lying under the influence of lustful temptation, and she is 

misleading him in order to be permitted to him. The logical question is why 

would she mislead him into marrying her? The obvious answer is that she 

fears that her rightful one may never appear, and she does not want to 

grow old without a husband and children t.o care for her. 

In halakhah 15 Rambam describes situations in. which a man and 

woman disagree about who is betrothed t.o whom. Whoever states the false 

claim is not pe:rmit;ted to the other's kin, but the one t.elling the truth is 

permitted to the other's kin. The rest of the chept.er primarily deals with 

the necessity of witnesses t.o a betrothal, and how their t.estimonies can 

effect the validity of a betrothal. 
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The rabbis understood human nature so well that they drew legal 

decisions based on this information. It could have been that if two men 

claimed the right of a woman, the one who arrived first was given the 

honor, and the other must divorce her. But they knew the inner workings 

of the heart. A man would fear his lie being discovered and concede to the 

rightful claimant. Also, a man would not lie to claim a woman from whom 

he could derive no benefit and who Jould actually cause him a loss. 

Therefore, the understanding of human nature bad a direct impact on the 

laws set forth by the rabbis in this matt.er. 

This chapter in the Mishneb Torah deals with the proper treatment · 

of Laden animals in a variety of circumstances. Torah t.eaches in Exodus 

23:5: 

[If you see the ass of a man that hat.ee you lying under its burden, and you would oonsider 
not unloading it, you will surely unload it with him.) 

Baba Metzia 32 states that a man is obligated to help unload an animal no 

matt.er how many ti.mes the men repeat the process of unloading and 

loading because of the positive biblical commandment. However, if the 

animal's owner refuses to help, stating that it is the passerbys obligation, 

the passerby is exempt, since the commandment specifically states that the 

passerby is assisting the owner. But, if the owner is old or ill, the passerby 
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must unload the animal alone. While the biblical precept may only appear 

to refer to unloading, Rabbi Simeon states that the man is bound to load 

also. Rabbi Jose the Galilean adds the codicil that the man is only obliged w 

help load, if the animal can bear the burden. If the load is too heavy for the 

animal, the passerby is not obligat.ed to help load the animal with an unfair 

burden. 

'!be Gemara states that Deutero~omy 22:4 is the prooftext to justify 

the obligation to load animals the well . 

[You shall not see your brother's ass or bis ox fall down by the way, and hide yoUJ'8elf from 
them: you will surely help him to lift them up.] 

Another interpretation is that this comes to teach us that we must 

treat animals fairly and not over-burden them. In fact the Mishnah 

teaches that we are obligated to help others with their animals if it is fair 

and kind to the animal. We are not to assist in the abuse of livestock, 

thereby it is hoped that by refusing to unduly burden an animal the owner 

will see the error of his ways. '!be interpretation given is that people are 

commanded to unload without remuneration but load for remuneration 

only. Rabbi Simeop said that we should also load without payment. The 

rabbis and Rabbi Simeon argue this point a while longer. At the top of 32b 

Raha states that the point is to relieve the suffering of the animal. The 

Gemara says that the main point of this argument is really the issue of 

financial loss. The point of Rabbi Jose the Galilean is the proof for relieving 

the suffering of animals. The rabbis do not interpret it that way. While 
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relieving the suffering of animals is a positive commandment, we do not get 

it through this line of argumentation. Ultimately, the ruling in the 

Gemara is that a man is obliged to relieve the suffering of animals. While a 

man may be exempt from helping an owner relieving the suffering of a 

laden animal without payment if the owner is capable of helping and 

refuses to do so, the passerbr is nonetheless obligated to relieve the animal's 

suffering and may be paid for his efforts. 

In the case of a heathen owner, an Israelite should still help relieve 

the animal's suffering so as not to arouse hatred from the heathens. 

However, an Israelite has no obHgation to load an animal with heathen 

wine sack s. Io general a man should assist another with a burdened 

animal. More specifically the baroita states, if one meets two owners with 

their animals on the road, the friend's ass requiring unloading and' the 

enemy's requiring loading, he is obligated to help his enemy first in order to 

subdue his evil inclination. You might infer that relieving the suffering of 

an animal is not biblically commanded by this statement, but this is not the 

case. It is simply that subduing one's evil inclination is a more compelling 

argument. 'Ibis reason is found in the Tosefta. Why? "to break his heart." 

The baraita that follows says that the enemy mentioned in the previous 

baroita is an Israelite enemy not a heathen enemy. The rest of the 

commentary focuses on whether or not the animal is one that habitually 

lies down and a person's obligation in either case and at what distance a 

person "sees" as in the biblical verse. 

The Ram.ham concisely lists the responsibilities one has to another 



person's animals in chapter 13. He begins with the example of one person 

encountering one other person and proceeds from there in order. Note 13 

clearly states that the duty of a person to others' animals is one of relieving 

the burdened one, unless the two encountered each have a different status 

with the passerby. An enemy'~ animal is helped before a friend's animal 

regardless of the animals needs , because training a person's character 

takes precedence. The rabbis i aw an opportunity in this specific case to 

enforce character training. This ruling could be seen as arbitrary, since i.n 

the first case the status of the animal's burden took precedence. Therefore, 

should not the status of the animal's burden always take precedence? In 

this case no, because the rabbis had another agenda and were seeking to 

find places and ways that they could use the law to call a persoo1s attention 

to higher virtues. 

The significant issue from this chapter is that a baal teshuuah is 

considered to be superior t.o one "!ho bas not sinned. Chapter 57 of Isaiah 

speaks of those who turn away from God and what will happen to them. 

However, if one repents, things will be well with him. God will bring peace 

to those who possess contrite hearts, but the wicked shall never experience 

peace. In verse 19 it states: 



[Peaoe, peace, for both far and near, says the Lord.] 

In Berakhot 34b Rabbi Abbahu said concerning this case: 

[ln the place where the repentant stand not even the wholly right..:lous can stand there.] 

However, Rabbi Yochanan disagrees and inte.rprets the Isaiah verse as 

follows: 
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J-<nvi'I nT.ln pn1rm 

[What is meant by 'far'? Someone who was far from tra.negreeeion in the beginning. And 
what is meant by 'near'? He was near t,o transgression and now is far from it.] 

Rabbi Yochanan believes that prophetic rebuke was only intended for the 

repentant, because the whol1y righteous were not in need of it. 

Rambam opens this chapter by stating that as humans possessing 

free will, we should strive to repent and stay far from sin in order to die 

penitent and be worthy of olam haba, the world to come. Therefore, a 

person should anticipate death at any moment and repent immediately, so 

that regardless of the time of death, the man will die without being in a 

sinful state. Not only should one repent for sinful deeds but also for one's 

less admirable qualities such as bad i.emper and argumentativeness, since 

these are personality traits that are difficult to purge from oneself.94 

Rambam favors the position of Rabbi Abbahu. In note 4 Rambam 

gives comfort to the repent.ant by saying that the repentant need not fear 

that they have attained a lesser spiritual status than the wholly righteous. 

94Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 7:1-3. 



[ Moreover his reward is great; that behold, he has tasted Bin, and renounced it, and 
overcame hie evil passions. ) 
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He quotes Abbahu's statement from Berakhot 34b and interprets this 

phrase to mean that the penitents have actually attained a higher spiritual 

status, since they have put forth greater effort to subdue their inclinations 

to evil. The last half of the chapter & devoted to how great repentance leads 

to redemption, how importance it is to God, and finally, the proper 

demeanor for a repentant person . 

The rabbis are making a remarkable statement about human nature 

at this juncture. The implication of their statements is that no one, not 

even God , expects a human being to be perfect. Perfection is God's realm. 

Part of striving to be close to God is recognizing one's sins, repenting, and 

staying far from it. Huma'.Il nature is the struggle to be good when 

temptation is so strong and so natural, because both forces are central . 

Having a repentant heart and serving God with all of on eself is the ideal . 

Rambam opens his book on the laws concerning Torah study by 

stating the two positive mitzvot associated therewith. First, one must study 

Torah, and second, one must honor his instruct.ors and those versed in its 

teachings. Chapter 1 opens with the statement that women and slaves are 
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exempt from studying, a rule stated in Kiddushin 29a and Ketubot 28a. A 

father is obligated to teach Torah to sons under the age of puberty, because 

it says in Deuteronomy 11:19: 

[And you shall teach them your children .. . ) 

Since the commandment to tea~ children the law is clearly in the 

masculine, the rabbis took the statement to mean that men are obligated t.o 

instrnct young boys. Women are not obligated to teach sons, because one 

who is not obligated t.o study cannot be obligated to teach.95 A man's 

obligation extends to his grandsons because Deuteronomy 4:9 says: 

[ ... and you eha.U teach your eons and the sons of your eons.) 

If a man cannot teach· the son, he is obliged to pay a teacher to train him. 

Rambam concentrates on the issues of timing, precedence, duration, and 

finances that can affect the study of Torah. 

Therefore, it is no suryrise that Rambam is concerned with a man's 

ability t.o fulfill the commandments of studying and marrying without one 

adversely affecting the other. Truly, this is an issue of timing. In the 

Gemara on Kiddushin 29b it states: 

N"N ONl i1YJN NYJ' :,11nNl n,,n 1lT.l!:» ilYJN NYJ'~" n,,n 1 lT.l~ , ,,,, 

"lT.lN min, :i, -vlN i11l1l 1lT.l!:» :,t1ml(~ ilYJN NYJ) mJN N7.l ,~ 

o,,n,, "lT.lN µn,, ,, n,in 1lT.l!:» ~ 1nNl iiYJN NYJl) n:,~ ~lT.)YJ 

95Kiddushin 29a-b. 
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[Our rabbis taught. lfa man has to study Torah and to marry a wife, he should first study 
then marry But ifhe cannot live without a wife, he should first marry and then study Rab 
Judah said in Shmuel's name: The ha.uu:hah is, first a man m.an-ies and then he studies. 
Rabbi Joh.an.an said: With a millstone around the neck, will he study Torah! But, they do 
not differ- one refers t.o us (the Babylonian scholars) and the other t.o them (the Palestinian 
scholars) J 

Rashi clarifies th.is lest statement by stating: 

, :,,~ PN OTJl(?T.l? '{ln O'"TTJl?'tl ?mm '"NJ. O'Nl1li1 TlP)'t/T.l ))tnm p:,,m 7.lJ ))J. 

_;nu, 1m'.n 1,in ::>11 nl'O ili1ii1 N?:l ill,11 il't/N N\!JU P?)I P''-'lTJ n)Jjl 

['The children of Babylonia used to go and study the miJJhnayot ofthetannatm in Eretz 
Ytsrael, and while studying away from their homes they did not have daily household 
worries to distract them. By marrying first they did not have lustful t.houghte, and 
afterward.a they went to study Torah.] 

Therefore, it was normal for the Babylonian scholars to marry first and 

then travel to Pa.Jestine to study. In this way the scholars would not be 

burdened with daily family matters or be possessed by lustful thoughts that 

might lead them into transgression. The Palestinians stuclied while living 

at home, trying to balance their duties at home. However, under these 

circumstances, the Palestinian scholars were unable to progress in their 

stuclies, so it became their custom to study prior to marriage. Here Rashi 

then cites two possible difficulties that men may have in pursuing their 

studies: a ) without a wife, an adult male might have problematic lustful 

thoughts, orb) by having to study while living with one's family, the 

clistractions could prove to be too great. 

In the Ram.ham's rendering of the ha/,akhah be clearly centers his 

argument on the problem of the yetzer, excluding the problem of balancing 

familial responsibilities with study. He does this by changing the wording. 



Instead of saying, 

[ but ifhe cannot live without a wife ilit., ifit is impoesihlf' for him without a wife)) 

Rambam states it thus: 

and if hie yetzer is so overwhelming that it consumes his thoughts ) 
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Also, by using the word r,~,. Rambam is presenting us with the opportunicy 

to tune into bis understanding of human needs. While Rambam is explicit 

about the yetzer, the Talmud is not. However, both are saying the same 

thing. 

Chapter 8 deals with the laws concerning the actions of invading 

armies in wars against pagan nations: what they are permitted and 

forbidden to do. In Deuteronomy 21:11-13 it is written that a soldier who 

sees a beautiful woman among the captives, may take her to wife under 

certain prescribed conditions. 

1n,J. 1m-7N ilmc1m :nvN, ,, nnp!n iO npvm 1NJH1!l' nYJN n,J.VJ. n,N,, 

111,1:1 mym n,,yr., m::iiu n,oiu-nN n,,om :i1>l"l!l~-nN nnvy, nvNi-nN nn~m 

:iliuN, ,, ;in,m m,~v:i, il'~ Ni::in p inN, 0'7J' n,, i17JN-nN, n,:iN-nN :,n.:,:i, 



[And you see among the captive women a pretty woman and desire her and want t:o take her 
t:o be for you a wife, you will take her into your house, and she will cut her hair and trim her 
nails, and throw out her cloth.es. And she will dwell in your house mourning for her 
parents for one month, and after that you may come upon her. be master over her, and she 
will be your wife.) 
The Mishnah on Kiddushin 14b concerns the ways in which a Hebrew slave 

is acquired. On 21b the question arises as to whether or not a priest who is 

a Hebrew slave can be given a heathen slave to wife. The answer is no. 

Next, the question arises as~ whether or not a priest is permitted to 'take a 

woman of goodly form'. Rav and Samuel become wrapped in a 

disagreement. They agree that with regard to a first intercourse with a 

captive woman, a priest is permitted, because 

.)17il , ~, 1 l):> N'.,N i1"nn i1U1 N71 

flt is not written in the 'Ibrab except aa a means again.at yetzer hara J 

Meaning, he would do it anyway, because of his yetzer. Therefore, _!lie 

Torah makes a concession to this inevitable behavior. However , as regards 

a second intercourse, a priest is not permitted, because he is not allowed to 

marry a proselyte. In general, an Israelite man may take a captive woman 

regardless of her heathen marital status to become his wife. The Torah 

specifically uses the singular feminine article, which the rabbis take as an 

indication that a man is not permitted to take more than one captive woman 

for himself or designate a woman for another man. The Talmud passage 

further states that since the Torah explicitly states that a man must take 

the captive into his home, be may not have int.ercourse with her in the 

open. 

Rambam further clarifies the Talmud text, when he states, "Re may 
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not, however, leave her after cohabiting with her. He must take her into his 

house." This is in accordance with the Deuteronomy text. Furthermore, a 

man may not cohabit with her a second time, until he marries her,96 In 

note 4 Rambam reiterates the law concerning priesti;. 1n both segments of 

the Mishneh Torah ~ . the reason that coition with a heat.hen is permitted 

is as a concession to yetzer hara . 

• Obviously, the rabbis lcicw that when a man is in battle, the power, 

rage, anger, and desire to overtake a woman are inextricably linked 

psychologically. Forbidding these natural impulses would not work, so 

they took their knowledge of what people would do and made rules 

accordingly. In this case the rabbi knew that men would violate the laws of 

isurei bi'ah anyway, so they decided that it would be better to regulate their 

behavior, and avoid setting up laws that no one could possibly keep. ,In this 

respect, there could be no mitzuah for man, if it was something he would be 

unable to keep. The example given on Kiddushin 21b-22a illustrates this 

point. 

>N1 mt>ln\!.I mmr.m i'tl:i ,N,\!.I' ,,:,N>\!.I :i"'m - .v,;, ,~, ill:, N,N ;nm n-u, N> 

m,,:iJ mmnn 11V:i ,,:>N' 

[The Torah apeaks only against yetzer hara . better that the Israelites should eat meat of an 
animal that ia about to die but was ritually slaughtered than meat of an animal that is 
already dead and not ritnally slaughtered.) 

The Torah Temimah on Deuteronomy 21:10 reiterates this point and states 

that this leniency was only allowed in the case of men engaged in battle. In 

96Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melechim 7 :2. 



general, if there is a law that permits a forbidden action solely because it 

will be violat.ed, then the entire legal system is open ro attack.. Therefore, 

the Torah Temimah makes a point of stating that the circumvention of 

these mitzvot are only permitted during wartime. Therefore, you do not 

abandon the preservation of each mitzvah. As it was written: 

nr.,n,r., N,N ill ,,:, ir.lN) N7T '"'L,m::m ,:,, o,,p 1PP:JVJ N, l"'!:>' N,n 

l 
In generaJ men are not to have intercourse with or marry heathens. But in 

the case of wartime, when yetzer hara is all too powerful, men will do it 

anyway. So, the rabbis bad a choice: keep the law as it is written (which 

would cause men t.o transgress a command they could not possibly keep 

and subject them t.o severe punishment) or relax the law in only this case to 

accommodate yetzer hara. They chose the lesser of two evils and legalized 

it with definable, controllable parameters. 

This book deals with oaths t.o donat.e t.o the Temple and estimating a 

person's value. In chapt.er 27 of Leviticus we find the list of values for 

human lives. The price for a human life depends on the gender and age of 

the person. If a person is too poor, a priest will set the value. If a person 

brings an unclean offering, then redeems it, he shall add a fifth to its value. 

All of these valuings were done in connection to the rules for the sabbatical 

and jubilee years and mortgaging oneself or one's property. 
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This Mishnah in Arachin 2a states that all may evaluate the worth of 

another, be subject to evaluation, vow the worth of another person, or have 

their worth vowed by someone else. Then, it states the exceptions which 

include restrictions on hermaphrodites, people of indeterm.inant sex, deaf

mutes, imbeciles, and minors. The Gemara goes on to debate and e,cpaod 

on the Mishnah to enable the student to understand the rationale behind 

the shorthand, give definitions~ and clarify points easily misunderstood. 

The Gemara in Hullin 2a connects the previous Mishnah to itself in 

order to define to whom the "all" refers . It asks why Mishnah Arachin 2a 

states that all may vow if Deuteronomy 23:23 states that if a person does not 

vow, it will not be a sin. Also, it states in Ecclesiastes 5:4 that it is better if a 

person does not vow the worth of someone or something, than to vow and 

not pay. Rabbi Meir states in the Gemara in Hullin that it is best not to vow 

at all. However, Rabbi Judah states that it is best if someone vows and pays. 

Ra.mbam discusses the redemption of consecrated items in chapter 8 . 

In accordance with the statements in Deuteronomy 27, he discusses the ins 

and outs of adding a fifth to the value of a consecr-ated thing in order to 

redeem it from the Temple. In halakhah 12 he states that although these 

laws are mitzvot, 

i1r.l onp, ,,,, il'il) N~ ,.,~, 'l,,, >i::> ,,N o,.o,:i ir.l~)I l'illi1, O,N, ,, ,,N., 
o:nm o,,nn N,, ,,.,)'7'1 N:n ynipn N, ON :>" !>YN :pml'l 1n nN 1:1::> o,N,:u n!IYJ 

.Ne>n p ;,,;,, N, .,,,), ,inn >:>\ il11.lNl m,.vn i11\nil ,.,, .o,,, 1:r.l )'N 

[ .. .it is proper for him t.o comport himself in these t.b.inge so as t.o subdue his yeb:er and 
avoid stinginess, ao he ful6Jla the prophetic command tx> Honor the Lord with :,our 
11ub11tan.ce (Proveroe 3:9). But despite this, ifhe does not make any of these types of vows. it 
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does not matter. Behold the Torah bears witness to this and says And if you forego making 
uows it will not be a 61" on you (Deuteronomy 23:23).] 

The people did not need to worry if they did not make any vows, since 

Deuteronomy 23:23 includes the halakhic loophol~ for such cases. 

It is important to note in th.is instance that neither the Hullin nor the 

Arakhin passages mentiof anything about the yetzer. Therefore. Ram.ham 

is bringing in the concept of the yetzer of his own accord. He does so to point 

out that humans are inherently greedy creatures and do not give up their 

money or possessions easily. He draws our attention to this less than 

admirable aspect of ourselves in order for us to greatly consider the honest 

value of something being vowed to God. 

The rabbis wanted p~ple ro take their own value, the value of 

anothers life, and the process of consecrating and redeeming seriously. 

Therefore, a person must not consecrate something carelessly, thinking he 

can buy it back for what it's worth 'retail '. He must value the consecrated 

thing so much so that it is worth it to him to be willing to buy it back for cost 

plus a fifth of it.s value. Also, they did not want people to fear that they have 

sinned by not making any voy.,s of these types. It is truly a credit to the 

rabbis that they knew so well how the mind of a person works that they 

would include a disclaimer of this type. It is also very noteworthy that the 

value of a life was standardized t.o such a degree, that a person could not be 

worth more or less than a peer. Since humans are so judgmental about 

physical abilities and mental prowess. it is reassuring that the rabbis 

constructed the laws in such a way that these issues were irrelevant. 



In Mishnah Gittin 88b it stat.es that if a man gives a get while being 

coerced by an Israelit.e court, the get is valid. If a get is given while the 

person is being coerced by a heathen court, itjs not valid. If the heathen 

court flogs a man saying, "Do what the Isrart.e authorities t.ell you!," it is 

valid. The Gemara makes clearer distinctions in the laws. Nahm.an said 

in Samuel's name that the coercion must be done for good legal reasons as 

list.ed in Ketubot 77 a in order for the get t,o be valid. If the coercion for a get 

is not based upon the reasons list.ed in Ketubot 77a, the get is invalid, but it 

will disqualify a woman for a priest. If the coercion is based on solid legal 

grounds by a heathen court, it is invalid and disqualifies a woman for a ... 

priest, but if based on invalid reasons, it is invalid and does not disqualify a 

woman from a priest. The question arises, how can this be? The reason is 

that it is okay if a decision from an Israelit.e court and a heathen court 

might be confused if based on valid legal reasons, but without valid legal 

grounds, it is important that the Israelit.e court and the heathen court's 

views be noticeably different. 

Cha pt.er 2 of Hil.khot Gerushin contains a list of the circumstances 

under which the giving of a get is valid or invalid. In not.e 20 it stat.es that 

in the case of a person who refuses w divorce his wife and may be legally 

compelled t.o divorce her, an Israelite court may force him until the man 

says that he- will divorce her. When he writ.es the get, ifs valid. ff 

heathens whip him and say do what the Israelites tell you, and the 
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pressure comes from the Israelites through the heathens, the get is valid. 

If the heathens exert pressure on a man to divorce his wife of their own 

volition, even if there are legal growids for it, the get is considered defective. 

The important theoretical question is: why are gittin given under duress 

valid, irrespective of who is compelling it? The reason is that duress can 

only apply t.o a case when somr ne is being forced to do something that the 

Torah does not require. Plus, if a person's yetzer hara compel'S him to 

transgress a commandment or commit an auerah he is not a victim of 

duress; he has brought himself under duress by succumbing to his _yelzer 

hara. On Baba Batra 48a it states that the reason a man can be forced by 

the beit din t.o write a get is that it is a mitzuah t.o listen to the instructions 

of the sages. I o,,J:>n ''"01 )111'JV~ ill::ir.l] Since any rational Jew would want to 

do that which the lhw commands and remain amongst the community of 

Is raelites, it is the evil inclination that has driven such a man to refuse to 

divorce his wife if the beit din has ordered him t.o do so. The flogging 

weakens the grasp of the yetzer hara on a person, so that the person will do 

that which the Torah wishes him t.o do. Therefore, it is as if he had agreed 

tn give the get voluntarily. Next, 'Rambam states that if the court 

mistakenly authorizes the use of force to compel the divorce from him. and 

they flog him, the divorce is invalid. However, since it was Jews 

pressuring him, he should see that it is the right thing to do and freely 

choose to grant the divoroe. Here, Rambam is injecting the idea of 

reasonableness into the discussion. when the court is in error. 
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mnmo 11)\))>iil Pil\i/ )N ::,N,\i/> ~ ,,, n>:J )))\)l \i/il, mn-< )'!))~\ii )'1U Piil il'il N, 

.YJ"ll>l -iml> lillO)N 'N,~m !:J>Nm ''°!) \:)) ill ),il Y.J1))\U 1)1 

[If reason does not require that he ehould be ftogged and an Israelit.e beu dm groundlessly 
flogs him or if they were lay folk (i.e. not judges) who pressure him until he con.sent.a to 
divorce her, behold, the get is invalid. But, since it was Israelit.es that prearured him, he 
should consent and divol"Ce.]9'7 

The Rambam introduces the concept of yetzer hara into the 

discussion to explain why one dods not need the command of the Sages. 

One merely needs to recognize that obstinacy in such a case is the result of 

the work:i.n.gs of the yetzer and adjust his behavior accordingly. The 

flogging on the part of the beit din is the community's assistance in helping 

someone t.o loosen the force of the yetzer. 

Chapter 7 opens with the statement by Rambam that not everything 

that was valid for offering in the Temple was offered, because all offerings 

had to be of the best one has to offer to God. To merely state that a leaner, 

less attractive animal was valid, because it contained no blemish was 

unacceptable. One would be seen as having dealt "craftily' in such a 

circumstance. (Malachi 1:14). Next there are lists of what types of 

offerings were acceptable and detailed descriptions of the process for 

rendering meal1 wine, and oil offerings. 'lllese offerings are given ranks of 

97Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Gerushin 2:20. 
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superiority and inferiority. While all meal offerings were valid, olive oil 

had t.o oome from a first pressing in order to be valid for Temple use. 

Although all meal offerings were valid, they were ranked, so that a person 

would know which is superior and which inferior. In this case the person 

is gi\Ten an opportunity to train his yetzer hara, by forcing himself t.o choose 

the best of all valid meal offe"-°f choices. Rambam goes on to say that this 

principle of choosing from the best for God applies in all cases. One should 

choose the best of one's portion t.o feed the poor, clothe the naked, give to the 

house of prayer, etc. rt is for th.is reason that it states in Leviticus 3:16, "all 

the fat is the Lord's." 

'1 Pi~ i7i1r.ln n1,,i1 

Chapter 4 deals exclusively with the rules ooncerning the status of an 

offering's offspring. Rambam delineates the rules very clearly in these 

matters, citing all possible circumstances: each type of offering, its 

substitute, its offspring and its offspring's offspring, which offerings go 

with which, the case of the offspring of a blemished beast, when and if an 

animal may be dedicated, etc. The main thrust of his arguments is that 

you can not change the sanctity of an unborn or born animal, except the 

fi.rstling, which acquires its status at birth. 

Rambam's oonclusion to this chapter is fascinating. He states that 

all of these laws are divine, but it is good to think about the reasons behind 



them. By utilizing two prooftexts, Leviticus 27:10 and 15, be comes to the 

following conclusion. 
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m::n;,, i1"n 01N ,tt1 V)i.,\!J .Y"li1 ,~, n~p, oiNil ro\!Jnr.l ')H:1' n,m i111, 

Pn\!Jr.l mn!>J i11!>'1 onm i J ,mv 1\!J~ 'l1'1j?m 111v !>" .YNl Ut:lr.l ,.Y om,, un1p 

Nr.l\!J ')Ui11l'tll1P ilr.lilJ 'l))1j?il ON p, .\!Jr.lin '))C,)) UJ~Y, in!) ON n,m ilir.)N 

'fmn, m'i.l, ,, 1nn 0 1,n .men nmn!>J i1l!>,,n, nm,!>,,,:,, U'N\!J 1,,:,, 1J ,nn, 
'),,n, N'1l,I P)!)J J,n:>il om, 1:t.,!>? .Nm Jl\) 1r.lN'l )JU i7!)) i1 'l''n' il!)' J }lii1 

')l:::>, ,,:, Q)U1i1 l?N , ,, .\!J1j? il)il) m,mm Nlil ,Pi1) ,r.)Nl '),,n;, ON ltnpl 

;i~y;, 'Jnm plnir.) m~v N~N )l'N n,,n., ,p, Jn, .Ptn).11 1vn~, n~, nN 

.o >\!J.Yr.li1 ,:, ivn,1 nl.Y1il 1pn, 

[ tlle Law has plumbed the depth of man's mind and the extremity of his evil impulse For 
it is man's nature to increase his poaeesaion.s and t.o be sparing of his wealth. Even though 
a man has made a vow and dedicated something, it may be that later he drew heck and 
repent.ed and would now redeem it with something lees than it.a value. But the Lew has 
said, "lfhe redeem.a it for biroBP.lfhe shall add the fifth." So, t.oo, if a man dedicat.ed a beast 
in its body, perchance be might draw back, and since he cannot redeem it. would change it 
for something oflees worth, And ff the right was given t.o him t.o change the bad for the good 
he would change the good for the bad and say, "lt is good." Therefore, Scripture has st.opped 
the way again.st him so that he ehould not change it, and hae penaliz.ed him ifhe should 
change it and has said; Both it and that. for which it WC8 changed shall. be holy. And both 
these laws serve to auppreBS man's natural tendency and correct his moral qualities. And 
the greater part ofthe ruleam the Law are butco1U14el.t from of ot.d CTsa. 25: 1), from Him 
who is great in couMel (Jer 32: 19), to correct our moral qualities and to keep straight all 
our doings. J98 

This is strictly Rambam's usage of the term ye'tzer hara in this context. No 

one else uses this term with reference t.o th.is particular subject. He believes 

quite strongly in the power of reason. It is his contention that if one applies 

reason t.o the study of divine, inexplicable law I the individual can add 

humanly- derived explanations that will prove helpful t.o the study, 

understanding, and ability t.o follow said law. 

98Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Temurah 4:13. 
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The Mishnah on Shabbat 73a states that making and untying knots 

and sewing two stitches or tearing in order to sew two stitches are forbidden 

on Shabbat, because they are listed among the primary labors. These are 

the topics the Rambam takes up in chapter 10 of Hilkot Shabbat. In the 

Mishnah on 105b two related exatnples are considered. What if a person 

t.ears something on Shabbat in mourning for a deceased relative or out of 

anger? Should the person be considered to have desecrated Shabbat and 

thereby be culpable? The Gemara states that these people would be 

culpable, becau se in both cases the act h as positive value for the tearer. ln 

the case of someone grieving over a deceased. if the person is of the 

categories of near relative~ fulfillment of the obligation to rend one1s 

garment is positive an:d therefore he is culpable for desecrating Shabbat. 

The Gemara then goes on to discuss t.o whose dead the statement refers. 

The decision is that it does not refer tn a person who witnessed a death and 

who must rend or a sage for whom all decent and honorable men would 

rend their clothing, but it refers to someone for whom there is no obligation 

t.o rend clothing, therefore Shabbat bas thereby been desecrated. 

In note 10 Rambam elevates the reasoning behind these laws to a 

new level. He states that causing damage to a garment for purely 

desb-uctive purposes does not constitute desecratioti of Shabbat. However, 

rending a garment for a deceased relative or tearing out of anger is a 

desecration of Sbabbat: 
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(. .because this relieves hie mind and calms his yetzer Since his anger subsides, it is a 
conetructive act, and therefore, he is accountable ]99 

It is with these statements that the Rambam a) t ransforms the 

argument from one of action to an issue of the result of the action , and b) 

adds to the equation the issue of the ~etzer. He is the first to interject tru s 

notion into the issu e at hand. To the Rambam, mere action was not as 

important an issue as the psychological effect the action has on the person 

doing t he action . Because there is a psychological benefit for the person 

who rends on Shabbat for the dead or tears out of anger, the action is 

forbidden and makes the tearer :inn. It is the knowledge that the Rambam 

has of the ways of the human psyche that is influencing his rendering and 

interpretation of the law. It is also interesting to note that his explanation 

is more tenable and understandable than the Misbnah or Gemara. 

99Miahneh Torah. Hilkhot Shabbat IO: 10. 
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C: Analysis of Halakhot in the Mishneh Berurah 

V''ll n "1N 111).1 )n?'ll: Laws of Shabbat Concerning Talking Notes 59 & 62 

In this chapter of the Shu.khan Aru.kh what can and cannot be 

discussed on Shabbat is presented. The chapter opens with a reminder 

from Shabbat 113a and b iat the reference in Isaiah 58:13 to honoring 

Shabbat and not speaking your own [1:11 ,:i,,] words means that a person's 

talk on Shabbat should not be like one's talk during weekdays. There is a 

dispute between Rashi and the Tosafot over the extent of the prohibition 

implied by Isaiah 58:13. Rashi on 113b believes that the word -01 in the 

verse means "oommerce." One is not to speak of business on Shabbat let 

alone do any business on Shabbat. The Tosafot disagree on the grounds 

that the prohibition comes from the words 1!:l!>n Nl~r.>r.> in the same verse. 

Therefore, the words u, Uil imply the prohibition of all types of 

unnecessary talking. Here, the Shulchan Aru.kh (307:1) oombines these 

two interpretations; lsserleslOO relaxes the seoond prohibition. So, if you 

enjoy idle chatter, it falls under the rubric of 10\!.I ll'Y and is therefore 

permitt.ed. Note 5 of this chapter quotes Rabbi Yeshayahu Horowitz. He 

1 OORabbi Moshe Isserles, Rema, lived in Poland (1530-1572). 



wrote in the Shelah 101 that a person should not say "good morning" on 

Sh.abbat to another person but rather "Shabbat Shalom", which fulfills the 

requirement on Exodus 20:8: 
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TIJ\',li1 Dl~ TIN itJl 

[Remember the Sabbath day ... ) 

Literally, mention that toda~is Shabbat. 

Following is a list of the types of things one may or may not discuss 

on Shabbat. H alakhah 16 of this chapter states: 

1lON mon,n 1 1!>0 1.:n ~N)lOY i!lO 1u:, pYJn ,1:11 1 v,m 11n,YJ :ro o,':rom m~,n 
o,~~ J ttilO onm i1t7N ~mJ ')Nl TIJYJJ onJ 11np~ 

[It is forbidden to read secular proverbs or parables, erotic literature such as the book by 
EmmanueJ102 and books a.bout wars on Shabbat. It is even forbidden to read them on 
weekdays, becauae of the prohibition against participation in a gathering of scoffers,] (cf 
Psalms l 11 -

The Mishnah Berurah comments on this passage by saying that these 

secular things are prohibited in the Talmud in Avodah Zarah 18b. In 16a 

the Gemara begins discussing implications of the Mishnmc statement that 

a Jew should not sell the gentiles bears, lions or anything that could harm 

people. Jews can help gentiles.build certain types of structures but not 

others. In 18b the discussion h.as turned to attending such events that 

include wild animals. One point is that a Jew should not att.end such an 

101Shnei Luchot He'Brit. a seventeenth century text. 

102Emmanuel hen Sblomo lived during the fourteenth century and 
wrote Machberot. 
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event because of the potential presence of idolatry. Rabbi Simeon ben Pazi's 

draJJh on Psalm 1:1 is that if a Jew spends time with idolaters in time the 

Jew could become one, too. 

Kagan states in note 59 that the people of his time were quite sinful 

and "'unrestrained,. about going t.o theaters and circuses and the like, 

despite the warnings against Tcular rejoicing in Hosea 9:1. He also points 

out that by enjoying such activities, a person is transgressing the 

commandment not to incite his evil inclination, the result of which is 

falling into Gehenna, as stated in Avodah Zarah 18b. The reason given for 

the prohibitions and resulting penalties is that these activities divert one's 

attention from studying Torah. 

The Shulchan Arukh goes on to make the point stated above about 

inciting one's inclination. In Leviticus 19:4 one is prohibited from turning 

to elilim, which Rashi says means chalalim or hollows, which refers to the 

heart. This interpretation stems from Rabbi Hanina's drash on Leviticus 

19:4 found in Shabbat 149a. In this passage of the Talmud one is enjoined 

not to read the labels under pictures or images on Shabbat. The image itself 

is not to be looked at even during pie week because of the prohibition in 

Leviticus. While yetzer hara is not explicitly mentioned in the drQ.J;h or 

Rashi's commentary, this explanation is introduced by Joseph Karo in the 

Shulchan Arukh. His source for the prohibition is Rabbenu Y onah 

Ge:rondi (13th century). Rabbi Asher ben Yechiel's citation of Gerondi can 

be found in Hilkhot HaRosh. Shabbat 23:1. He, too, does not explicitly 

mention yetzer hara. 
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By reading erotic literature one incites the yetz;er hara, but if one 

writes, copies, or prints it, that person causes the public to sin, which is yet 

another o-an.sgression. On this matter Isserles states that secular 

materials are prohibited only if written in a foreign Language , but secular 

things written in Lashon hakodesh, the holy tongue, are permitted. For 

example an igeret shalom would be permissible, because it can teach one 

Hebrew and aid the mastery o} sacred texts. Tb.is conclusion was reached 

by the author's reading of the Tosafot on Shabbat 116b. 

The Mishnah Berurah commentary to this passage states that it is 

absolutely forbidden by all authorities to read erotic literature that incites 

one's evil inclination regardless of the language in which it's written. In 

note 64 The Taz, Bach and other achronim are referred to as saying that if 

something is forbidden t.o be read, it is even forbidden to touch it on Sbabbat. 

With regard to items written in lashon hakodesh, Kagan states the 

opinion of IsserJes in note 63 that since the language itself is holy and one 

can learn from it, certain types of writing are permitted on Shabbat. 

Letters, regardless of knowledge of their contents, are permitted, since one 

can learn Hebrew and words of Torah from them. A get is permitted to be 

read, regardless of the language it is written in, because one can ascertain 

the laws pert.sining to a get. But if accounting statements are written in 

Hebrew they are prohibited, because of the overriding concerns for Shabbat 

sanctity and divorcing oneself from work. According t.o Kagan in note 64 

most achromm prohibit the reeding of newspapers on Shabbat, because 

there are always business matt.era discussed in them. However, he states 



that Jacob hen Joseph Reicher's ruling in his 18th century work, Shevut 

Yaacov. is lenient with regard to reading newspapers on Shabbat. 
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The main issue here is prohibiting activities that incite the yetzer 

hara and could cause a person to more gravely sin. Since the yet.zer hara is 

otl,en seen as the sexual impulse, Karo is trying to prevent unnecessary and 

profane stirrings of one's libido ~y prohibiting erotic literature on this basis. 

Sexuality has always been regarded by the rabbis as a holy enterprise 

confined to the marital bed at only the appropriate times. Sex is to be 

engaged in with proper sanctity and holy intentions. Lascivious writings 

lead to lascivious thoughts and feelings which run counter to the desired 

outcome. This type of literature could potentially lead a man to approach 

his wife out of lust and.not love, approach her during the period of niddah, 

force himself on her, .or cause him to seek inappropriate and forbidden 

sexual release. 

Here, Karo adds the mention of yetzer hara is order to strengthen the 

issur. While one verse mentioned by one rishon may not be a strong 

enough prohibition. we all know that inciting one's yetzer is always 

prohibited. Therefore, the issur is-now supported by appeal to common-

sense morality, :,:,~, as well as by a prooft.ext. 
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l"\:)\1,1 n 111N Tl1Y )n~\1,1: Shabbat: Forbidden/Permitted Trapping, Note 30 

In this chapter types and circumstances concerning the trapping of 

creatures is discussed. M. Shabbat 7:2 and Shabbat 106a-107a state that 

trapping an animal on Shabbat is considered one of the major categories of 

work. The issue under consideration is wh.ther or not wounding an 

animal on Shabbat constitutes a violation of halakhah. If a person wounds 

an animal and no blood comes forth from the wound, the person is still 

liable if the wound results in the collection of blood beneath the surface of 

the skin. Kagan explains in note 29 that a person is Toraitically liable for 

wounding a creature because of nitilat nifshah, taking away its life.103 

Even though the animal does not die as a result of the wound, blood equals 

life, and any blood that comes from a wound or pools because of a wound is 

considered taking of life from that place on the animal. 

The idea that blood equals life comes from Deuteronomy 12:23: 

[ ... because the blood is the life ... ] 

'Ibe context of the Biblical quote is God commanding the people that when 

they enter the land and the borders are increased, they can eat meat t.o their 

hearts' content, because they have so longed for the tast.e of meat. But, they 

are not t.o eat the blood of an animal along with its flesh, because the blood is 

the life. In order for all t.o be well for them and their children this 

103Kagan takes this point from the Magen Avraham t.o this passage 
in the Shulchan Anikb. 
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restriction is repeated several times in the text that follows. Specifically, 

the talring of life from a spot on an animal is defined as a sub-category of 

shechitah (slaughtering), one of the 39 labors prohibited on Shabbat listed 

in m. Shabbat 7:2. Mishnah Shahbat 13:3 (105b) states that all who cause 

damage on Sbabbat are exempt. Rambam on Hilkhot Shabbat 1:17 states: 

yip ON p 1 .inn'lm 111 nonn lN n,::in:i 7.lnv ,,n ,~,:, . ,,,n:>!l p,p,pm, ,:::, 
' .1l~!) ;,r\• ,n i11'ln\!Jil ,,, o,,:::, UV lN l!l1\!I )N 0 '1):1 

[All who cause an impairment are exempt. For example, behold, a penion who wounds his 
friend or an animal in an harmful way, or ifhe rends clothing, or bums them, or breaks 
ut:en.ails in a detrimental fashion , behold, he is exempt.] 

Thus, destruction is not melachah, prohibited activity. However, in the 

Gemara there is a baraita that states that destroying in a fit of anger makes 

one :inn, liable, because the action constructively relieves one's temper. 

[Rabbi Abin said, "'lb.is man makes a constructive act, because it calms his yetzer " ]104 

1n Mishnah Berurah note 30 Kagan discuBses the issue of wounding 

a person or another person's animal or bird out of revenge that results in 

the spilling or pooling of blood. According t;o Rambam (Hilkhot Shabbat 

12:1,8:8) a persojl is Toraitically liable. The wounding process is not 

considered destructive but constructive, because the release that is achieved 

through the action calms yetzer hara, as s tated in the bara:ita. Th.is case 

resembles the issue of tearing something on Shabbat out of anger with the 

104b.Shabbatl05b. 
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resultant quiescence. According to Rambam (Hilkhot Shabbat 10:10) the 

person is Toraitica.lly liable for this transgression as well. 

ill -OTJ mv, nN )\i,inr.,~ ~l!lr.> )nn ,,,y ynp, J nn NUW nr.> J)l lN mr.>nJ y11p;i 

.:inn, lvTlr.>:> Nlil ,,;, m u,::i n:>:n~ mom :nNli1l n~, mP1 
(One who makes a tear in his anger or in mourning for a relative at wh ose death he is 
obliged t.o rend his garments, he is liable, because this relieves hie mind and calms his 
yetzer Since his anger subsides because of this action, behold it iB a constructive action , 
and the~fore, be is liable.] 

Whi,le Ra'avad believes that a per~ n is not Toraitically liable for 

transgression in these cases, he and the other later authorities believe thal 

at the very least a rabbinic prohibition has been violated in keeping with the 

concept of imN ,::iN 11~!). Just because an act may be Toraitically prohibited 

and not necessitate death or sacrifice for atonement, it does not follow that 

the act is permitted. Th.erefore, Kagan warns people not to strike any living 

thing on Shabbat Wlth a blow that could cause a wound, for there is at least 

a Rabbinical transgression involved in this according to all of the 

authorities. He goes on to state that hitting living creatures is one that 

many people are likely to transgress. 

It appears thatyetzer hara can incite a person to unnecessarily 

harm another person or animal out of anger. In the case of Sabbath laws 

constructive labor is a Toraitic prohibition. The technical question is 

whether or not a particular labor produces a constructive effect. If it does, 

one is p,p lN i1J,,,l :i,,n, punishable by death or required to bring 

a sacrifice. If the action merely calms someone, it is 110N 7.lN 1l\:>!>, 



forbidden but not punishable by death, or if it is done unintentionally, 

requires a sacrifice. Here, the rabbis are showing us their awareness that. 

destructive behavior is a useful outlet for aggression; it's a tikkun, remedy 

for the yetzer and therefore constructive. 

'l n'')N 1YW 1nJ\!J: Conduct in a Bathroom. Notes 2f & 28 

The major concerns at the beginning of this chapter of the Shulchan 

Arukh are modesty, not urinating or excreting in an east or west direction, 

avoiding the dangers of witchcraft, and avoiding actions that could cause 

one bodily/medical harm. Paragraph 14 states that a man should not hold 

his penis when urinating unless he holds it from the glans down in order to 

-
avoid the sin of Onan. Although the Shulchan Arukh says that a married 

man is permitted oo hold himself during urination, it also states that it is 

more pious not to do so, and a married man is not allowed to rnb his penis. 

Both married and single men are allowed to hold their testicles. 

The Mishnah Berurah note 26 states that the reason oo avoid 

touching the penis during urination is that touch leads to arousal and 

sensual thoughts which can lead to ejaculation. The basis for th.is 

conclusion is m. Niddah 2: l. 

[Any hand that frequently makell exarninatfon is the case of women is praiaeworthy, but in 
the ca.ee or men it (the hand) should be cut off.] 

Rashi and Bartenura comment on O>YJl N:ll that a man who always 
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(Bartenura's t.erm) or regularly (Rashi's term) examines bis penis with his 

hand should have the hand cut off. lest he ejaculates. Hilkhot Isurei Bi'ah 

21:23 states: 

Tlnl1Y.) ,,,!)N) :m,,n ,,,, NlJ) N7'tJ P'tJ,'.lY.)J ,,, ..,,,v, )1'tJ_) '))N\!J D,N, "lmN1 

.)'J'l\!/)1 illJNJ nnN> N? O)T.) )>11'ciJi1 Ol'•O .11il1il N)J) NT.)'tJ ,,, 0 'lJ' N) li)J)\;) 

il))v.l N7N ,,:, ilON? ,,, \;))\!)ll N? ))\!)) ll'N\!/ )'Jl '1\!JJ p:n .,mo ))\!)) il>il ON1 

(An wunarried man is forbidden t:o grasp his private parts, so that he is not overcome by 
impure thoughts. He should not even place his hand below his navel, so that he will not he 
overcome by impure thoughts. When he urinates, he ahould not grasp his member and 
urinate, but ifhe is ma.med, he is permitted.. Whether or not he is married, he should not 
place his hand to hi.a member, except when he needs to relieve himself.) 

The sin of Onan is a grave one (Mishnah Berurah 27 citing Even Ha

Ezer section 23, par. 4). If the man is married he is permitted to hold his 

penis in the prescribed m~ner for the purpose of urination, because if he 

becomes aroused he can satisfy hls urge in a proper way within the 

confines of the marital bed, and therefore his yetzer hara cannot 

overwhelm him. This is Karo's ruling in the Beit Yosef based on the 

passage in Niddah 13a. The ruling in the Tur is that even a married man 

may not hold himself, but Karo stat.es that this ruling is according to the 

standard of midat hasidut, a stringency of the ultra-orthodox. If however 

the man's wife is in niddah or he is travelling, he may not hold his penis, 

because the arousal could lead him to spill his seed or seek other illicit 

means of sexual gratification. 

Mishnah Berurah not.e 28 stat.es that a man may hold his organ, 

when he is urinating if he fears falling. In the Gemara on Niddah 13a 
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Rabbah replied that the fear a man might have while trying to urinate off 

the roof is the fear of falling off the roof. The rationale of Ab aye is that a 

man who is fearful is like a troop who would be too fearful to offer libations. 

and thus the man on the roof will not have unchaste thoughts. 

A man may support his testicles when urinating, because he will not. 

cause himself arousal by doing so. A man may not rub his penis, because it 

will cause excitement and potentially lead to semen \pillage. However, be 

may comb the pubic hair as long as the penis is not touched. There is a 

disagreement among the halakhic authorities as to whether or not a man 

may grasp his penis with a thiclt cloth. Grasping by the undershirt is not 

permitted. 

The rabbis are concerned with a man avoiding unnecessary arousal 

of his sexual passions. In the case of urination, the penis is exposed and 

accessible to touch. The rabbis set up these laws as a fence around the 

prohibition of spilling one's seed. The only person who is allowed to touch 

himself even slightly during urination is a married man who at that time 

must have legitimate access to his wife to relieve an arousal should it 

occur. Yetzer hara is given considerable power here by the rabbis. They 

fear its ability to overwhelm men, even under the most mundane 

circumstances. The rabbis do not trust themselves much less others to 

control their sexuality, and therefore set up ways to avoid enticing it. 

Kagan is the first one to use the term yetzer hara with regard to this 

subject. While the Talmud did not explicitly use this term, he uses it in th.is 

context to express the power of the sexual impulse. Laws are therefore 
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necessary to aid the average person in dealing with the problem of the 

yetzer. The laws set forth in this section assist the person in not enticing i t , 

'N n11)N 711y 1n,'l': Laws for Ri~ing in the Morning Note 1 

Th.is diapter opens with, "One should strengthen himself like a lion 

t.o get up in the morning for the service of hit Creator." Note 1 in the 

Mishnah Berurah states that man was created for the purpose of serving 

God, as it s tates in Isaiah 43:7, "Everything that is called by My Name and I 

created for My glory ... " Thus, we declare this purpose from the instant we 

arise in the morning. A person should not tarry or get up too late t.o dauen 

shacharit . Beginning here and continuing through the chapter a narrative 

of human existence is woven together from aggad.ic imagery and halakhic 

minutia to show the continual struggle that mankind undergoes to attain 

holiness against the power of temptation that seeks to undermine man's 

efforts. 

The commentary states that one's yetzer hara might entice him to 

stay in bed longer giving excuses such as 'it's too cold' or 'you have not slept 

enough.' This notion is taken from the Tur. It says that a Jew is to get up 

like a lion arises in order to do the will of his Creator. But, his yetzer will 

tempt him by saying that it is too cold. It seems th.at we all have a natural 

desire to be lazy and lounge in bed in the morning. The Bach ccommentary 

t.o the Tur (Rabbi Yoel Sirkes, 17th century) takes this idea one step further 

in order to describe how sophisticated. the yetzer can be. The yetzer knows 



that a Jew is essentially good and wants to do God's will, and it uses this 

knowledge as a means to lead man unwittingly astray. 1t will say to him 

that not only is it too cold, but the cold would interfere with one's kauarinah, 

which is required. Man is t.old to subdue his inclination in order to 

faithfully do God's will. Akal u'chomer is utilized to show that if a man 

can subdue his inclination for the purpose of serving a king of flesh and 

blood, than all the more should bl get up promptly do the will of the King of 

kings. The sophistication of the yetzer is in its knowledge of the desires of 

the good J ew. Each person is vulnerable to his yetzer, and it. knows a 

person's particular weaknesses. Obviously, this is a bit of rabbinic 

psychology at work. The rabbis know how hard it is to get up and moving in 

the morning, that it is human nature according to· the stam Tur-to want to 

rest and lounge around a bit. By blaming yetz.er hara for these feelings the 

Bach and therefore Kagan is saying to people, 'We know you only want to do 

God's will, but this pesky temptation keeps aft.er you. Here is a way to think 

about what you have to do, so that you'll be able to prevail over your 

impulses and do that which you know you must do! 

The next item of interest in this chapter is that it is deemed 

preferable to say fewer tachanunim with kauannah than t.o say many 

tachanunim without kavannah. The Mishnah Berurah goes through the 

reasoning behind the preferability of saying less with intention. Basically, 

God is said to be more concerned with quality than quantity, but if a man 

can say more with the proper kavannah than he should do the most of 

which he is capable. Kagan then oomments that a scholar can free himself 
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from saying much of tachan.un, because his time is better spent on studying 

Torah. Then, men are encouraged to study some amount of m u.sar 

literature every day. The reason is that the more learned or pious, the 

stronger one's yetzer hara. For men of learning only the rebukings of the 

rabbi s will keep yetzer hara in check. The rabbis believed that there is a 

direct proportional rel ationship between the level of learning or piety and 

the strength the yetzer. It is obvious that J weak man is tempted by tittle 

things and a stronger man can only be tempted by really enticing things. 

Acoording to the Shaar Ha'I'ziun. the Havyei Adamtos and Birk.hei Yosef106 

state that if the yetzer is as cagey and sophisticated as it is portrayed by the 

Bach (above), it will surely figure out how to ensnare even the greatest 

scholar or tzadik, unless the person arms himself with the proper defense 
-

weapons. Therefore, the yetzer is personified, for only a being with human-

like intelligence couJd threaten man's relationship with God. No one is 

safe; the struggle against the yetzer is oonstant, beginning in the morning 

upon arising and does not stop. In fact note 7 in the Shaar Teshuvah states 

that the Birkei Yosef recommends musar study, because it is a vnn, an 

"antidote"', for yetzer hara. 

Kagan is probably bringing in this concept at this point in his 

oommentary as a means of reinforcing Karo's point that you are not 

105Abraham Dan.zig (1748-1820) wrote Hayyei Adam~ 

106Chayyim Joseph David Azulai (Hida) (1724-1866) wrote Birkei 
Yosef. 



permitted t.o pray less if you feel like it. You must pray and study to the 

maximum of your capabilities on a regular basis or you will open yourself 

up t.o temptation and sin. 

Third, the daily reading of Akeidat Yitzchak (Genesfa 22) is said t.o be 

desirable. The reason is stated in note 13 that a person should daily read the 

Binding of Isaac t.o rem.ind him not only of the merit of our forefathers but 

to remind him again that contro\ling one's impulses enables one to serve 

God. Isaac is seen as the quintessential example of one who controlled his 

impulses in order to do God's wilJ.J07 Normally, people are being asked t.o 

control greed, hatred, and lust. But, look at Isaac - he had t.o control every 

fiber of his being t.o subdue his survival instinct in order t.o become the 

perfect sacrifice t.o Hashem! "Father, bind me tightly so that I do not move 

and thereby disqualify the sacrifice." So, if he can do that, surely you can 

control your impulses. There is also another tradition that Isaac was 37 

years old at the time of that incident, and therefore old enough t.o have a 

yetzer.108 

r.l" 1 n"1N "fl1)1 1n,'V: Conduct Pertaining t.o Marital RelatioDB, Note 7 

The Shulchan Arukh states at the beginning of this ch.apter that, 

" ... a married person should not be overly familiar with his wife, but should 

107'Ihe story is found in Genesis Rabbah 56~8. Midrash Tanhuma 23, 
and Pirkei De Rabbi Eliezar 31. 

108Exodus Rabbah 1:1. 



ffi 

only have marital relations with her at the times referred to by the Torah." 

Karo then goes on to stipulate how oft.en men of certain professions should 

be intimate with their wives. Every man is obligated to be inti.mate with his 

wife on the night she goes to the mikuah and before he leaves on a journey 

that is not mitzuah. related. A man is not to have his pleasure in mind at 

the time of intimacy. He is obligated to please his wife. 

If a man's yetzer (lust) is the reison he desires intimacy with his wife, 

it is deemed better that he should subdue his inclination at that time. A 

man will be more satisfied if the desire is detained until the proper attitude 

is achieved rather than giving into temptation which leads to more 

temptation. But, a man should not willfully have an erection to satisfy his 

desire, if it is not a ti.me he is obligated to have relations with his wife. This 

type of behavior is the result of giving in to one's yetzer. Karo states that 

giving in to one's inclination as regards lust will lead the inclination to get 

him to transgress something prohibited. 

The Tur expands on this topic through a quotation from Sha'ar 

HaKedushah. a section of Ravad's Ba'aley Nefesh. a twelfth century 

oommentary on Hilkhot Niddah. The Tur states that Ravad believed there 

were four distinct levels of praiseworthy intent for a man who has relations 

with his wife. The lowest level is ,,~, nN mn,~, to control one's yetzer. One 

engages in this type of kauanat bi'ah in order to satisfy lust and avoid 

t.emptation t.o forbidden intercourse. This type is deemed less oommendable 

than subduing one's yetzer. Ravad's theory is based on the passage in 



ro 

Sukkah 52b which states that man is better off con.sist.ently not satiating his 

hunger for sex, because the more he gives into it the more he will desire it. 

The idea is that if you force yourself to go without, the satisfaction when you 

do will be height.ened, but if you continually indulge, the appetit.e for sex 

will become all consuming and lead to illicit intercourse. 

Modesty in marital relations is crucial. Therefore, men should not 

gaze upon the female genitalia, J cause it is considered shameless 

behavior. One who can be shamed will not transgress God's laws. 

However, gazing upon a woman's genitalia will cause a man's yetzer tn 

arise against him. To kiss a woman there is even more shameful and 

transgresses the command in Leviticus 20:25 to not be abominable. Certain 

positions are said to be undesirable, and the amount of bodily exposure is 
-

discussed. The last sections of the chapter deal with proper and improper 

times and situations for having relations. For example, one is not to have 

intercourse during famine years or comparable catastrophes, unless that 

man lias no children . 

In note 7 certain extra stringencies are mentioned with regard to 

marital relations. These are not legal rulings. The rule is that a wife is 

entitled t.o intimacy at nmw, specific time periods, which differ according t.o 

a man's occupation. The coajuga.l and maintenance rights of a woman are 

outlined in Exodus 21:10 and Ketubot 47b. A woman is always entitled t.o 

intimacy on leyl tevillah. the night of her immersion in the mikvah. Sexual 

intimacy is only prohibited on Yom Kippur and Tisha B'Av. These 
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stringencies listed in note 7 are only to impose levels of tzniut and kedutJhah 

upon Jewish marital relations by prohibiting in part that which is 

otherwise permitted. Nacbmanides on Leviticus 19:2 comments that it is 

important to practice self-restraint in all matter as a means t.o attain 

holiness. He goes on t.o say, 

The Torah has admonished us against immorality and forbidden 
foods, but permitted sexual in~rcourse between man and his 
wife ... If so, a man of desire could consider this permission to be 
passionately addicted to sexual intercourse with his wife ... and thus 
he will become a sordid person within the permissible realm of 
Torah! Therefore, after having listed the matters which He 
prohibited altogether, Scripture follows them up by a general 
command that we practice moderation even in matters which are 
permitted, ... : One should minimize sexual intercourse, ... and be 
should not engage in it except as required in fulfillment of the 
commandment thereof.109 

Marital relations are te be undertaken in service of one's obligations to a 

spouse and not in service of the yetzer, except when the power of the yetzer 

overwhelms these controls. This segment of the law is truly a sex ethic. 

According to Resh Lakish, 

[Me.n are prohibited from having sexual relationa in years of famine. However . a Tanna 
taught that childleaa oouples are permitted. u, have sexual relations during years of 
famine .] 

Rashi says that childless couples are those who ha.ve not fulfilled the 

mitzuah to be fruitful and multiply, m::i,, n>i!>. 110 Kagan says in note 47 that 

109Rabbi Dr. Charles B. Ch.avel, Ram.ham (Nacbmanides) 
Commentary on the Torah: Leviticus (New York Shilo Publishing House, 
Inc., 1974) 282-283. 

1 1 Ob. Ta'anit 1 la. 
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if they have many sons but no daughters, they are permitted. This suggests 

that the couple must have at least one boy and one girl t.o have fulfilled the 

mitzvah. Isserles adds that this rule is also in effect when there are 

communal troubles comparable in severity to a famine. Kagan notes in 48 

that the Rema states that section 574, paragraph 4 of the ShuJchan Aru.kh 

permits relations during famine years on te eve of a woman's immersion 

in the mikuah. The Mishnah Berurah states in note 46 that if a man's 

yetzer ha.,..a is becoming too powerful, and it is believed that he might 

commit the sin of Onan, then he may have marital relations. 

The rabbis here are recognizing that men cannot abstain from 

intercourse indefinitely, regardless of the circumstances. The instinct for 

sexual release is very powerful. Therefore, allowances are- made, so that a 

man does not transgress the commandment of the Lord. It is a case of 

rabbinic priority setting. 

nn:,p n")N 1nY 1n,~: The Raising of the Hands in BleRsing , Note 10 

The Shulchan Arukh deals with the topics of how a kohen should 

bless the people and th~ factors that can disqualify a kohen. In the section 

under consideration, the kohanim. should turn to face the kahal for the 

purpose of blessing the people. 'Ihe Mishnah Berurah commentary points 

out that this practice is derived from a baraita and its anonymous prooftext 

found in the Gemara on Sot.ah 38a. In 37b the Mishuah states, 'How was 

the Priestly Benediction done?' In 38a the priests and high priest raise the 



their hands above their heads. An anonymous baraita asks, 'Were the 

priests face to face with the kahal. ?' The answer is found in Numbers 6:23, 

"You will say to them," i.e. like a man who talks to his companion. 

The Mishnah Berurah, note 37, states that if the congregation hates a 

particular kohen or visa versa, the k(!hen should leave the sanctuary before 

the birkat.avodah, the Retzei. If the situation is of the first type, it is 

dangerous for the kohen to try to bliss the people. If the situation is of the 

second type, the priest saying the brachah would make the brachah a 

brachah l'uatalah. For, as the Mishnah Berurah notes, the nusach 

habrachah is: 

[ ... to bless your people Israel yith love ... ) 

Therefore, a kohen who does not love the community cannot fulfill the 

mitzuah ofthatbrachah. The Torah commands the priest to bless the 

people, making no allowances for the priest.s' feelings. In note 20 the Be'eir 

Heitev states that the Magen Avraham bases his interpretation on the 

Zohar, part 3, p. 147b. He understands the rabbinic ordinance as adding a 

qualifying factor. the blessing indicates that, unless the kohen is free of the 
. 

taint of hab-ed, he has no business blessing the congregation, no matter 

what the Torah commands him to do. In. this case, tl;ie existence of yetzer . 
hara forces the rabbis to severely modify the scope of a Toraitic 

commandment. 1he priest, who is :inn, liable, by a mitzvat asei, positive 

commandment, to say the blessing, is denied the opportunity to fulfill that 



requirement because of the yetzer. 

This is a rather significant example of this psycb.ological force 

adjusting and influencing our understanding of the law. Kagan adds to 

this ruling that the kohen "should leave the synagogue if he is unable to 

subdue his yetzer and remove the hatred from his heart." Here, the yetzer 

is utilized to creatively explain and expand the halakhah. 

It is believed that the priests want to fulfill their di ties with full 

hearts, and only an evil outside force oould have the power to override their 

desire to bless the people with love. Realistically, I believe that i t has more 

to do with the possibility of heresy for a priest to be administering a blessing 

that would be a lie of the heart and soul. What kind of role models would 

they be for the congregation. These rules seem to protect the sanctity of the 

occasion and social orderliness. 

)"\:,jJ n11)N TliY in~~: Shemona Esrei Prayer for Understanding, Note 1 

Megillah 17b states that there is a logical order for the Tefillah. The 

Mishnah states that the person reading the Megillah has not fulfilled the 

obligation if he has read it backwards or in a language other than Hebrew. 

The ruling is derived from Ester 9:27 in which it states that the Jews took 

upon themselves the obligation to observe the holiday of Purim exactly as it 

was written. An anonymous tannaitic source is quoted as saying that the 

same ruling applies to the recitation of Hallet, Shem-a, and the Amidah. In 

the discussion about the Amidah, Shimon HaPakuli is credit.ed with stating 



the proper order for the benedictions in the presence of Rabbi Gamaliel. 

The order is then explained with the appropriate prooftexts. 

In the Am.idah the first three blessings are praise, the middle ones 

are petitionary, and the concluding three are of thanksgiving. In the 

Shu.lchan Arukh. Hilkhot Tefillah, the reasons for the Shemona Esrei are 

given. The subjects under discussion in th.is chapter are the existence and 

order of the fourth blessing of the Btz.emona Esrei. The blessing is: 

N11N J ., ::,vm nl'J nyi 1nNO um .m,:i vuN, 10,m nYT 01N, inn nnN 

,ny,n 1nn 

(You endow man with knowledge and teach mankind understanding Grant us from 
Your knowledge, understanding, and wisdom. Blessed are You, Lord, the One who grants 
knowledge.) 

Kagan writes that the reason for the blessing 'You endow .. .' is because 

man is greater than each a.pd every creature, and the Wise One determined 

it. The blessing 'You endow' is the head of moderation. For if there is no 

under standing, there can be no prayer. 

In the Mishnah Berurah. Kagan writes that another reason for the 

order of the blessings is written in Sefer Seder HaYom. Then he states that 

first of all without the wisdom and knowledge God implanted in man, the 

goodness within him would fall apart. Therefore, he needs to have proper 

intention. This is the essence of the question~ that man needs to ask from 

the Creator to give him wisdom and knowledge to straighten out that which 

has been blemished with evil and to make it better with goodness. The 

HaShiveinu comes after the request for knowledge because his sin is on his 



mind, and he direct.s this blessing to God, requesting that He immediately 

subdue and humiliate his yetzer. Then, Kagan goes on to discuss that the 

prayer for forgiveness comes after the prayer for repentance. It is necessary 

that God arise over the hearts of sinners and criminals. The prayer for 

healing comes after the prayer for redemption. It is a request that God h eal 

us in order that we will be strong enough to occupy ourselves with Torah 

and remember all the m.itzvot, as it i hould be. 

1 "::> r1"1N 11i}' 1n,'V: Laws ofTzitzi.4 Note 2 

The origin for the commandment to wear tzi.tzit can be found in 

Numbers 16:38. 

-,}) um, on,,., on>1lS >~):,-',y n::1>::1 on', w.1y, on,N n1T.JN1 ,z.<,~.n >J::i-,N u, 

:.n,.:>11 ,,n~ ')l:,n mP~ 

[Speak to the children of Israel and t.ell them t.o make fringee upon tb.e oomers of their 
clothes for all generati.ona and attach on the corner of the fringe a blue cord.) 

Ve~ 39 explains the purpose of the commandment. 

nmn N'.n onN on>~y, •n m::10-,::1-nN oni:,ti mN omN11 n~>::1, o:,, n>m 

:onnnN om onN-,~N o:,>)>.Y ,,nN, o:,n', ,,nN 

[And it will your fringes t.o look at them and remember all of the cororoendm(mta of the 
Lord and do them, BO you will not follow after your heart and eyee in lustfulnees.) 

The Shulchan Arukh states that one is supposed t.o hold the tzitzit in the 

left hand which is opposite the heart when reciting the Shema, because of 

the line in the V'ah.avta that they be on your heart. Kagan states that the 

heart is actually on the left Bide of the body. He then goes on t.o state that 
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this mitzvah delivers the wearer from sin by being able to deliver one from 

yetzer hara. In this respect the mitzvah of tzitzit is superior to all other 

mitzvot. His prooftext is to be found in Menachot 44a. In this chapter of 

Menachot the opening discussions surround the minutia of the 

commandment to wear tzitzit: what garments are subject to tzitzit, how are 

they to be made, etc. At the end of this section of the chapter the story is 

related about the reward enjoyed in thi3 world by wearers tzitzit. It is this 

story that serves as Kagan's prooftext. 

A student of Rabbi Hiyya heard about a renowned harlot in another 

city, prepaid the fee. and went to be with her. AB he proceeded to climb up 

to the bed upon which she laid, his tzitzit hit him in the face, reminding 

him that what he was about t.o do was a sin. He removed himself from the 

bed, and the harlot questioned his change of heart. She proceeded t.o find 

out where and with whom be studied. She then went to the beit midrash t.o 

inquire how to convert. Rabbi Hiyya then allowed her to marry the student. 

For forgoing the sin, she was then pernutted to him in sanctity. 

In relation to tzitzit Kagan is the first person to state that this 
, 

commandment has the power to subdue yetzer hara. It is truly his 

invention. 

V1~n n"UI( 1)1)' 1n~~: Laws ofYom Kippur. Note 1 

It is decreed in Leviticus 23:27 that the tenth day of'fisbrei will be the 

Day of Atonement for the entire community of Israel. In tractat.e Yoma of 



the Talmud, we find the rabbinic expansions. The entire temple service is 

described in the Mishnah with aggadah and extensions added in the 

Gemara. Near the end of the final mishnah of this tract.ate, Rabbi Eleazar 

ben Azariah makes the following statement about Yom Kippur. 

01N )':lYJ nn, :i.v 1!):m :,um, o,p.r.,, 01N p:iYJ m,,:i.v n;,\:>n 'i1 '>!>? o:,,nN\m ? :>r.l 

.n ,~n nN il~,,\!J 1y "l!>:>r.l :>" i1P )>N n ,:m::> 

l 
['f om Kippur atones for those sine committed between man and God from all the sine before 
God. but Yom Kippur will not atone for those sine committed between man and hi.s friend 
until he appeases his friend.] 

ln the Shu.lchan Arukh. the chapter opens with the quotation from Yoma 

8.5b. 

0 ' 1:11:l N?N 1\J>)j?i1 N? •>!)N\ ut:>H!)l'l) 1)1 1!):>IJ J "ill' )'N )1>:ln? 01N )':lYI 1)1'P:l)) 

0))!) )J:l\ n,'l)l?'l.Jl j1))'l) 0))!) ,~:m inn, il)\YJN"O t,H!)M 1l'N ON\ )OH!)? , , ,~ 

, , Pli:H l))N !>1'):l t7''!>nr.l U,N ON, O)\!J)N 'l lr.l)J nv' 

[For transgressions that are between a person and his friend, Yom Kippur does not atone 
until he appeases his friend. And even ifhe only provokes him with words, he must 
appease him. And ifhe does not appease him on the first try, be must return and go a 
second ti.me and a third ti.me, and with each ti.me he must take with him three people, and if 
he does not a ppease h.im on the third try, he is not under any obligation to him.] 

Ka.gan comments on the issue of appeasing one's friend even if you 

only used harsh words by stating: 

mo, 1NYJ:J. OlYJ D".YN rum o,u, nN>'lN1 11u,N )lJ -o)I no Ol1 • \O'l'!>' 1,,~ 
,.v ,on !), )>MT.) Nm lN)!) , , )>N ON 7l''r.l )'Tl):, )'YJ!)'l,I ,o, t,ll!)) :in,nr.J iUYJi1 

0)):l )J :Jl1lJ1J Pnuw ;:,)'.) iil"'YJ ,,:, ,:,n 1pn, :i,,mr., Jl1i'nl )r.l ,:iN inN OP 

1:11 '" ilN)lNl ~ln V, ,11:i v.,, ON 'lJ"Jl 'Ul D:>>nN\)il ):)7) o:,,,.v 1!):>' nm 

N,O ilNO >11tnNYJ lr.>J 01Ni1 ,.v ,nlil l-n,pr.,n mnJ -lvn, ilN1> )'lT.)r.):J. ).tll)n 

i1)1"1n ,, 'l)l'l) w::m n,:i ,,,:in, Y)) ON\ ('UN1:l l1\.?pr.> ,tl l'l\)Pr.l ,r., nmy 

)'))'i'I l"7Jl :11n ,)!), nu, !)11:))11 ,;:, ilttl .v,, N, ,,,:inv., O'')IN ll)l"1l' o;i,;y 
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1:11 ,, u, ,'l> ,,,, .lm11i1, 1'Ni1 ?lN'll~n ip'll N';,:i Tlr.>N:i, mo,,'ll:i 

{N11n] min o ,•p11n ,, 'ti' , "n~,n ,::, lTIN"llil ';,y 1mo, N'.:> )lr.>r.>J\!J 

lln thie caee it is also a transgreesion against the prohibition of verbal abuse And behold, 
even though be is obligated to appease the one he sinned against every other day of the year, 
nonetheless, ifhe doesn't have the time he may wait to appease him another day But every 
erev Yom Kippur be is obligat.ed to l"epair everything in order th.at h& may be purified from 
all of his sins, as it is written, "Because on this day atonement will be made for you for all 
of your aina .. . " All the moreso if there is on bis record the sin of stealing or defrauding or 
any other type of wrongdoing in monetary matters he will see to fix them (1bat this is the 
great denouncer again.et man, as the ea,gee ofbleeaed memory used to say, 'A full measure 
of sin-who will denounce you first? The 81f of stealing will denounce you first.'] And if 
his friend has money in his hand that belongs to him to which he lays claim. he ebouJd 
make it known t.o him, despiUl the fact th.at his friend doem't know about it at all 
Nonetheless. be should set the case before. the rav or the town rav completely and truthfully, 
without lying and ask him how he should behave. The general rule in this matter and all 
money matters is that he should not rely on his own judgement because his yetz.er haro will 
say that all kinds of things are perm.isaible.J 

Kagan bnngs in the idea of yetzer hara in thjs passage to warn the 

reader of the danger that relying on one's own judgement can have on the 

soul. Better that one should rely on the expertise and judgement of a rav, 

who can be objective and help a person observe the laws scrupulously, than 

to give the yetzer a chance to cloud onets judgement with false statement.s 

and be led astray. 

0 11pl1 n111N 1)i)1 1n?YJ~ Tisha B'Av, Note 13 

The central issue of this ch.apter is how Jews may best remember the 

destruction of the Temple at all times. In sect.ion 3, the question arises: is 

it permissible t.o sing over wine and rejoice? The stam Mishnah (Sot.ah 48a) 

states that when the Sanhedrin ceased to exist, songs ceased to be sung in 

places of feasting, because Isaiah 24:9 states: 
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[They will not drink wine with song ... ) 

However, in the Gemara Rabbi Huna said that sailors and ploughmen may 

sing but weavers may not. The reason is that singing aids the former in 

their work, while the latter sing for entertainment. Rav Yosef adds that 

women joining men in song leads to unrestrained sexuality, and men 

joining in singing with women ariJes men's sexual passions. Rabbi 

Yochanan stated that drinking while music is playing brings the following 

punishments upon the world: captivity, hunger, forgetting Torah, hilul 

HaShem, and humiliation of Israel. 

The Shulchan Arukh states that you do not play musical 

instruments and sing songs, because all who hear the songs will rejoice in 

them. It diverts a persori's attention from God. Therefore, it is forbidden to 

listen to them because of the destruction of the Temple. Drinking songs are 

forbidden, as it is written, "Do not drink wine with song." 

Note 13 focuses on the issue of drinking songs. The Bach (Rabbi Joel 

Sirkes, 17th century commentat.or t.o the Tur) pronounced that even 

drinking songs without wine are forbidden. It is written in the Gemara, 

that the songs of ship traffic controllers and cowboys that are work related, 

therefore, they are permitted. However, singing while one is idle is 

forbidden, because it is only ent.ertainment, but if not, do not make an issue 

ofit. Thus, the Shulchan Arukh shows us that liturgical music is 

permissible, but music for pleasure is not permitted. Th.is is a rabbinic 
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gezera-, decree, enacted in accordance with their desire to have u s 

remember the Churban, destruction of the Temple, soberly and seriously. 

To summarize, Kagan does not mentionyetzer hara in his Mishnab 

Berurab commentary to the Shulchan Aru.kh. However, he does raise the 

issue in his other commentary to the Shulchan Aruk.h, the Sha'ar 

Ha'Tziun. In note 25 of the Sha'ar HaTziun it states: 

N',N il!):J ilt>N U >N1 ,YT.)\!)r.) V" \!.I ! "01,:) N~m Oll 1 1' \!) pu,n;, )'t,I)';, , ,:, nnnm ONl 

,,p own ,m,, \!)) n)JJ o , inN D''tllN "'' ON PN] :>":> pi p,, )'N 1:,,n )"ii -?V 

0':ll)J ' 1 '\!.I ,r.ll';, N';,'t,1 1t>lr.l ' 1!lt> ' 1N'tll i111 ';,'t,li1 1'i1li1 1:1::> lil,Cl [i11i).) il\!.IN:J 

,u,, 0':J.l,Y ' 1'\!JJ N1ltnN N:>>N >,:)) il"N7.l1 V1 Y:J\:> pu>n';, 1 ' ?'1:l ill'tJ p1pn';, 

;·n ,.v m >~ , 3:1';, 1>i1P1 mo pn'"l, l'tl!l) ,n,v, ;,,v!l):J 1••n~, >"UTJ Np1 m,:u 

:[ >:>1 iT.) ir.lNY.3 ] 

llfthe songs are for the pWJ>Ose of putting a baby to eleep, then they are ofno consequence. 
And also surely from the words of the Shulchan Arukh we learn, can infe.t that only 
singing over wine is forbidden Therefore, do not be too stringent with doubtful cases. 
(However, if there are othe r people in the house. be careful. because the voice of a woman is 
eroah I Nonetheless, Shnei Luch.ot HaBrit and the other m iua r books remind us not t.o sing 
popular eongs to a baby because this could cause the chi.Id to have a bad temperament. In 
addition, there is a prohibition against popular songs and fooli.eh things, because these 
fortify the yet:z.er hara with.in him, and one who guard.a his soul will keep himself far from 
this and will warn the members of his hou.eehold about this. (Mordecai)] 

Kagan does not place his comments about the yetzer hara in the 

Mishna.h Berura.h, possibly because he feels that it is not directly related to, 

or taken from the text. However, he feels that it is an important enough 

issue to raise it in the same place that he raises Bach's m.achloket about 

singing popular songs, whether or not over wine. He chooses t.o introduce 

Bach's position because Bach was known t.o be quite stringent in his 

interpretation of the law. Therefore, if he says not t.o be too strict in doubtful 

cases. one should not be so strict. Kagan balances the argument with the. 
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opinion expressed in musar literature that the stringency in the case of 

singing popular songs to children could cause an auerah, in this case a 

man overhearing a woman singing, and that popular music could have a 

negative affect on a child's disposition. 
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C.Onclusion 
\ 

Yetzer hara is a rabbinic concept developed through eisegetical 

interpretation. The Rabbis telescoped a variety of ideas into this 

nominative. Yetzer hara is not evil qua evil. Rather, it is an element of 

human nature that contains within it the possibility of evil. If either 

goodness or evil were the natural state of mankind, then they would be 

value neutral. By virtue of man having been granted free will , it is 

necessary for man to choose between good and evil. It is only after we have 

made a choice to follow either yetzer tov or yetzer hara that we may be 

judged as being good or evil. 

Many people have attempted to equate yetzer hara with psychological 

terms such as id, libido, or eros. None of these psychoanalytical terms 

encompasses yetzer hara. While psychological structures can inform our 

understanding of the yetzer, one needs to take into account the relevant 

theological constructs in Judaism. Halakhah is ooncomitant with the 

yetzer. It informs our understanding of yetzer hara and responds to it . 

The Rabbis believed that yetzer hara is an essential aspect of human 

nature. Without it man would cease to pro-create or conduct business. 
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Recognizing the necessity for yetzer hara and the potential for evil, the 

Rabbis wrote extensively about the destructive aspects of yetzer hara and 

ways to channel and control it. They entreated man to utilize his yetzer for 

good and t.outed the rewards for proper behavior and punishments for 

violations of the laws. The Rabbis insisted that Torah was the guide t.o life 

and the antidote for the yetzer hara. 

Rambam utilizes the concept of yetzerihara, following the example 

set forth in the Talmud or in a baraita in five out of eleven cases. In tbe 

case of forbidden intercourse be is also extending the prohibition to make 

an extra fence around the law. Regarding the obligation to study Torah, the 

Talmud merely states the specific obligations. He focuses on the ability of 

the yetzer to distract a man from his obligation to study. Regarding the 

offering of guarantees for oaths and Temple tithes, Rambam believes that 

men are greedy and will, therefore, either devalue something, or donate a 

less worthy offering to the Temple. It is the yetzer's doing. Therefore, he 

believes the laws are written to train one's yetzer. At the conclusion of 

Hilk.hot Temurah, Rambam declares that while the mitzvot are of divine 

origin, applying one's intellect to discern the reasons behind the laws will 

enable one t.o better fulfill them. With reference to Sbabbat, Rambam 

changes the focus of the argument about the rabbinic prohibition against 

tea.ring from a discussion on the act of tearing as physical destruction, t.o 

an emphasis on the psychological effect of the action. 

In vtilizing the concept of yetzer hara, Kagan also follows the line of 

argumentation set forth in prior texts in four out of ten cases. However, be 
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brings the yetzer into halakhlc discourse in several places that the Talmud 

does not. With respect to talking on Shabbat, he brings in the concept of the 

yetzer to reinforce the prohibition against certain kinds of speech . 

Concerning the laws upon arising in the morning, Kagan blames the 

yetzer for inciting a man to tarry from his obligations. He also argues that 

since the yetzer is responsible for man's greed, one should always rely on a 

thir-d party ro settle monetary disputerin order to avoid inciting the yetzer. 

In the case of Tisha B'Av Kagan brings the subject of yetzer hara in the 

discussion in his other commentaryJ the Sha'ar Ha'Triun. not the 

Mishnah Berurah. Kagan, like Ram.ham, believes that certain laws exist to 

train one's yetzer. 

At times both commentators reiterate the statements of their 

predecessors in their usage of yetzer hara. They also introduce yetzer hara 

into various halak.hic discussions of their own accord in order to explain 

the purpose of the law or fortify a law they believe lacks compulsion. While 

they remain tnie to the classical rabbinic tradition, they were nevertheless 

scholars of their own times. That being the case, their expansion of the use 

of yetzer hara in hala.khic discourse was directed toward the needs of their 

less literate oontemporaries, assuring that.both the Oral and Written Torah 

oontinue to be relevant moral guides in all times and geographic locations. 
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